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Although Ankara’s
relationship

with Muammar
Gaddaf had many
ups and downs,
Libya had an
important place in
the post-Cold War
re-assessments
of Turkish

foreign policy
that envisaged
Turkey as an
inter-civilisational
powerhouse.
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Introduction

long-time leader Muammar Gaddaf more than

a decade ago. The confict, which began as a
part of the Arab Spring in 2011, transformed into an
internationalised civil war where foreign governments
provided weapons, money, and even fghters to
opposing sides on the ground. Today, peace is fragile,
political polarisation is high, and the involvement
of external actors remains an issue of discussion.
Turkey has been one of the actors actively seeking to
infuence developments in Libya. Ankara’s interventions,
especially its military involvement, have raised
questions about what Turkey's endgame in Libya is.

I ibya has been in crisis since the toppling of

This Strategic Update discusses the key drivers of
Turkey’s policy toward Libya, including geopolitical
considerations, economic interests, and the Justice
and Development Party (AKP) government’s policy
choices in the region. It highlights that Ankara has

been able shape the course of the conTict in line with
its preferences, countering the infuence of the rebel
general, Khalifa Haftar, in the country. It identifes recent
trends in Turkish foreign policy behaviour, namely a
certain shift in Ankara’s foreign policy approach from
an emphasis on soft power and multilateralism in the
early years of the AKP era to a more hawkish approach
based on the projection of hard power—unilaterally,

if necessary—as seen in several conficts in Turkey’s
neighbourhood. It also looks at the way in which Ankara
has projected hard power, focusing on the use of
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unmanned aerial vehicles in Libya and
beyond, and draws attention to broader
debates concerning modern warfare
and lethal autonomous weapons.

This Strategic Update argues that
Ankara has pursued policies that aim
to maintain and expand its infuence
in Libya and in the wider region. It
highlights that it is essential that
Turkey pursues effective multilateral
diplomacy and bridge-building
policies to contribute not only to the
development of mutually benefcial
ties with Libya, but also to international
efforts to achieve long-term peace
and stability. The Strategic Update

concludes by underlining the importance

of protecting the progress made since
the 2020 ceasefre agreement for
achieving sustainable peace in Libya.

Turkey’s engagement with
Libya and the geopolitics of the
eastern Mediterranean

Turkey’s involvement in the Libyan
confict can be seen in the broader
context of Turkey’s pursuit of greater
infuence in the eastern Mediterranean
and beyond. One of the drivers of
Ankara’s support for the UN-recognised
Tripoli-based government in Libya,

the Government of National Accord
(GNA), was the desire to secure
Turkey’s geopolitical interests in the
eastern Mediterranean.® Most notably,
the deal signed in 2019 between the
Turkish government and the GNA to
demarcate maritime borders was
more about solidifying Turkish claims

in the eastern Mediterranean than it
was about Turkey's presence in the
Libyan confict. Specifcally, the deal,
which triggered protest from Greece,
Cyprus, and Egypt, showed that Ankara
regarded Libya as a strategic partner
that could back up Turkish positions
in the dispute over continental shelf
entitlements and overlapping claims
over exclusive economic zones

in the eastern Mediterranean.?

Libya has a long history of being
strategically important in Ankara’s
formulation of foreign policyM/
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and into the early 2000s, Turkish foreign policy makers
often emphasised capitalising on the country’s
potential to shape regional and global politics. A
notable example was the development of the Africa
Action Plan (1998), which later paved the way to
Turkey’s policy of “Opening to Africa” (2005), through
which Turkish foreign policy makers turned their
attention to the whole of the African continent with
the aim of boosting Turkey’s global outreach.*

Following the AKP’s rise to power in Turkey in the
2000s, which corresponds with the time when

Libya normalised its relations with the West and
discontinued its nuclear programme, bilateral relations
between Turkey and Libya were greatly improved.

In Tripoli in 2009, then Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, accompanied by a large group of business
leaders and government ministers, highlighted

that the Turkish government saw Libya as a “vital
partner in Turkey's Opening to Africa strategy”,
underlined the importance of enhancing political
and economic cooperation in the Mediterranean,
and signed bilateral agreements covering a wide
range of sectors.
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zones. Turkish policy makers were
cautious about the adverse political
consequences the Turkish government
would potentially have faced in the
domestic arena if Turkish nationals
had been harmed in Libya. They also
did not wish to jeopardise the mutually
benefcial relationship they had built
with Gaddaf before the Arab Spring.8
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conditions created by the government’s
close relations with Tripoli, have been
seeking to expand their operations

in Libya.* There are signs that they

are particularly interested developing
and investing in strategic transport
hubs, such as in the Libyan port city

of Misrata, where their European
counterparts (e.g., major French frms)
have also been actively engaged.®

Emphasis on hard power
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An example of such power struggle
can be seen in how Turkey and Egypt
supported and armed opposing sides
in Libya. Explaining the deterioration of
Turkey’s relations with Egypt requires
analysis of the policies that the AKP
government has pursued following the
Arab uprisings. For various reasons,
mostly ideological, Ankara sided with
Islamists aligned with the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt at the expense

of cutting diplomatic ties with Cairo.
Specifcally, following the July 2013
coup d'état, Ankara sided with Egypt’s
ousted President, Mohamed Morsi,
recognising him as the only legitimate
leader of the country. Consequently,
tensions were raised to the point

of burning bridges with the new
government in Cairo, who expelled
Turkey’'s ambassador in November
2013. As of this writing, Turkey does not
have an ambassador in Egypt, however
there are signs that normalisation talks
have started.?? In the context of the
Libyan war, the success of the GNA
also meant that Ankara’s interests
would prevail over the interests of Cairo,
who provided arms to General Haftar
in his pursuit of dominance in Libya.
Speaking at a funeral prayer in absentia
for Morsi in Istanbul in June 2019,
Turkish President Erdogan referred to
Morsi as “our martyr” and condemned
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi
for being a “tyrant”.% In a subsequent
press conference, he explained that
Turkey was providing arms to the GNA
because the GNA lacked defensive

capabilities to defend itself against its

11
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foreign forces and mercenaries from
Libya without delay.? The Turkish
government introduced a reservation
noting that its military assistance has
been based on a bilateral agreement
with Libya and therefore cannot be
compared to the military presence of
other foreign powers, whom Turkey'’s
minister of foreign affairs has described
as “illegitimate”.?° He also said Turkey
agrees that “many foreign fghters and
mercenaries present in Libya” should
withdraw, but underlined that “foreign
mercenaries and legitimate presence
there should not be confused”.®® All
things considered, it remains to be
seen how international politics and the
political process in Libya will play out
and what the implications might be for

Ankara’s presence and infuence in Libya.

“Drone war” in Libya, Turkish
drones, and killer robots

Another interesting aspect of Turkey's
involvement in Libya which is worthy of
attention is its use of unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) and unmanned combat
aerial vehicles (UCAVSs), or drones.
Delivering the keynote speech at the
Air and Space Power Conference in
July 2020, the United Kingdom Defence
Secretary Ben Wallace talked about
“the threats and opportunities we face
in the new domains of warfare” and
added, “we need to look at the lessons
of others. Look how Turkey has been
operating in Libya where it has used
Bayraktar TB-2 UAVs since mid-2019
[...] Even if only half of these claims

are true the implications are game
changing”.®! Reports on Turkey’s use

of drones in Syria and Libya and how
these drones have been instrumental

in achieving military objectives have
attracted a lot of international attention.
Many major international media outlets
have highlighted how these drones
“reshape battlefelds” and discussed
Turkey's growing drone industry.*?

The use of drones in warfare is not
something new. They have most notably
been used by the United States in

its “global war on terror” for carrying
out lethal strikes or surveillance in

Irag, Afghanistan, and elsewhere.

What is arguably different now is that
there are many new players and a

more diverse group of powers—not
just major powers but also smaller
middle-powers such as Turkey, who
invest in their own drone programmes
and use these drones for military
purposes both at home (e.g., in counter
insurgency) and abroad (e.g., in military
operations beyond their borders).

The UN's Special Representative for
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types of drones, and noted various foreign powers who
provided weapons technology to fghting groups.®*
Having the upper hand in the air arguably resulted

in gains on the ground. This was most evident when
General Haftar's campaign to capture Tripoli came

to abrupt end after Turkey’s military intervention on

the side of the GNA and provision of sophisticated
weapons, including combat drones with precision air
strike capabilities, turned the tide in the confict.®®

Turkey's arms industry has grown signifcantly over
the past decade and the development of drones has
been a niche area of focus. They have attracted wider
interest after their deployment in Syria and Libya,
possibly due to their effective use in battlefelds and
ability to counter the advances of Russian-backed
forces. To give a specifc example, Poland purchased
Bayraktar TB2 drones, becoming the frst NATO country
to buy drones from Ankara.®® During a visit to Turkey,
the Polish Foreign Minister Zbigniew Rau referred

to these drones as “battle-proven and effective” and
said they would “strengthen capabilities of the Polish
Army and contribute to the reinforcement of NATO's
Eastern Flank”.3” Today, these drones are most notably
used by Ukraine against Russian forces in the ongoing
war which started in February 2022. They are also

13
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Furthermore, there are wider political
and possibly ethical implications related
to the use of technology in warfare,
particularly concerning the level of
autonomy with which some weapons
systems are programmed. The level

of autonomy in lethal autonomous
weapons systems (LAWS), broadly
speaking, refers to the degree of human
control over the actions or specifc
tasks the weapons systems undertake.
“Killer robots”, i.e., fully autonomous
weapons systems that can select targets
and make kill decisions without human
intervention, is an idea that has been
around for some time and is linked

to technological advancements such

as the development of sophisticated
artifcially intelligent systems.** What
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