
On March 17, 2011,
the United Nations authorized military intervention in Libya to protect the
country’s civilians. The Security Council was reacting to violence between
Libyan government forces and domestic opponents that had erupted the pre-
ceding month. Two days after the authorization, NATO initiated the interven-
tion, including establishing a no-ºy zone and launching aerial attacks on
government forces. After seven months, Libyan rebel forces conquered the
country and killed the former authoritarian ruler, Muammar al-Qaddaª, in
October 2011. Western media and politicians praised the intervention as a hu-
manitarian success for averting a bloodbath in Libya’s second largest city,
Benghazi, and helping replace the dictatorial Qaddaª regime with a transi-
tional council pledged to democracy. Based on this ostensible success, many
experts now cite Libya as a model for implementing the humanitarian princi-
ple known as the “responsibility to protect” (R2P). Before such conclusions are
embraced, however, a more rigorous assessment of the net humanitarian im-
pact of NATO’s intervention in Libya is warranted.

The Libya intervention is the latest in a series of international military ac-
tions after the Cold War justiªed on the basis of protecting noncombatants.
This renaissance of “humanitarian intervention” started in the early 1990s,
with prominent deployments of United Nations–authorized air and ground
forces to northern Iraq, Bosnia, and Somalia. After NATO intervened in
Kosovo in 1999, U.S. President Bill Clinton declared, “If the world community
has the power to stop it, we ought to stop genocide and ethnic cleansing.”1

The Kosovo intervention, however, had not been authorized by the United
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Nations, thereby calling into question its legality and legitimacy, so an interna-
tional commission was formed to establish ground rules for future action. In
2001 this collective declared the existence of an international “responsibility to
protect” endangered noncombatants.2 In 2005 the UN General Assembly en-
dorsed a version of R2P that emphasizes the responsibilities of states to protect
their own citizens and of the international community to assist those efforts
peacefully, while still requiring Security Council authorization prior to mili-
tary intervention.3 In 2007 the United Nations appointed a special adviser on
the responsibility to protect and another on the prevention of genocide.

Debate on whether and how to intervene to protect noncombatants can be
divided into three broad schools. Advocates claim that intervention is bene-
ªcial and ethically required, even where outcomes are suboptimal.4 Oppo-
nents argue that intervention at best temporarily postpones the inevitable and,
in any case, is an unethical waste of resources on goals outside the national in-
terest.5 In between are those who believe that intervention is justiªed if it can
do more good than harm, but that such cases are relatively rare in light of two
factors.6 First, perpetrators of violence often act more quickly than interveners
can respond.7 Second, intervention often rewards militants and thus encour-
ages rebellion, which typically endangers noncombatants, thereby exacerbat-
ing the harm that it seeks to alleviate—a dynamic akin to “moral hazard.”8 To
mitigate that problem, this school recommends that intervention be reserved
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for the rare cases where noncombatants are intentionally targeted, as opposed
to where they are the collateral damage of counterinsurgency campaigns
aimed at rebels.

Fundamentally, the R2P debate is about whether intervention can achieve its
explicit humanitarian objective, which is the main focus of this article. Second-
arily, however, the debate extends to the impact of humanitarian intervention
on other interests, including the security and prosperity of intervening states
and the spread of democracy. The Libya case, as demonstrated below, sheds
light on all of these aspects of the debate.

The following analysis starts by reciting the widely accepted Western nar-
rative of Libya’s 2011 conºict and intervention. Next, it documents two sig-
niªcant errors in this narrative: the nature of violence prior to NATO
intervention and the goal of that intervention. Third, it conducts a counter-
factual analysis to explore the likely outcome in Libya if NATO had not inter-
vened. Fourth, it documents the actual outcome in Libya in the wake of NATO
intervention. Fifth, it explores whether the prospect of NATO intervention in
Libya fostered the rebellion that provoked the Libyan government’s crack-
down, via a moral hazard dynamic. Sixth, it examines the postwar situation
in Libya and its neighbors to assess the longer-term costs and beneªts of
NATO intervention. Seventh, it summarizes the net impact of the intervention.
Finally, the article draws lessons from the events in Libya to generate policy
recommendations for future implementation of the responsibility to protect.

Conventional Wisdom: Success of R2P

The mainstream narrative of the Libya conºict and NATO intervention runs as
follows. By early 2011, two successful, nonviolent, “Arab Spring” uprisings in
Tunisia and Egypt had lifted the veil of fear in Libya. Accordingly, in mid-
February 2011, the Libyan people rose up in analogous, nationwide, nonvio-
lent protests against their dictator, Muammar Qaddaª, whose oppressive rule
they universally detested. Qaddaª responded by ordering his forces to shoot
the peaceful protesters, killing thousands of innocent civilians in the ªrst three
days, especially in the eastern city of Benghazi. Such brutal government vio-
lence compelled the peaceful protesters to take up arms in self-defense and
launch a rebellion. These freedom ªghters made progress for two weeks, gain-
ing control over half of the country by early March. Qaddaª again retaliated
in a criminally disproportionate manner, ordering his ground troops to ªre
heavy weapons indiscriminately into residential areas and his air force to
bomb civilians. Over the next ten days, government forces pushed the libera-
tion movement back to its last stronghold, Benghazi. There, Qaddaª explicitly

A Model Humanitarian Intervention? 107



threatened to attack civilians, deployed his troops to the gates of the city, and
prepared to engage in a “bloodbath.”

On March 17, 2011, the UN Security Council responded by authorizing a no-
ºy zone and all necessary means except occupation troops to protect Libya’s ci-
vilians from Qaddaª’s forces. This protection against criminal violence gradu-
ally enabled the freedom ªghters, because of their nationwide support, to turn
the tide of the conºict, overthrow Qaddaª, and pave the way for representative
government. Overall, the NATO intervention—by protecting Benghazi and
helping remove Qaddaª from power—averted a Rwanda-like genocide,9 re-
stored human rights to the Libyan people, fostered democracy and the rule of
law, and helped sustain momentum for the Arab Spring. It did so quickly and
without deploying ground forces,10 thereby establishing a new model for suc-
cessful implementation of the emerging norm of the responsibility to protect.

This conventional wisdom has been endorsed in the world’s most widely
read journal of international affairs by no less than the top U.S. military and ci-
vilian representatives to the transatlantic alliance that led the intervention. The
U.S. permanent representative to NATO and the Supreme Allied Commander
Europe, writing in Foreign Affairs, concluded as follows: “NATO’s operation in
Libya has rightly been hailed as a model intervention. The alliance responded
rapidly to a deteriorating situation that threatened hundreds of thousands of
civilians rebelling against an oppressive regime. It succeeded in protecting
those civilians.”11

Did Qaddaª Target Peaceful Civilians?

The ªrst problem with the mainstream narrative is that it relies on two demon-
strably false premises: that Qaddaª initiated the violence by targeting peaceful
protesters and that NATO intervention aimed primarily to protect civilians.
Contrary to most contemporaneous Western reporting, many Libyan protest-
ers were armed and violent from the ªrst day of the uprising, February 15,
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2011, in Benghazi.12 Government forces initially responded with nonlethal
force: rubber bullets and water cannons. Western media on that ªrst day
incorrectly reported that Qaddaª’s forces had ªred live ammunition at peace-
ful protesters, citing video posted on the internet. The British Broadcasting
Corporation, to its credit, admitted the next day that “subsequent inquiries
suggested this was footage originally uploaded more than a year ago,”13

but few other Western media corrected the error or acknowledged that they
had fallen victim to antigovernment propaganda. Qaddaª’s security forces re-
frained from deadly force until the protesters’ violence escalated and spread
during the following days.

In Benghazi the protesters used ªrearms, Molotov cocktails, bulldozers, and
bomb-laden vehicles to capture the army garrison in this, the biggest city in
eastern Libya, on February 20, just three days after launching their “Day of
Rage” on February 17. Indeed, in all four cities initially consumed by the
conºict, large-scale violence was initiated not by government forces but rather
by the protesters. In Benghazi, on February 15, protesters threw petrol
bombs.14 In Al Bayda, on February 17, “[w]itnesses told Amnesty International
that in the evening they saw police defectors shooting at al-Gaddaª forces.
From then on, the protests quickly escalated into violent confrontations.”15 In
the capital, Tripoli, on February 20, protesters initiated the violence by burning
government buildings, thereby prompting Qaddaª’s forces to respond bru-
tally. According to one eyewitness testimony, the protesters “kicked out the
pro-Gaddaª people in the Square and burned the internal security center. They
entered and burned it all, and I think the general security building overlooking
the martyrs square too. . . . [Later], suddenly cars came, the land cruisers, with
people. They were far away so I can’t tell you if they were Africans or Libyans
or from Sirte. They gave us no chance. Heavy ªre, like it was a war.”16 In
Misurata, on February 21, protesters attacked and seized weapons from police
and army bases, triggering a spiral of violence. As the UN reported, “Protests
appeared to have escalated rapidly, however, with demonstrators attacking
ofªces of the Revolutionary Committees, police stations and military barracks
on February 21 and 22, 2011 and arming themselves with weapons found at
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these locations. The Qadhaª Government admitted to ªring live ammunition
at those who, it said, were involved in violent actions.”17

Likewise, a former high-level Libyan military commander told a UN inquiry
that “only after demonstrators acquired arms did the Qadhaª forces begin
using live ammunition.”18 Moreover, when government forces initially re-
sponded violently, notably on February 17 in Benghazi, they aimed to wound,
not to kill. According to a French doctor working in a Benghazi hospital, on
that day, “we had dozens of patients with bullet wounds in the abdominal
area or in the legs.”19 He explains that “at ªrst, the security forces shot people
in the legs and abdomen,” and only “subsequently, in the chest and head.”20

The government’s escalation was undoubtedly rapid—from rubber bullets, to
wounding shots, to deadly force, in about three days—but the regime was re-
sponding to the protesters’ escalation of violence. Not all or even most of the
protesters in the crowds of this initial uprising were armed, so the govern-
ment’s retaliation unavoidably hit many unarmed protesters, who effectively
were “human shields” for the rebels (whether intended as such or not).
However, the image created by Western media of Qaddaª’s forces initiating vi-
olence by attacking purely peaceful protesters was false.

After absorbing the ªrst strike from armed protesters in these cities, govern-
ment forces subsequently initiated violence in several other cities where pro-
testers had been peaceful. The regime may have suspected, correctly, that
the rebels aimed to militarize these protests, too. The government’s belated re-
sort to preemptive force, however, failed to stop the spread of rebellion. On
February 23, for example, the Libyan army’s 32nd Brigade, commanded by
Qaddaª’s son Khamis, arrived in Zawiya near the capital and shot at protest-
ers who had been conducting sit-ins for four days.21 Despite this, the city fell to
the rebels just three days later.

Although the government did respond forcefully to the rebels, it never tar-
geted civilians or resorted to “indiscriminate” force, as Western media re-
ported. Indeed, early press accounts exaggerated the death toll by a factor of
ten. This error can be traced partly to the French physician in Benghazi, who
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extrapolated wildly from the tiny sample in his hospital. Shortly after return-
ing home on February 21, he was quoted as estimating that “more than 2,000
deaths” had occurred in Benghazi and its surroundings during his stay.22 In re-
ality, Human Rights Watch has documented only 233 deaths across all of Libya
before this doctor left the country.23 The international press also reported in-
correctly, starting on February 21, that Qaddaª’s air force was indiscrimi-
nately straªng and bombing civilians in Benghazi and Tripoli.24 Only after the
war ended did a prominent article, by the International Crisis Group’s North
Africa Project leader, reveal that “the story was untrue.”25

The best evidence that Qaddaª did not use force indiscriminately, but rather
targeted the rebels narrowly, comes from Libya’s third-largest city, Misurata,
which had become the most intense theater of the civil war by March 2011.
During the ªrst seven weeks of ªghting, according to Human Rights Watch,
949 people in Misurata were wounded, of whom only 22 were women and
8 children.26 This means that less than 3 percent of the wounded were female,
which is strong evidence that government forces strove to target only combat-
ants. (Violence in Misurata at the time mainly comprised government attacks
on buildings and ªreªghts with militants, so the dearth of wounded females
cannot be explained by the lack of women at peaceful protests, because those ta-
pered off quickly and were not the major source of casualties.) If government
forces had targeted civilian areas indiscriminately, as alleged, the female per-
centage of wounded should have approached 50 percent, rather than 3 percent.

Moreover, Human Rights Watch reports that during this initial period of
ªghting, Misurata’s medical facilities documented a total of 257 people
killed—including rebels and government forces—in a city of 400,000. That
means that the proportion of the population killed during nearly two months
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of ªghting in the war’s most intense theater was less than 0.0006, which repre-
sents indisputable evidence that the government avoided using indiscriminate
force. It should be noted that Human Rights Watch’s report did accuse the
government of “targeting civilians and civilian objects,” in violation of interna-
tional law. The organization’s own data, however, demonstrate that any such
use of force by the government was the exception, not the rule.

Similar evidence comes from Tripoli, where the government used signiªcant
force only during one two-day period prior to NATO intervention, to suppress
violent protesters who were burning government buildings. Libyan doctors
subsequently told an investigative commission of the UN Human Rights
Council that they observed more than 200 corpses in the city’s morgues on
February 20–21. According to the UN council’s report, however, “Almost all
of the bodies received were male. [The doctors] could only recall the bodies of
two women killed—one shot and one stabbed—during the period of the pro-
tests.”27 If women were only 1 percent of the victims in the capital, it again
suggests strongly that the government targeted its force narrowly at violent
protesters, who were virtually all male, rather than indiscriminately at the civil-
ian populace.

Also contrary to conventional wisdom, Qaddaª’s regime never threatened
or perpetrated revenge killings against civilians in areas that it recaptured
from the rebels. The government did attempt to intimidate the rebels by prom-
ising to be relentless in pursuing them. For example, on February 20, Qaddaª’s
son Saif al-Islam declared that “we will ªght to the last man and woman and
bullet.” Two days later, Qaddaª warned that he would deploy forces to tribal
regions to “sanitize Libya an inch at a time” and “clear them of these rats,” as
he referred to the rebels.28 This rhetoric, however, never translated into reprisal
targeting of civilians. From March 5 to March 15, Libyan government forces re-
took all but one of the major rebel-held cities, including Ajdabiya, Bani Walid,
Brega, Ras Lanuf, Zawiya, and most of Misurata. In none of those cities did the
regime target civilians in revenge, let alone commit a bloodbath. When the re-
gime was poised in mid-March to recapture the last rebel-held city, Benghazi,
it again threatened ruthless violence against rebels who stayed to ªght, as re-
ported. International media, however, either failed to report or downplayed
the regime’s public reassurances that it would not target civilians, or rebels
who laid down their arms, or rebels who ºed, as the regime encouraged them
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to do. On March 17, Qaddaª directly addressed the rebels of Benghazi: “Throw
away your weapons, exactly like your brothers in Ajdabiya and other places
did. They laid down their arms and they are safe. We never pursued them
at all.”29

Was NATO’s Primary Goal to Protect Civilians?

NATO’s intervention in Libya may have been borne mainly from a desire to
protect civilians, consistent with the UN Security Council authorization. But
within a few weeks of the operation’s launch, the evidence shows that NATO’s
primary aim had evolved to overthrowing Qaddaª’s regime, even at the
expense of increasing harm to Libya’s civilians.30 If NATO had prioritized
the protection of civilians, in accordance with its authorization, the transat-
lantic alliance would have enforced the no-ºy zone, bombed forces that were
threatening civilians, and attempted to forge a cease-ªre.

Instead, NATO took actions that were unnecessary or inconsistent with pro-
tecting civilians, but which fostered regime change. Less than two weeks into
the intervention, for example, NATO began attacking Libyan forces that were
retreating and therefore not a threat to civilians, who were far away.31 At
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the same time, NATO started bombing forces in Qaddaª’s hometown of Sirte,
where they represented no threat to civilians because the residents supported
the regime.32 Government ofªcials, the New York Times reported, immediately
protested that “Western powers were now attacking the Libyan Army in re-
treat, a far cry from the United Nations mandate to establish a no-ºy zone to
protect civilians.” To support this allegation, a Qaddaª spokesman noted that
Libyan forces “were attacked as they were clearly moving westbound.”33

Rather than pursuing a cease-ªre, NATO and its allies aided the rebels who
rejected this peaceful path and who instead sought to overthrow Qaddaª.
Such assistance to the rebels signiªcantly extended the war and magniªed the
harm to civilians, contrary to the intent of the UN authorization. For example,
on March 4, the United Kingdom announced that it would deploy military ex-
perts to advise the rebels in eastern Libya, a step characterized by the press as
“a clear intervention on the ground to bolster the anti-Gaddaª uprising.”34 In
the middle of that month, U.S. President Barack Obama signed an intelligence
“ªnding” approving covert aid to the rebels.35 When the Security Council au-
thorized the intervention, on March 17, the United States already knew that
Egypt was supplying arms to the rebels.36 By April 6, British military and intel-
ligence ofªcials in Benghazi were helping the rebels establish a command
structure and defense ministry.37 By mid-April, Qatar was shipping French
antitank missiles to rebels in eastern Libya,38 and “the Obama administration
secretly gave its blessing” to such arms transfers.39 Early the next month,
France started air-dropping weapons to opposition forces in western Libya,
who were being trained by operatives from France, Italy, and the United
Kingdom—as these countries later acknowledged to a UN panel.40
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40. Samnia Nakhoul, “Special Report: The Secret Plan to Take Tripoli,” Reuters, September 6,



Qatar, a NATO ally, was the most egregious in pushing the boundaries of the
UN authorization, which had been explicit in “excluding a foreign occupation
force of any form on any part of Libyan territory.”41 Qatar’s military chief of
staff subsequently revealed that “the numbers of Qataris on ground were hun-
dreds in every region.” Qataris also were “running the training and communi-
cation operations” for the rebels, he said. The leader of the Libyan opposition’s
umbrella National Transitional Council (NTC), Mustafa Abdel Jalil, concurred
that Qataris had “planned” and were “a major partner in all the battles
we fought.”42

NATO and its allies kept providing such military aid even as the rebels re-
peatedly rejected the government’s cease-ªre offers, which could have ended
the violence and thereby spared civilians. As early as March 3, 2011, barely
two weeks into the violence, Qaddaª had embraced Venezuela’s offer of medi-
ation, but Jalil “totally rejected the concept of talks.”43 On April 11, Qaddaª
accepted an African Union proposal for an immediate cease-ªre to be followed
by a national dialogue, but the rebels said they refused to consider any cease-
ªre until the Libyan leader left power.44 On May 26, Libya’s government
offered not merely a cease-ªre, but negotiations toward a constitutional gov-
ernment and compensation to victims, yet the rebels again demurred in favor
of war.45 It is impossible to know if Qaddaª would have honored a cease-ªre
or the promise to negotiate a political transition. But if NATO had sought pri-
marily to protect civilians, it would have conditioned its aid to the rebels on
their sincerely exploring the regime’s offers. There is no evidence that NATO
ever sought to use its leverage in this manner. To the contrary, all available evi-
dence indicates that NATO’s primary objective, starting early in the interven-
tion, was to help the rebels overthrow Qaddaª, even if this escalated and
extended the civil war and thereby magniªed the threat to Libya’s civilians.
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What If NATO Had Not Intervened?

To estimate the likely outcome if NATO had not intervened in Libya, it is es-
sential to review the ªrst month of the conºict, prior to intervention. Contrary
to the portrayal by Western media of a nationwide peaceful protest against a
dictatorial regime, the conºict started as an armed rebellion by regional, tribal,
and Islamist opponents of the regime. The regional aspect is demonstrated by
the fact that from February 15 to February 19, 2011, violent uprisings emerged
only in eastern Libya—the historic, regional rival to Tripoli—in four cities:
Ajdabiya, Al Bayda, Benghazi, and Darna (see ªgure 1). By contrast, near the
capital, the protests originally were nonviolent and conªned to one city, Zawiya.
The tribal element of the militancy emerged on February 20, when the rebellion
spread to the ªrst city beyond eastern Libya, Misurata, where the main “tribe
has a rivalry going back generations with” the Warfalla tribe allied to Qaddaª.46

Violent protest also erupted that day in the capital; but, without regional
or tribal rivalry to sustain the Tripoli uprising, security forces crushed it in
two days.

Initially beneªting from surprise, the rebels made rapid progress over the
next two weeks. In the east, they captured Libya’s entire coastline, from Egypt
to Ras Lanuf, the port used for most oil exports. On the central coast, they
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Figure 1. Rebellion in Eastern Libya, February 15–19, 2011

SOURCE: Adapted by author from Nations Online Project.



gained control of Misurata and its surrounding towns. Just west of the capi-
tal, they took the cities of Zawiya and Zuwara. As a result, they brieºy con-
trolled six of Libya’s nine biggest cities (see table 1). Moreover, in the Nafusa
Mountains southwest of the capital, they claimed Gharyan, Yafran, and Nalut.
By March 5, the high point of the initial violent uprising, the rebels thus con-
trolled at least half of the country’s populated areas (see ªgure 2).

The rebels’ progress was short-lived, however, as Qaddaª’s forces com-
menced a massive counteroffensive on March 7. Within two days, government
troops had retaken Ras Lanuf in the east, the biggest mountain town of
Gharyan in the west, and Zawiya near the capital. Just one week later, Qaddaª
had recaptured virtually all signiªcantly populated areas west of the rebels’
ªnal stronghold of Benghazi (see ªgure 3). A small part of Misurata remained
contested, but the rebels there were doomed because they had no access to
supplies, given that Qaddaª now controlled both the sea and land lines of
communication to the city.

With the rebels in abject retreat, and the government poised to attack their
last stronghold of Benghazi, Qaddaª’s son Saif al-Islam declared on March 16:
“[E]verything will be over in 48 hours.”47 Had the UN not authorized inter-
vention the following day, enabling NATO to start bombing Libyan forces on
March 19, his prediction likely would have proved correct—except for a slight
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Table 1. No Bloodbaths by Qaddaª Forces

Ranking
by Size City Population

Date Captured
by Rebels

Date Retaken
by Government

Bloodbath When
Retaken?

1 Tripoli 1,150,989 — — —
2 Benghazi 650,629 February 20 — —
3 Misurata 386,120 February 23 March 20 no
4 Tarhuna 210,697 — — —
5 Al Bayda 206,180 February 23 — —
6 Al Khums 201,943 — — —
7 Zawiyah 186,123 February 26 March 9 no
8 Zuwara 180,310 February 23 March 14 no
9 Ajdabiya 134,358 February 26 March 16 no

KEY: “—” city not captured by rebels or retaken by government prior to signiªcant NATO
intervention.

POPULATION SOURCES: http://www.worldcities.us/libya_cities/; and http://population
.mongabay.com/population/libya.

NOTE: In Misurata, government forces entered the center on March 20 but failed to control
the entire city before retreating after NATO intervened.



exaggeration on timing. In the preceding week, the rebels had not put up any
real defense; they possessed only the rudimentary equipment and training
needed to start a rebellion, not to win a war. They retreated, typically within
two days, from each successive town that the army targeted on its eastward
march: Ras Lanuf, Brega, and Ajdabiya. Based on this progression, govern-
ment forces probably would have captured Benghazi by March 20. The re-
maining small towns farther east along the coast almost surely would have
fallen the following week, prompting the rebels to ºee to Egypt for refuge.
Without NATO intervention, therefore, Libya’s rebellion and civil war—and
resulting endangerment of civilians—likely would have ended by late March
2011, less than six weeks after the conºict had started.

Although it is impossible to know precisely how many Libyans would have
perished from the violence if NATO had not intervened, estimates should be
based on the conºict’s progression and trajectory. Starting with this evidence,
the analysis below concludes that approximately 1,100 Libyans—including
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Figure 2. High Point of Initial Rebellion, March 5, 2011

SOURCE: Adapted by author from Nations Online Project.

Figure 3. Rebels Retreat to Benghazi, March 16, 2011

SOURCE: Adapted by author from Nations Online Project.



government forces, rebels, and noncombatants—likely would have died with-
out NATO intervention. Conºict-related deaths prior to the intervention were
conªned mainly to ªve areas of Libya, and likely would have remained so in
the absence of NATO action. The bloodiest region was Benghazi and its sur-
roundings in eastern Libya. In early March, a medical committee in the city re-
ported, apparently based on counting corpses, that at least 228 residents had
been killed since the start of the conºict.48 From that moment until NATO in-
tervened, however, the city remained under rebel control and thus suffered
few if any additional casualties. In all of eastern Libya, including Benghazi,
medics estimated that at least 400 people had been killed by March 9, though
the basis of this estimate is unknown.49 Additional war-related deaths, per-
haps a dozen or two, likely occurred when Ajdabiya was retaken by the gov-
ernment in mid-March. Similarly, if not for the intervention, Benghazi and
towns to the east probably would have suffered dozens of additional deaths
when government forces recaptured them in late March. There is no reason to
believe, however, that a bloodbath would have occurred in Benghazi, consid-
ering that Qaddaª had not threatened to attack civilians there and had not per-
petrated such violence in any of the other cities that his forces recaptured from
rebels (see table 1). Accordingly, the best estimate is that without NATO inter-
vention, about 500 Libyans in Benghazi and surrounding areas of eastern
Libya would have died as the result of a six-week conºict.

Three other Libyan cities reportedly suffered signiªcant casualties prior to
NATO intervention. In Misurata, as noted, 257 conºict-related deaths had been
documented by April 10, after seven weeks of ªghting that included three
weeks of NATO intervention.50 Interpolation suggests that if the war had
ended earlier, in late March without NATO intervention, Misurata’s death toll
would have been somewhat lower, around 200, depending on when and how
the rebels ceased ªghting. In Tripoli, as noted, major violence during the early
months of the conºict was conªned to two days—February 20–21—when the
government attacked violent protesters for burning government buildings,
leaving at least 200 dead, according to doctors at city morgues.51 If the war
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had ended in late March, without intervention, the toll in Tripoli probably
would have remained at that level, given that the capital was ªrmly under
government control. In Zawiya, after the rebels were defeated in mid-March,
doctors in the town’s hospital were reported to have “counted 175 people
killed in battle.”52

The only other area that likely suffered a substantial number of conºict-
related deaths prior to NATO intervention was Libya’s central coast, where the
cities of Brega and Ras Lanuf changed hands several times, between the gov-
ernment and rebels, from late February through mid-March. With each attack,
the cities were subject to ªre from artillery, mortars, rocket-propelled grenades,
and additional small arms. Neither side, however, appears to have put up a
strong defense, instead retreating when faced with superior ªrepower. This
would explain why control initially switched frequently and why no large-
scale casualties were reported. Nevertheless, dozens of deaths probably re-
sulted from such ªghting before NATO intervened. By mid-March, however,
the government controlled these central-coast cities, so without intervention
the death toll there likely would have been capped at this relatively low level.

In its June 2011 explanation of arrest warrants for Qaddaª and his inner cir-
cle, the International Criminal Court (ICC) alleged that the regime had tar-
geted noncombatants, but only during a brief period that ended at least two
weeks prior to NATO intervention. It stated, “There are reasonable grounds
to believe that, as of 15 February 2011 and within a period of less than two
weeks in February 2011, (i) hundreds of civilians were killed by the Security
Forces.”53 The court separately cites more precise estimates, which it character-
izes as credible, “that as the result of the shootings 500 to 700 persons died,
only in February.”54 The ICC allegations are consistent with the numerical esti-
mates in this article, although the prosecutor downplays the fact that many
among the victims were armed and violent.

If NATO had not intervened in Libya, the above evidence suggests that the
conºict would have lasted approximately six weeks and inºicted about 1,100
deaths. This toll includes 500 in Benghazi and the rest of eastern Libya; 200 in
Misurata; 200 in Tripoli; 170 in Zawiya; and a few dozen along the central
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coast. Any such retrospective prediction necessarily has some margin of error.
It should be noted, however, that none of the sources for casualty estimates
cited in this article was sympathetic to Qaddaª’s regime or had any other ob-
vious reason to underestimate the death toll prior to intervention. Of course, it
is impossible to rule out the possibility that Qaddaª, if permitted to quash the
uprising, subsequently would have rounded up and summarily executed large
numbers of suspected rebels. That scenario is unlikely, however, given that
he had avoided such widespread retribution after previous rebellions.

The Outcome with NATO Intervention

When the UN authorized the intervention on March 17, 2011, and NATO
started bombing two days later, Libyan government forces quickly halted their
eastward offensive. As a result, Benghazi was not retaken by the government,
the rebels did not ºee to Egypt, and the war did not end in late March. Instead,
the rebels in Benghazi reversed their retreat and launched a second westward
offensive. Within barely a week, beneªting from NATO bombing of govern-
ment forces, the rebels recaptured Brega and Ras Lanuf. In so doing, however,
the ragtag rebels outran their supply lines, so the government again was able
to retake the cities two days later. Over the next four months, such cities on
the central coast changed hands several more times as the region became a
primary theater of the war. Repeatedly, NATO would bomb Libyan forces,
enabling the rebels to advance on populated areas, until the government
counterattacked—with each round of combat inºicting casualties on both
ªghters and noncombatants.

In Misurata, too, intervention prolonged and escalated the ªghting. On
March 19, government forces were just retaking the city’s center from the re-
bels who, without resupply routes, were doomed to fall within days, roughly
one month after the ªghting had started there. But when NATO attacked both
the government’s ground forces near the city and its naval vessels off the coast,
the rebels gained breathing room and reopened their supply lines. As a result,
ªghting in Misurata continued for another four months until the rebels even-
tually prevailed in late July, by which time the city’s death toll had grown sub-
stantially, as detailed below.

In Libya’s western mountains, the rebellion also revived, fostered by an in-
flux of weapons and trainers from NATO member states. Accordingly, by late
August 2011, rebels had converged on Tripoli in a pincer from east and west
(see ªgure 4). Not surprisingly, government forces staged a ªerce defense of
the capital—magnifying severalfold the death toll of soldiers, rebels, and civil-
ians in an area that had been quiescent during the preceding ªve months—
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until the rebels captured it on August 28. Qaddaª and some loyalists retreated
southward to pro-government areas, where they continued the battle for
nearly two more months. On October 20, rebels discovered Qaddaª, and then
tortured and summarily executed him. Three days later, on October 23, the re-
gime’s last remnants were defeated and the war ended.

As the result of NATO intervention, Libya’s war lasted thirty-six weeks,
rather than ending in about six weeks, as estimated above. There is no reliable
count of the number killed, and claims have varied wildly.55 At a closed-door
conference in November 2011, one U.S. government ofªcial reportedly charac-
terized the ªnal death toll as “around 8,000.”56 By contrast, the rebels’ interim
health minister asserted in September 2011, before the war even had ended,
that 30,000 Libyans already had died.57 In January 2013, however, that ªgure
was sharply reduced by Libya’s Ministry of Martyrs and Missing Persons. The
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Figure 4. Rebels Converge on Tripoli after Five Months of NATO Intervention

SOURCE: Adapted by author from Nations Online Project.



revised Libyan estimate is that 4,700 civilians and rebels (grouped together as
“revolutionaries”) were killed, while the number of government forces killed
“may be about the same as among revolutionaries, if not indeed less”58—
meaning at most another 4,700—in addition to 2,100 missing from both sides
combined. Thus, in total, the Libyan government’s high-end estimate of the
conºict’s death toll, as of January 2013, is 11,500.

These two estimates of 8,000 and 11,500—by the U.S. and Libyan govern-
ments, respectively—conceivably bound the actual number killed in the con-
ºict. If so, and if the counterfactual analysis above is correct, then NATO
intervention magniªed the death toll in Libya by about seven to ten times. This
would be consistent both with city-level data provided by the rebels, indicat-
ing that the intervention multiplied the number of deaths in Tripoli and
Misurata, and with NATO’s broadening of the geographic scope of ªghting
within the country. It also would conªrm the speculation of knowledgeable
observers, such as Seumas Milne, who opined at the war’s end that “while the
death toll in Libya when NATO intervened was perhaps around 1,000–2,000
(judging by UN estimates), eight months later it is probably more than ten
times that ªgure.”59

Did NATO Foster the Rebellion?

To measure the humanitarian impact of NATO intervention, the two most
obvious metrics are those already discussed: the war’s duration and death
toll. It is also important, however, to consider whether the expectation of
such intervention prompted or initially sustained the Libyan rebellion, which
provoked government retaliation and thereby endangered civilians in the
ªrst place. That potential dynamic is known as the “moral hazard of humani-
tarian intervention.”60

It is not yet known whether the expectation of intervention triggered the re-
bellion, because the main agitators have yet to write or tell their story. A few
weeks into the uprising, however, the rebel leaders clearly viewed prospective
NATO intervention as vital, in light of the government’s superior military re-
sources. During a television interview on February 28, for example, the head of
the rebels’ political wing, Mustafa Abdul-Jalil, appealed for international im-
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position of a no-ºy zone: “What we want is an air embargo to stop Gaddaª
bringing in mercenaries.”61

The rebels also had strong reason to believe that such intervention would be
forthcoming. As early as February 22, 2011, former U.K. Foreign Minister Lord
David Owen, while speaking to Al Jazeera, called for a no-ºy zone.62 On
March 2, the rebels’ military commander spoke by telephone to Britain’s for-
eign secretary “about planning for a No-Fly Zone,” according to the U.K. gov-
ernment.63 The next day, March 3, British Special Forces and intelligence
agents clandestinely attempted to meet with rebels in eastern Libya.64 On
March 5, France formally praised the rebels’ establishment of the National
Transitional Council. Just ªve days later, France’s president, Nicolas Sarkozy,
agreed to recognize the rebel council as Libya’s legitimate government during
a meeting at his ofªce with the rebels’ top diplomat, Mahmoud Jibril.65 This
was remarkable considering that the rebellion was barely three weeks old and
the rebels already had lost most of their initial territorial gains. On the same
day, March 10, while the rebels were in abject retreat, their political leader ap-
peared on CNN to plead again desperately for a no-ºy zone: “It has to be im-
mediate action.”66

This evidence demonstrates that, by the third week of the rebellion (if
not sooner), the strategy of the rebels depended on forthcoming NATO
intervention—which they had grounds to expect. Indeed, the early and sig-
niªcant signals of support from NATO countries help explain why the
otherwise feeble rebels continued ªghting the government’s vastly superior
forces. The remaining counterfactual question is whether these Libyan militants
would have dared to challenge Qaddaª in the ªrst place without the expecta-
tion of NATO support. If not, then NATO’s willingness to intervene not only
prolonged and escalated Libya’s civil war and resultant civilian suffering, but
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triggered the initial rebellion that provoked Qaddaª’s retaliation. To answer this
question deªnitively, however, would require evidence not yet available.

Postwar Libya

Although NATO intervention was explicitly predicated on the short-term goal
of protecting civilians, and apparently backªred in this regard, it is worth ex-
ploring whether the intervention produced any longer-term net beneªt for
Libyans. The most positive development in postwar Libya undoubtedly has
been the democratic election of July 2012, which brought to power a moderate,
secular coalition government—a stark change from Qaddaª’s four decades of
dictatorship.67 Less encouraging, the country’s ªrst democratically elected
prime minister failed to last even one month in ofªce before being removed by
a vote of no conªdence, attributed to regional rivalries.68 Other developments
have been even more discouraging. In the immediate wake of victory, the re-
bels perpetrated scores of reprisal killings, in addition to torturing, beating,
and arbitrarily detaining thousands of suspected Qaddaª supporters.69 A
Human Rights Watch ofªcial characterized this behavior as “a trend of kill-
ings, looting and other abuses committed by armed anti-Gaddaª ªghters who
consider themselves above the law.”70 Rebels also expelled 30,000 (mostly
black) residents from Tawerga, and burned or looted their homes and shops,
on grounds that some of them allegedly had been “mercenaries” in the gov-
ernment’s attacks on nearby Misurata.71 The ramiªcation of this racial violence
has been nationwide: “For the more than one million African guest workers
who came to oil-rich Libya seeking their fortunes, it has meant terror. . . .
These innocent migrant laborers now ªnd themselves singled out by ordinary
Libyans and rebels who believe they are the enemy.”72 Six months after the
war, in April 2012, Human Rights Watch reported that abuses around Misurata
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still persisted and “appear to be so widespread and systematic that they may
amount to crimes against humanity.”73 Ironically, such racial or ethnic violence
had never occurred in Qaddaª’s Libya.

Indeed, during his ªnal decade in power, Qaddaª had signiªcantly im-
proved his overall human rights performance. Amnesty International’s 2010
annual report refers to major abuses only prior to 2000. Although the report ac-
knowledges that the “Internal Security Agency (ISA), implicated in those [ear-
lier] violations, continued to operate with impunity,” it does not allege any
large-scale offenses in the decade of the 2000s.74

Beyond humanitarian and human rights concerns, postwar Libya also has a
weak record on security and democratization. The new government has failed
to disarm or bring under its control the dozens of militias that arose during the
revolution. This failure has resulted in deadly turf battles between rival tribes
and commanders, as well as a growing threat from radical Islamists. In small
signs of progress, the government has succeeded in removing most militia
checkpoints in major cities, and has retaken control of seaports, airports, and
border crossings. These steps, however, have not halted violence in the periph-
ery or even in the capital. For example, in the southern city of Sabha, in March
2012, skirmishes between rival tribes left 147 dead. In April 2012, the Washington
Post reported that “rival militiamen, some of them intoxicated and most of them
unemployed, battle over turf in the capital.”75 According to the June 2012 edi-
tion of the Middle East Report, “In the provinces, the thuwwar [former rebels]
largely rule the roost. Many a militia can outgun the army. . . . Even in Tripoli,
where the government’s grasp on security is most advanced, rogue militias con-
tinue to occupy key military installations in deªance of NTC demands that they
leave.”76 Indeed, in November 2012, militia rivalries in the capital exploded into
violence entailing “machine-gun ªre and rocket-propelled grenades.”77

International Security 38:1 126

73. Human Rights Watch, “Libya: Wake-Up Call to Misrata’s Leaders: Torture, Killings May
Amount to Crimes against Humanity” (New York: Human Rights Watch, April 8, 2012), http://
www.hrw.org/news/2012/04/08/libya-wake-call-misrata-s-leaders.
74. As Amnesty International reports, “Hundreds of cases of enforced disappearance and other
serious human rights violations committed in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s remained unresolved.”
Amnesty International, Libya: Amnesty International Report 2010 (London: Amnesty International,
2010), http://www.amnesty.org/en/region/libya/report-2010.
75. Steve Hendrix, “Free from Gaddaª’s Uniting Grip, Libya Confronts Its Diversity,” Washington
Post, April 1, 2012.
76. Nicolas Pelham, “Libya’s Restive Revolutionaries” (Washington, D.C.: Middle East Research
and Information Project, June 1, 2012), http://www.merip.org/mero/mero060112. See also Inter-
national Crisis Group (ICG), “Divided We Stand: Libya’s Enduring Conºicts,” Middle East/North
Africa Report, No. 130 (Brussels: ICG, September 14, 2012), http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/
middle-east-north-africa/north-africa/libya/130-divided-we-stand-libyas-enduring-conºicts.aspx.
77. Abigail Hauslohner, “Clashes in Capital Highlight Libya’s Security Challenges,” Washington
Post, November 5, 2012.



In oil-rich eastern Libya, also known as Cyrenaica or Barqa, persistent re-
gional rivalry has prompted demands for secession and independence, or at
least substantial autonomy within a federal system. Militants have attacked
electoral ofªces on grounds that the region is underrepresented in the new
government.78 In September 2012, the Washington Post reported that “[i]n
many cases, including in Benghazi and in the western mountain town of
Zintan . . . the militias hold considerably more sway—and arms—than the
Interior Ministry’s police force.” At that time, the chief of security in Benghazi
conceded that “[t]here has been no strategy to contain these [militias] and to
move them into either the police or the army.”79

Radical Islamist groups, suppressed under Qaddaª, emerged during the
revolution as some of the most competent rebels. They obtained weapons dur-
ing the war from other countries (especially Qatar) and ever since have refused
to disarm.80 Their persistent threat was highlighted by the September 2012
attack on the U.S. consulate in Benghazi—reportedly by the Ansar al-Sharia
militia—that killed Ambassador Christopher Stevens and three of his col-
leagues. Even prior to the consulate attack, the growing threat from Libya’s
radical Islamists had compelled many Western diplomats and nongovern-
mental organizations to evacuate the country.81 According to a New York Times
report on the attack, the militia “holds that democracy is incompatible with
Islam. It has paraded the streets with weapons calling for an Islamic state, and
a few months ago its leader boasted publicly that its ªghters could ºatten a
foreign consulate.”82 Despite subsequent Libyan government pledges to ad-
dress this threat, the Washington Post reported in October 2012 that “armed
Islamist extremists are terrorizing the eastern Libyan city of Darna.”83 In
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Benghazi itself, as of February 2013, Islamist militias had resumed control of
the city’s entrance and two main hospitals.84 In Tripoli, in April 2013, a bomb-
laden vehicle destroyed half of the French embassy.85

In light of this ongoing instability and insecurity, it is perhaps understand-
able that many Libyans are nostalgic for a strong leader such as Qaddaª,
who at minimum maintained order and provided basic social services. The
country’s ªrst national survey after the war, conducted in late December 2011,
reported that 54 percent of respondents “strongly agree” the country needs “a
(single) strong Libyan leader.”86 Even when respondents were asked what
kind of government Libya would need in the future—after one year, or after
ªve years—this response remained the most popular.87 These statistics may
even underestimate Libyan support for a Qaddaª-like strong man, given that
some respondents presumably were inhibited from expressing such an opin-
ion in a country now controlled by the victorious rebels, and to interviewers
perceived as pro-revolution. Indeed, the British organizations that conducted
the survey downplayed these ªndings in their executive summary and pre-
sented the full survey results only on paper at a small public event, rather than
posting them on the internet.88

Regional Spillover

Other consequences that must be factored into any assessment of NATO inter-
vention in Libya concern the effects on neighboring states and the wider re-
gion. The most obvious negative impact has been in Mali, which previously
was viewed by many diplomats and scholars as the region’s exceptional exam-
ple of peace and democracy. When Qaddaª was defeated, however, Malian
ethnic Tuareg ªghters in his security forces ºed home with their weapons and
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launched a rebellion in their country’s north, where they rapidly inºicted a se-
ries of defeats on government forces.89 Malian army ofªcers, frustrated by
these losses, staged a coup on grounds that the government had under-
equipped them. Making matters worse, the rebellion in the north was quickly
hijacked by local Islamist forces (Ansar Dine) and elements of al-Qaida in the
Islamic Maghreb, who defeated the Tuareg, imposed sharia, and declared
the northern half of the country independent.90 All of this ªghting, and the im-
position of strict Islamic law, spurred a massive displacement of hundreds of
thousands of Malian civilians, creating a humanitarian emergency.91 Indeed,
Amnesty International characterized it as “Mali’s worst human rights situa-
tion in 50 years.”92 In February 2013, a UN ofªcial reported that 200,000 chil-
dren had missed school for more than a year, and nearly 600,000 people were
“in need of immediate food assistance.”93

Beyond the humanitarian costs, NATO’s intervention has exacerbated ter-
rorist activity and other forms of violence in the region. By December 2012, the
northern half of Mali had become “the largest territory controlled by Islamic
extremists in the world,” according to the chairman of the U.S. Senate sub-
committee on Africa.94 The regional U.S. military commander warned that
“Al Qaeda’s afªliate in North Africa is operating terrorist training camps in
northern Mali and providing arms, explosives and ªnancing to a militant
Islamist organization in northern Nigeria.”95 Mali’s chaos also spread to other
neighbors, spurring deadly ethnic conºict in Burkina Faso and the growth of
radical Islamism in Niger.96

In early 2013, Mali’s Islamist forces launched an offensive southward, appar-

A Model Humanitarian Intervention? 129

89. Adam Nossiter, “Qaddaª’s Weapons, Taken by Old Allies, Reinvigorate an Insurgent Army in
Mali,” New York Times, February 6, 2012; Abigail Hauslohner, “Weapons, Fighters from Libyan War
May Be at Root of Regional Unrest,” Washington Post, January 19, 2013; and C.J. Chivers, “Looted
Libyan Arms in Mali May Have Shifted Conºict’s Path,” New York Times, February 8, 2013.
90. Ross Douthat, “Libya’s Unintended Consequences,” New York Times, July 8, 2012.
91. Adam Nossiter, “Jihadists’ Fierce Justice Drives Thousands to Flee Mali,” New York Times, July
18, 2012.
92. Amnesty International, “Mali’s Worst Human Rights Situation in 50 Years, Warns Amnesty”
(London: Amnesty International, May 16, 2012), http://www.amnesty.org.uk/news_details.asp
?NewsID�20126.
93. Quoted in Rick Gladstone, “U.N. Ofªcial Sees Desperation, Hunger, and Fear on Visit to
Mali,” New York Times, February 27, 2013.
94. Edward Cody, “Restive Mali Is Ripe for al-Qaeda,” Washington Post, June 8, 2012; Greg Miller
and Craig Whitlock, “Al-Qaeda in Africa Is under Scrutiny,” Washington Post, October 2, 2012; and
Craig Whitlock, “Pentagon Helping Organize Multinational Operation in Mali,” Washington Post,
December 6, 2012.
95. Eric Schmitt, “American Commander Details Al Qaeda’s Strength in Mali,” New York Times,
December 4, 2012.
96. “Burkina Faso: Deaths Reported in Clash,” Associated Press, May 25, 2012. See also Yahia H.
Zoubir, “Qaddaª’s Spawn: What the Dictator’s Demise Unleashed in the Middle East,” Foreign
Affairs, July 24, 2012, http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/137796/yahia-h-zoubir/qaddaªs-



ently intent on capturing the capital, Bamako. France responded by interven-
ing militarily on January 11.97 By early February, 4,000 French troops—assisted
by French air power, African soldiers mainly from Chad, and U.S. airlift—had
dislodged the Islamists from the main cities in northern Mali and started
attacking them in rural hideouts.98 The long-term prognosis, however, is prob-
lematic. By mid-February 2013, the militants had reinªltrated the ostensibly
liberated cities of northern Mali,99 and France had signaled that it planned to
withdraw its troops and transfer responsibility to UN peacekeepers.100 Two
months later, the UN Security Council authorized such a mission, but it is un-
likely to possess the military capacity to hunt down all of the armed elements
or to control large swaths of the country.101 Accordingly, northern Mali is likely
to persist as a base, if not a haven, for radical Islamists.102

Yet another negative regional impact has been the ºow of weapons, liber-
ated from Qaddaª’s arsenal, to arms markets and radical Islamists beyond
Mali, as documented in a 2013 UN Security Council report.103 Of greatest
concern are man-portable surface-to-air missiles, also known as MANPADs,
which in capable hands can readily shoot down civilian airliners and military
aircraft.104 As many as 15,000 such missiles were still unaccounted for as
of February 2012, according to a U.S. State Department ofªcial cited in the
Washington Post, because a $40 million buyback effort had secured only 5,000
of them. Western intelligence sources say that hundreds are loose in the region,
including in Niger, where some have been obtained by Boko Haram, the radi-
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cal Islamic group based in northern Nigeria.105 A few dozen missiles also have
been found in Algeria and Egypt.106 Al-Qaida’s North African branch is said to
be using its “money to stock up on weapons that have ºowed out of Libya af-
ter dictator Moammar Gaddaª was overthrown.”107 In October 2012, militants
in the Gaza Strip ªred one such missile for the ªrst time, reportedly aiming at
an Israeli army helicopter, and “Israel believes that the weapons originated in
Libya.”108 Illustrating the scope of the problem, Libyan MANPADs and sea
mines have even surfaced in West African arms markets, where they report-
edly have been snapped up by Somali buyers for use by Islamist rebels and pi-
rates in northeast Africa.109

It is also possible that Western intervention in Libya exacerbated civil con-
ºict in Syria. When NATO started bombing Libyan forces, in March 2011,
Syria’s uprising was mainly nonviolent and its government’s response—
although criminally disproportionate—was relatively circumscribed, killing
fewer than 100 Syrians per week. But after NATO intervention helped Libya’s
rebels turn the tide against Qaddaª in the summer of 2011, Syria’s uprising
turned violent, escalating that conºict and leading to at least 1,500 deaths per
week by early 2013 (a ªfteenfold increase in the killing rate).110 It is unknown
whether NATO actions in the spring of 2011—intervening on behalf of rebels
in Libya while ignoring nonviolent protesters in Syria—were decisive in trans-
forming Syria’s uprising from peaceful to violent, and thereby magnifying its
death toll.111 The counterfactual, however, is illuminating: if NATO had not in-

A Model Humanitarian Intervention? 131

105. According to an opinion article in the Washington Post, a “State Department ofªcial said in
February that Gaddaª had acquired 20,000 of these weapons, and that only 5,000 of them had been
secured through a $40 million U.S. program to buy up loose missiles.” David Ignatius, “Libyan
Missiles on the Loose,” Washington Post, May 9, 2012.
106. Scott Stewart, “The Continuing Threat of Libyan Missiles,” Stratfor, May 3, 2012.
107. Greg Miller, “Assessing al-Qaeda a Year after bin Laden,” Washington Post, April 29, 2012.
108. “Antiaircraft Missile Is Fired from Gaza, Israeli Ofªcials Say,” New York Times, October 17,
2012.
109. “Analyst Says Somali Pirates Have New Weapons from Libya,” Reuters, April 13, 2012. The
report quotes Judith van der Merwe of the Algiers-based African Centre for the Study and Re-
search on Terrorism as follows, “We found that Libyan weapons are being sold in what is the
world’s biggest black market for illegal gun smugglers, and Somali pirates are among those buy-
ing from sellers in Sierra Leone, Liberia and other countries.”
110. An article in Times of Israel includes a chart illustrating the acceleration of killing after Syria’s
uprising turned violent. For example, in mid-2011, during the ªrst twenty-two weeks of the upris-
ing, when it was mainly nonviolent, about 2,000 were killed, or fewer than 100 per week. But in
mid-2012, during the ªnal nine weeks of their data and after the uprising had turned overwhelm-
ingly violent, about 6,000 were killed, or nearly 700 per week. Tamar Pileggi and Elihu D. Richter,
“Butchers and Bystanders in Syria,” Times of Israel, July 26, 2012, http://www.timesoªsrael.com/
butchers-and-bystanders-in-syria/. See also Edith M. Lederer, “Syria Death Toll: UN Human
Rights Chief Says Casualties ‘Probably Approaching’ 70,000,” Associated Press, February 12, 2013,
which reports that, by early 2013, the death rate had climbed further—to about 1,500 per week.
111. Some might argue that the NATO intervention in Libya helped to deter Syria’s regime from
perpetrating even greater brutality. That cannot be disproved, but most international observers



tervened in Libya, and instead had permitted Qaddaª to defeat the Libyan re-
bels in just six weeks, would Syria’s peaceful protesters have been so eager to
take up arms? At the least, NATO intervention in Libya encouraged the mil-
itarization of Syria’s uprising. Therefore, a signiªcant portion of Syria’s death
toll may be a consequence of NATO intervention in Libya. Ironically, advo-
cates of intervention in Libya had claimed that such action was essential to
sustain the momentum of the relatively peaceful Arab Spring revolutions in
Tunisia and Egypt. In practice, NATO intervention not only failed to spread
peaceful revolution, but it encouraged the militarization of Syria’s uprising,
which has exacerbated humanitarian suffering, sectarianism, and radical Islam
in that country and its neighbors.

Some proponents of the Libya intervention claim that simply removing
Qaddaª beneªted the region and the world. This is questionable, however, be-
cause the former Libyan leader had evolved into a relatively benign ªgure
during his last decade. He switched from supporting terrorists to providing in-
telligence against them following the September 11, 2001, al-Qaida attacks on
the United States. He reduced aid to foreign rebels and instead sponsored
peace initiatives, including for the Darfur region of Sudan. He dismantled and
surrendered his weapons of mass destruction program after the U.S. invasion
of Iraq in 2003. Indeed, NATO intervention against Qaddaª after he had vol-
untarily disarmed is likely to hinder future nonproliferation efforts elsewhere.
Accordingly, it is difªcult to identify any obvious beneªt for the region or be-
yond from NATO’s intervention in Libya.

Net Impact

Overall, NATO intervention signiªcantly exacerbated humanitarian suffering
in Libya and Mali, as well as security threats throughout the region. The only
apparent beneªt is that Libyans have been able to vote in democratic elections,
but the elected government has little authority in a country now controlled by
dozens of tribal and Islamist militias accountable to no one.112 NATO interven-
tion increased the duration of Libya’s civil war by approximately six times,
and its death toll by seven to ten times. Human rights conditions in post-
intervention Libya, which include abuses “so widespread and systematic that
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they may amount to crimes against humanity,”113 are considerably worse than
in the decade preceding the war.114 Beyond Libya, NATO intervention desta-
bilized the previously peaceful and democratic Mali—giving rise to civil war, a
coup, secession, massive human displacement, a humanitarian emergency, the
strengthening of radical Islamists, and “Mali’s worst human rights situation in
50 years.”115 Violence and Islamic radicalism have also spread to Niger and
Burkina Faso, and thousands of weapons ideal for shooting down civilian air-
liners either have gone missing or are in the hands of rebels and terrorists.
Syria’s peaceful protesters were encouraged to militarize, in hopes of attract-
ing similar intervention, and that militant transformation has dramatically es-
calated Syria’s death toll.

Based on the humanitarian grounds originally invoked to justify it, NATO
intervention in Libya has proved a disaster. It is possible that, in the long run,
the intervention will turn out to have contributed indirectly to some beneªcial
consequences for Libya or its neighbors that cannot now be predicted. To date,
however, the observable impacts on other interests—including human rights
in Libya and its neighbors, regional stability, and international security—also
have been decidedly negative. If this is a “model intervention,” as U.S. ofªcials
claim, it is a model of failure.

Conclusion

NATO’s experience in Libya offers important lessons for humanitarian interven-
tion and the responsibility to protect. First, potential interveners should beware
both misinformation—resulting from inaccurate reporting or their own biased
perceptions—and disinformation from concerted propaganda campaigns.116

Libya’s initial uprising was not peaceful, nationwide, and democratic—as re-
ported and perceived in the West—but violent, regional, and riven with tribal-
ism and Islamist extremism. Qaddaª’s response was not to slaughter peaceful
protesters or bombard civilian areas indiscriminately, as reported in the West,
but rather to target rebels and violent protesters relatively narrowly, reducing
collateral harm to noncombatants. By no means does this excuse the Libyan
government’s response, which likely included criminal acts. The statistics, testi-
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mony, and documentary evidence, however, indicate that the Qaddaª regime
committed no bloodbaths during the war, and had no intention of doing so.
When NATO intervened, it misperceived the situation, believing that govern-
ment forces already had slaughtered thousands of peaceful protesters and were
poised to perpetrate a bloodbath in Benghazi. If Western countries had accu-
rately perceived Libya’s conºict in late February and early March 2011, NATO
would have been much less likely to launch an intervention that gravely exacer-
bated humanitarian suffering and security threats in Libya and its neighbors.

Such misperception had several causes, including an a priori bias against
Qaddaª arising from his actions of more than a decade earlier—including
support for terrorism—and from sensationalistic and sloppy journalistic re-
porting. The rebels’ political wing, however, also engaged in a concerted propa-
ganda campaign that successfully introduced the meme of “bloodbath.” Most
prominently, on March 14, 2011, as the rebels faced imminent defeat, Soliman
Bouchuiguir warned reporters in Geneva that if Qaddaª’s forces were permitted
to attack Benghazi, “There will be a real bloodbath, a massacre like we saw in
Rwanda.”117 Bouchuiguir was the political representative of the Libyan opposi-
tion’s National Transitional Council in Switzerland, where he also headed the
Libyan League for Human Rights. In the week prior to his statement, Lexis/
Nexis identiªes only nineteen news articles in English containing the words
“bloodbath” and “Benghazi.” By contrast, during the week following his state-
ment, the number of such articles jumps to 171.118 Bouchuiguir was rewarded
after the war by being appointed Libya’s ambassador to Switzerland.119

A second lesson is that humanitarian intervention risks backªring by esca-
lating rebellion, both in the country where it is conducted and beyond. This is
because it encourages substate groups to believe that by violently provoking
state retaliation, they can attract intervention to help achieve their political ob-
jectives, including regime change. The resulting escalation of rebellion, how-
ever, typically magniªes the threat to noncombatants before intervention can
protect them, if it ever does. As a result, humanitarian intervention to protect
civilians may perversely imperil them, via the moral hazard dynamic. NATO‘s
action in Libya escalated and prolonged the violence, and its resulting humani-
tarian costs, not just there but probably also in Syria. This moral hazard problem
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could be addressed by modifying implementation of the R2P in ªve previously
identiªed ways.120 Most important is to avoid intervening on humanitarian
grounds in a manner that rewards rebels, unless the state is targeting noncom-
batants. Qaddaª was not targeting civilians, so NATO intervention actually in-
creased the danger to them by escalating and perpetuating the civil war, which
cannot be justiªed on humanitarian grounds. By contrast, in Rwanda during the
genocide of 1994, noncombatants were targeted deliberately, so intervention
could have saved many lives and would have been justiªed.

A third lesson is that intervention motivated by the desire to protect civilians
is prone to expanding its objective to include regime change, even if that mag-
niªes the danger to civilians, contrary to its original intent. This is partly be-
cause intervening states, when trying to justify their use of force to domestic
and international audiences, tend to demonize the regime of the country they
are targeting. Such demonization, however, later inhibits the intervening states
from considering a negotiated settlement that would permit the regime or its
leaders to retain some power, which typically would be the quickest way to
end the violence and protect noncombatants.121 By demanding regime change,
the interveners perversely encourage the regime to ªght to the bitter end,
thus escalating and prolonging the war, as well as increasing the harm to civil-
ians.122 In the case of Libya, Qaddaª repeatedly expressed a willingness to ne-
gotiate a cease-ªre, beginning barely two weeks into the conºict. But the rebels
refused to consider negotiations unless Qaddaª ªrst stepped down, and NATO
supported that intransigence.123 In this way, NATO’s intervention, launched

A Model Humanitarian Intervention? 135

120. See Kuperman, “Rethinking the Responsibility to Protect.”
121. Demonization does not always inhibit such a deal. To end the war in Bosnia, for example, the
United States negotiated the Dayton accords of 1995 with Serbian leader Slobodan Miloševib, de-
spite having previously demonized him. This was an exceptional case partly because Miloševib
was not an ofªcial in Bosnia, but merely a foreign sponsor, so the United States demanded instead
the removal of the leader of the Bosnian Serbs, Radovan Karad ib. See Richard Holbrooke, To End
a War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1999). Another possible explanation of NATO’s refusal to ne-
gotiate in Libya is that it sought to avoid a post-intervention peacekeeping role that might have
been necessitated by a power-sharing deal. I thank an anonymous reviewer for this latter insight.
122. The goal of regime change, when combined with a reluctance to deploy ground forces, may
compel interveners to ally with whatever local forces are willing to help, even radical Islamists,
which can have subsequent blowback effects for local and international security, as demonstrated
in both Libya and the earlier case of U.S. military assistance to the Afghan mujahideen in the
1980s. See Alan J. Kuperman, “The Stinger Missile and U.S. Intervention in Afghanistan,” Political
Science Quarterly, Vol. 114, No. 2 (Summer 1999), pp. 219–263.
123. Roberts argues that the causal relationship between demonization and the rejection of negotia-
tions points in the opposite direction, claiming that NATO refused to negotiate because it wanted to
demonize Qaddaª so that it could remove him from power. According to Roberts, “The moment he
became once more someone people talked to and negotiated with, he would in effect have been re-
habilitated. And that would have ruled out violent—revolutionary?—regime change and so denied
the Western powers their chance of a major intervention in North Africa’s Spring, and the whole in-
terventionist scheme would have ºopped.” Roberts, “Who Said Gaddaª Had to Go?”



explicitly on humanitarian grounds, evolved within two weeks to pursuing
the goal of regime change, thereby inhibiting even the exploration of a negoti-
ated settlement that could have saved thousands of lives.124

Such a dynamic poses a dilemma for those who support the principle of hu-
manitarian intervention but oppose foreign-imposed regime change, given
that one tends to evolve into the other. In 2011 this phenomenon occurred not
just in Libya but also in Côte d’Ivoire, where a French-led intervention to pro-
tect civilians quickly expanded to assisting rebels to oust the president.125 Like-
wise, in Syria, calls for humanitarian intervention in the spring of 2011 had
evolved by the following August into a U.S. demand that President Bashar
al-Assad step down. The United States then began coordinating with allies—
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey—to arm the rebels, who refused to negotiate
with Assad and instead escalated the war in a manner that gravely magniªed
the danger to noncombatants.126

This dilemma does not arise if the state explicitly targets civilians—as in
Rwanda’s 1994 genocide—because such egregious criminal behavior clearly
justiªes regime change. The deliberate killing of civilians, however, is rela-
tively rare in civil conºicts that prompt calls for intervention. Typical cases
more often resemble that of Libya, where noncombatants are caught in the
crossªre, rather than being targeted. In such instances, international Samari-
tans may feel that intervention is justiªed to protect civilians—but not to top-
ple the regime. If the former leads almost inevitably to the latter, however, this
suggests yet another important reason for restraint when contemplating hu-
manitarian military intervention.
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