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Executive summary
The 2011 NATO led operation in Libya provides an instructive view of contemporary humanitarian interventions.
While initial assessments presented Libya as a victory for airpower and Libyan boots on the ground and a template for NATO operations without American leadership, the reality was more complex. Both maritime and special
operations forces proved necessary to successfully prosecute the mission and the United States provided most of
the crucial enabling assets that supported the NATO air campaign. The proliferation of arms and ongoing sectarian tensions in Libya since the NATO mission ended also highlight the challenges associated with even successful
humanitarian interventions.

For Canadians, Libyan operations offer four primary lessons about possible future international involvement. First,
the evacuation of Canadians from Tripoli demonstrated that existing procedures for evacuating Canadians in harm’s
way need refinement. Second, the evolution of Operation Mobile from a mission to rescue Canadians to one supporting rebel forces also demonstrates the highly fluid nature of contemporary conflicts. Third, the mission, which
many argue was a victory for the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, may have weakened the chances of a
similar R2P mission occurring elsewhere. Finally, while Libya was ultimately a victory for NATO, it highlighted lingering concerns about burden sharing in the alliance and the viability of NATO’s Smart Defence initiative.
Accordingly, the paper makes the following recommendations:

1) During Operation Mobile a Skylink charter flew home from Libya empty after finding no Canadians waiting
for it at the airport. The ineffective coordination and miscommunication between DND and DFAIT was a significant setback during the evacuation. These operations remain challenging for the government, and increased
intelligence about Canadians living abroad is required. Efforts should be made to refine coordination measures
between DFAIT and DND. In this vein, the Canadian government should continue developing a Whole of Government response to Non-Combatant Evacuation Operations (NEO).

2) HMCS Charlottetown was initially dispatched to assist with a limited NEO operation. Once in theatre, however,
its mission evolved substantially, to directly assisting the air campaign and Misratan ground forces. This experience demonstrates that in today’s complex security environments, CF members must be prepared for the widest
possible range of contingencies. If defence cutbacks force a choice between readiness and other priorities, high
readiness should be prioritized. At a minimum, the government should always maintain some units capable of
performing a full range of required international operations, which may include disaster assistance, Non-Combatant Evacuation, naval and air interdiction and hostage rescue, amongst others.
3) Despite uneven burden sharing within NATO, Canada’s membership in the alliance is not in question, and
NATO remains an important element of Canada’s overall commitment to international security and stability.
NATO’s operational experiences in Afghanistan and Libya, however, suggest that Canadians adopt a pragmatic
approach to NATO authorized contingency operations. Whether for lack of capability, political will, or differing
strategic priorities, not all NATO members will make the contributions to NATO authorized missions, especially
outside continental Europe, that nations including Canada think they should. Nonetheless, the alliance does afford a number of operational advantages, including standardization, interoperability and command and control.
Canadians should accept the reality that NATO leadership of contingency operations affords both benefits and
challenges, and stop hoping that NATO will change.

4) In future operations, Canada will likely be part of a coalition of the willing built around the Five Eyes nations,
France and a select group of willing NATO nations, operating with NATO’s stamp of approval. To better prepare
for likely multilateral operations, Canada should focus on improving its operational and strategic relationships
with these countries with a view to developing a new, globally oriented security architecture.
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sommaire
L’opération de 2011 menée par l’OTAN en Libye donne un aperçu instructif des interventions humanitaires contemporaines. Si les évaluations initiales ont présenté la Libye comme une victoire pour la force
aérienne et les bottes libyennes au sol, ainsi qu’un gabarit d’opérations de l’OTAN sans leadership américain, la réalité était plus complexe. Il a fallu à la fois des forces maritimes et des forces d’opérations spéciales pour poursuivre la mission avec succès, et les États-Unis ont fourni la plupart des moyens de mise
en œuvre cruciaux qui ont soutenu la campagne aérienne de l’OTAN. La prolifération des armes et les
tensions sectaires incessantes en Libye depuis la fin de la mission de l’OTAN font ressortir également les
défis associés même aux interventions humanitaires réussies.

Pour les Canadiens, les opérations en Libye offrent quatre leçons primaires concernant une éventuelle
participation internationale. D’abord l’évacuation des Canadiens de Tripoli a démontré que les procédures existantes d’évacuation de Canadiens exposés à des dangers a besoin de raffinement. En deuxième
lieu, l’évolution de l’opération Mobile, partie d’une opération de sauvetage de Canadiens pour aboutir
à une opération de soutien des forces rebelles, démontre aussi la nature tout à fait fluide des conflits
contemporains. Troisièmement, la mission, qui, au dire de plusieurs, fut une victoire pour la doctrine
de la Responsabilité de protéger (R2P), peut avoir affaibli les chances qu’une mission R2P semblable se
reproduise ailleurs. Finalement, bien que la Libye ait ultimement été une victoire pour l’OTAN, elle a fait
ressortir les préoccupations persistantes concernant le partage du fardeau dans l’alliance et la viabilité
de l’initiative « Smart Defence » de l’OTAN.
En conséquence de quoi l’étude fait les recommandations suivantes :

1) Pendant l’opération Mobile, un avion nolisé Skylink est rentré vide de la Libye après n’avoir trouvé aucun Canadien qui l’attendait à l’aéroport. L’inefficacité de la coordination et le manque de communication entre le MDN
et le MAECI ont été des entraves importantes pendant l’évacuation. Ces opérations demeurent difficiles pour le
gouvernement, et il faut avoir de meilleurs renseignements sur les Canadiens vivant à l’étranger. On devrait faire
des efforts pour raffiner les mesures de coordination entre le MAECI et le MDN. Dans cette veine, le gouvernement
canadien devrait continuer à développer une réponse pangouvernementale aux opérations d’évacuation de non
combattants. (NEO)

2) Le NCSM Charlottetown a été dépêché initialement pour prêter assistance à une opération NEO limitée. Mais
une fois sur le théâtre, sa mission a évolué substantiellement, pour assister directement la campagne aérienne et
les forces de terre de Misratah. Cette expérience démontre que, dans les environnements de sécurité complexes
d’aujourd’hui, les membres des FC doivent être prêts à l’éventail le plus large possible de contingences. Si les
coupures faites à la Défense forcent un choix entre l’état de préparation et d’autres priorités, il faudrait donner
la priorité à un degré élevé de préparation. Au minimum, le gouvernement devrait toujours maintenir quelques
unités capables d’effectuer une gamme complète d’opérations internationales nécessaires, qui pourrait inclure
l’aide en cas de catastrophe, l’évacuation de non combattants, l’interdiction navale et aérienne et le sauvetage
d’otages, entre autres.
3) Malgré l’inégalité du partage du fardeau au sein de l’OTAN, l’adhésion du Canada à l’alliance n’est pas en doute, et
l’OTAN demeure un élément important de l’engagement général du Canada à la sécurité et à la stabilité internationale. Toutefois, les expériences opérationnelles de l’OTAN en Afghanistan et en Libye suggèrent que les Canadiens
adoptent une approche pragmatique envers les opérations de contingence autorisées par l’OTAN. Que ce soit par
manque de capacité, de volonté politique, ou par une différence de priorités stratégiques, ce ne sont pas tous les
membres de l’OTAN qui feront les contributions aux missions autorisées par l’OTAN, particulièrement à l’extérieur
de l’Europe continentale, que des nations, dont le Canada, pensent qu’ils devraient. Néanmoins, l’alliance permet bien un certain nombre d’avantages opérationnels, y compris la standardisation, l’interopérabilité, et le commandement et le contrôle. Les Canadiens devraient accepter la réalité que le leadership de l’OTAN dans les opérations de contingence confère à la fois des avantages et des défis, et cesser d’espérer que l’OTAN va changer.
4) Dans les opérations futures, le Canada sera probablement partie d’une coalition des volontaires bâtie autour des
nations « à cinq yeux », de la France et d’un groupe choisi de nations volontaires de l’OTAN, fonctionnant avec le
sceau d’approbation de l’OTAN. Pour mieux se préparer à des opérations multilatérales probables, le Canada devrait mettre l’accent sur l’amélioration de ses relations opérationnelles et stratégiques avec ces pays en cherchant à
développer une nouvelle architecture de sécurité orientée sur le monde.
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1: Context
On 19 December 2010, Mohamed Bouazizi, a Tunisian fruit merchant, set himself on fire to protest
arbitrary police harassment. His actions sparked a wave of protests that quickly spread from Tunisia to
Egypt and the wider Arab world. The resulting Arab Spring led to waves of violent protest throughout
the Middle East and North Africa. Whereas the overthrow of the existing regimes in Tunisia, Egypt and
Libya occurred in 2011, as of early 2012, both Yemen and Syria continue to face significant unrest,
including protests and armed clashes with government forces. On 23 December 2011, Yemeni President
Ali Abdullah Saleh agreed to relinquish power to a transitional government in response to these
pressures. In Syria, at the time of writing, Bashar al-Assad continues to violently suppress an increasingly
widespread armed uprising, despite sanctions imposed by the Arab League and wider international
community, and attempts by UN-Arab League envoy Kofi Annan to broker a ceasefire. To date, however,
only the uprising in Libya has attracted international military support, which directly precipitated the
overthrow of the old regime.

In February 2011, the Arab Spring protests spread to Libya, engulfing the streets of the eastern city of
Bengahzi. Libyan security forces loyal to Colonel Muammar Gaddafi began firing on protesters seeking
the regime’s overthrow. From there, the situation escalated rapidly over the following week. In response
to escalating violence, on 25 February US President Barack Obama imposed economic sanctions on the
Libyan regime. The next day, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) adopted Resolution 1970, which
demanded an end to the violence, called for an arms embargo and referred the situation to the International
Criminal Court. With
violence escalating and
following statements by
Gaddafi that he would
show no mercy to the
inhabitants of Benghazi,
the
UNSC
adopted
Resolution 1973 on 17
March. The resolution
received support from
the Gulf Cooperation
Arab Spring at the start of Libyan Conflic
t
Council
and
Arab
Uprising
Regime
Revolution
League, while Germany,
Crushed
Toppled
1 Palestine
Russia, China, India,
Clashes
No change
Reforms
Semi or
2 Bahrain
and Brazil abstained.
Fighting
in
limited
Progress
Democracy
3 Qatar
The resolution called
on member states to
enact a No-Fly Zone and
authorized members to take “all necessary measures” to protect Libyan civilians, while prohibiting a
“foreign occupation force” of any kind.1 Subsequently, an ad hoc international coalition led by Britain,
France and the United States launched strikes on Libyan military targets. Enforcement of the No-Fly
Zone mission quickly transitioned to NATO leadership and subsequently evolved into active support of
Libyan rebel forces.
Throughout the Libyan crisis, Canada played an active and at times leading role. For Canadian
policymakers, Libya presented four key issues:
i)

the evacuation of Canadians;

iii)

the consequences of Libyan involvement for future humanitarian interventions; and

ii)

iv)
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determining the nature of Canada’s support for the UNSC resolutions and NATO
missions;
the implications of Libya for NATO and future NATO operations.
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Libya Under Gaddafi
Modern day Libya is composed of three formerly distinct regions, Tripolitania (in the Northwest),
Fezzan (in the Southwest) and Cyrenaica (in the East). These regions were first brought together in 1934
under Italian colonial rule and only established as an independent state by the United Nations in 1951.
Most of Libya is uninhabited desert as its six million residents largely reside along the Mediterranean
coast, concentrated in Tripoli and Benghazi. Gaddafi assumed control of this geographically fractured,
sparsely populated country in 1969 after overthrowing King Idris in a military coup. Over the following
four decades he ruled through a cult of personality, favouritism towards the western Tripoli region and
coercion.2
Gaddafi quickly developed relations with the Soviet Union while simultaneously extending support to
a range of anti-Western and anti-Israeli movements across Africa, Europe, Asia and the Middle East.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, this included support for a variety of Palestinian terrorist groups as
well as the Irish Republican Army. International condemnation of Gaddafi’s regime culminated with its
role in the bombings of the LaBelle nightclub in Berlin, UTA Flight 772 and the 1988 bombing of Pan Am
flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland. The first act resulted in retaliatory US airstrikes that killed Gaddafi’s
daughter, and others, while the later earned Libya international sanctions.3

The 1980s also witnessed violent uprisings in Libya, originating in the mountains east of Benghazi. A
subsequent movement formed in 1995 when the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group and Libyan Islamic
Martyr’s Movement merged in opposition to Gaddafi’s regime. Although the latter movement drew
support from former Afghan mujahedeen, both were successfully suppressed by Gaddafi’s security
forces. Thus, although there was a history of organized armed resistance to Gaddafi’s rule prior to 2011,
the regime countered these movements with little difficulty.4

A rapprochement between Libya and the West began in 1999 when Gaddafi allowed two intelligence
agents to stand trial for the bombing of Pan Am Flight 103 and he agreed to pay compensation for the
bombing of UTA Flight 772. After 9/11, relations further improved after he began offering counterterrorism cooperation to Western intelligence agencies. In late 2003 he pledged to dismantle his Weapons
of Mass Destruction (WMD) program, a move that many, including US President George W. Bush, attribute
to the 2003 invasion of Iraq and Gaddafi’s fear of Western imposed regime change. These efforts resulted
in the restoration of full diplomatic relations between the United States and Libya in 2006.5

With respect to its economy, Gaddafi’s Libya had three primary features. First, it was heavily dependent
on oil and gas, with estimates suggesting this sector accounted for up to 90 percent of Gross Domestic
Product. This activity employed only 43,000 Libyans, however.6 Prior to the uprisings, Libya exported
roughly 1.8 million barrels of oil a day, making it the world’s 14th largest oil exporter.7 Europe was Libya’s
largest export market, with Italy and France its first and second largest customers respectively and China
third overall.8 Second, the Gaddafi-era Libyan economy was characterized by the pervasive involvement of
Gaddafi’s family and friends in key economic roles. In effect, cronyism meant Libya’s private enterprises
were essentially state owned monopolies. Third, public subsidies were pervasive, applying to housing,
fuel, education and health care amongst other areas.9 All told, up to 70 percent of the Libyan population
was on the state payroll.10 In sum, Libya’s economy was dependent on oil and gas, had no real free markets
and relied heavily on Gaddafi’s associates to function.
Operation Odyssey Dawn/Unified Protector

In early March 2011, following the passage of Resolution 1970, NATO progressively increased its activity
in the Mediterranean to monitor the situation in Libya. NATO Air Warning and Control System (AWAC)
aircraft were dispatched to the region 8 March and naval forces were deployed off the Libyan coast two
days later.11 Independent of NATO, American, British and French forces initiated Operation Odyssey Dawn
19 March, attacking Libyan air defences with a combination of cruise missile and air strikes. On 22 March,
NATO launched a naval mission—Operation Unified Protector—to enforce the UN arms embargo. Two
days later NATO began enforcing the UN sanctioned No-Fly Zone, with Canadian Lieutenant-General
Charles Bouchard assuming command on 31 March.
cda institute | analysis
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UN Resolution 1973 authorized a No-Fly Zone, arms embargo,
and all necessary measures “to protect civilians and civilian
populated areas under threat of attack”.12 Describing the nature
of the military mission in an interview 27 March, US Secretary
of Defense Robert Gates stated: “The military mission is very
limited and restricted to the establishment of the no-fly zone
and for humanitarian purposes, to prevent Qadhafi from being
able to use his armed forces to slaughter his own people. That’s
it”.13 Gates reaffirmed the limited nature of the mission the day
NATO assumed command, informing Congress that “Deposing
the Qaddafi regime, as welcome as that eventuality would be, is
not part of the military mission”.14

April 2011

Gadhafi
NTC
May 2011

Berlin Goals - Mission Creep?

Within two weeks, however, the mission appeared to change.
At a Berlin meeting of NATO foreign ministers and cooperating
partner nations, the alliance announced a list of three goals for
their operations (subsequently known as the Berlin goals):
i)

an end to attacks against civilians

iii)

unhindered humanitarian access for all
Libyans.15

ii)

the return to base of all regime military,
paramilitary, and mercenary forces

Subsequently, on 15 April, US President Obama, British Prime
Minister David Cameron and French President Nicolas Sarkozy
published an op-ed in The New York Times stating that “Qaddafi
must go and go for good.”16

Between the passage of the UNSC Resolution 1973 and the
adoption of the Berlin goals, then, the NATO mission ostensibly
changed from enforcing a “Don’t fly or you’re going to die”17 No-Fly
Zone to destroying the Libyan regime’s ability to harm civilians.
This latter component extended beyond the No-Fly Zone to
include destruction of heavy weapons, lines of communication,
supply depots, maintenance facilities and command and control
nodes. This, however, was the extent of the authorized NATO
mission, and Lieutenant-General Bouchard has explicitly stated
that the NATO mandate was not exceeded.18

Gadhafi
NTC
June 2011

Gadhafi
NTC
July 2011

Gadhafi
NTC

Individual nations, however, clearly pursued their own national
objectives independently of NATO’s consensus-driven process. The British, French and Americans very
publically endorsed Gaddafi’s overthrow. Given the statements by Gates delimiting the nature of the
mission, the expansion of the mission’s goals was likely promoted by his European partners. Two days
prior to the Berlin meeting, David Cameron intimated as much in an interview:
I want to make sure we’re doing everything that we can. So that is, working through
NATO but working with our French allies at the heart of this coalition, and asking what
can we do militarily, politically, diplomatically; everything we can to bolster those who
are trying to defend people in Libya and who want a new future for that country and
doing everything we can to stop Qaddafi.19
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Military Operations

August 2011

While air operations were immediately successful in destroying
Libyan air defences and air forces, operations on the ground took
much longer to unfold. After several weeks of slow progress, in
mid-April, US Admiral Michael Mullen, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, referred to the situation on the ground as a
“stalemate”.20 As a result, beginning 13 April coalition operations
in support of the National Transitional Council (NTC)—the group
representing the Libyan rebels—escalated significantly. This
began with the launch of American Predator drone strikes. On 25
April the NATO bombing campaign expanded further to include
attacks on Gaddafi’s palaces, headquarters and communications
centers.21 These strikes were, however, limited to facilities with
command and control capabilities. By May, the British and French
had also deployed attack helicopters to the theatre.

In addition to these NATO actions, several coalition partners
provided additional national assistance to the NTC. The United
States donated nonlethal military supplies to the rebels, while the
British, French and Italians helped them develop administrative
capacity by establishing a joint operations center. As early as
May it was also reported that Western Special Operations Forces
(SOF) were on the ground working with the rebels, providing
training, communications and targeting information for NATO
airstrikes. Up to 240 SOF from the United Kingdom, France, Italy,
Bulgaria, Egypt, Qatar and the UAE deployed to Libya between
February and September 2011. Key tasks for these units were
securing critical infrastructure including weapons sites, building
relationships with, and training, rebel groups and enabling their
communications. In June the French government admitted that
it was supplying opposition forces with small arms and were
aided in this endeavour by both Qatar and the UAE.22

Gadhafi
NTC
September 2011

Gadhafi
NTC
22 September 2011

Gadhafi
NTC

While some accounts of the Libyan mission argue that it demonstrated the virtues of NATO airpower, the
critical role played by SOF demonstrates that this appreciation of the mission is incomplete.23 Although
NATO air operations were certainly crucial, the enablers provided by special operators on the ground
in the form of training and coordination were highly significant. Their assistance was particularly
vital in the final push to Tripoli. Without SOF contributions it is unlikely that the mission would have
successfully concluded by the end of October.
After a summer of gradual rebel advance, the capital was liberated over 19-22 August. Media reports
indicated that the city’s fall was brought about by a sophisticated military operation involving the close
coordination of coalition air power, NTC ground forces and amphibious landings. These operations were
closely supported by French and British SOF, who assisted a large group of rebels that had been trained
and equipped by coalition forces and subsequently re-infiltrated the city.24
Table 1 : NATO Operations
Air Sorties

Strike
Total

9,700

26,500

Maritime Operations

Hailings

Boardings

3,100
300

Over the next several weeks, localised
fighting continued, concentrated
primarily in Ben Wali and Sirte, two
Gaddafi strongholds along the coast.
On 16 September, the UNSC passed
Resolution 2009, which extended the
No-Fly Zone, unfroze Libyan assets
and established a UN Support Mission
in Libya to assist in the transition to
cda institute | analysis
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post-conflict stability.25 Over the third week of October, NTC forces captured Bani Walid and a few days
later took Sirte, killing Gaddafi in the process.

As a result, the UNSC passed Resolution 2016 on 27 October. The resolution terminated authorization
of the No-Fly Zone and other measures protecting civilians.26 NATO formally ended Operation Unified
Protector 31 October, having flown 26,500 sorties, including roughly 9,700 strike sorties in support of
the No-Fly Zone. At sea, NATO hailed 3,100 merchant vessels, boarded another 300, and denied 11 more
entry to Libyan ports as part of the arms embargo (see Table 1).27

Post-Gaddafi Regime and Post-Conflict Challenges

In March, Mustafa Abdul Jalil, previously the Libyan Minister of Justice, took the lead in establishing the
NTC to coordinate essential services and represent the Libyan opposition. Members of the NTC were
primarily drawn from the old regime, and represented highly disparate, uncoordinated anti-regime
groups with little in common other than a desire to overthrow Gaddafi. After Gaddafi’s capture and death,
the NTC faces a number of challenges related broadly to governance, security, and justice.
Governance

On the first front, the NTC must establish itself as a viable governing organization. The organization
announced a plan to form an elected assembly after a transition period no longer than eight months,
followed by a year of rule by a transitional national government, and a permanent constitution
within 20 months.28 While the opposition forces demonstrated a reasonable degree of competence
administering Benghazi, governing the entire country is a much more challenging prospect. Some
experts noted that the protracted overthrow of the Gaddafi regime may have actually helped in this
respect, as it afforded the NTC more time than anticipated to develop some administrative capacity.29
Until the oil and gas sector can resume full operations—a process which is anticipated to take more
than a year—the timely release of frozen Libyan assets held abroad will be crucial to ensuring that
the new government has the financial means to run the country. To date this has been a slow process,
which may lead to disenchantment on the part of a Libyan population accustomed to a wide range of
government subsidies.

Divisions within the opposition movement, both geographic and internal, will furthermore make
establishing effective governance problematic. The rebels were split into western and eastern factions
and lacked a strong presence in Tripoli, the region most supportive of Gaddafi’s regime. Libya’s three
regions have few historical ties to one another and Gaddafi’s authority and influence was much
stronger in Tripoli than elsewhere. It was not surprising, then, that the uprisings began in Bengahzi,
rather than Tripoli. Lingering regional grievances will therefore remain a prominent factor in the postGaddafi era.

In part because they come from multiple regions across the country, the Libyan opposition is highly
heterogeneous, which poses a significant challenge. The NTC’s divisions were highlighted in July when
a rival rebel faction assassinated General Abdul Fattah Younis, the military chief of staff for the antiGaddafi forces. In response, Jalil fired several NTC cabinet members including those responsible for
finance, defence, and the interior.30 These divisions have carried through to post-Gaddafi Libya. Almost
immediately after Gaddafi’s overthrow, rebel militias began competing with one another for influence
and engaging in gun battles in Tripoli in early November.31 Former rebel militia leader Abdullah Naker,
for instance, warned that his men could overthrow the incoming government if it failed to meet their
demands for representation.32 The NTC originally gave the militias until the end of 2011 to cede
authority to the NTC.33 As of March 2012, however, several continue to challenge the new government
with some operating as a loosely connected National Guard.34 Even more troubling, in early March,
civic leaders in the oil rich eastern part of the country declared “semi-autonomy” for the Cyrenaica
region.35
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Security
On the security front, in addition to disarming the militias, the NTC also faces the prospect of securing
small arms which have proliferated throughout the country since the uprising began. Up to 20,000
Gaddafi-era Man Portable Air Defence Systems (MANPADS) and small arms are unaccounted for,
leading a senior Canadian foreign affairs official to state that Libya was “essentially awash in arms”.36
In addition to the security problems this poses for Libya itself, arms proliferation throughout the
region is a significant threat to regional stability. In October, for instance, a shipment of surface to
air missiles originating in Libya and destined for Palestinian militants in Gaza was intercepted in the
Sinai Peninsula.37 There are also fears that these weapons may fall into the hands of Al-Qaeda affiliated
groups which could increase the risk of global terrorism.
Securing these weapons will be difficult, given the lack of a coherent Libyan security apparatus.
Gaddafi armed several parallel groups in an elaborate security structure designed to fragment
potential opposition. Unlike in neighbouring Tunisia and Egypt, therefore, the Libyan army does not
hold the same position as a viable post-conflict stability force. Rather, the police, which are relatively
well respected and uncorrupted are believed by some to be better options for providing post-conflict
security.38
Justice

A final challenge will be to bring some sense of justice to key members of the old regime, while at the
same time retaining key human capital. Of paramount importance is avoiding the mistake made in
Iraq of disenfranchising all members of the old regime, which fuelled the subsequent insurgency while
simultaneously reducing the competency of the post-invasion administration.39 Gaddafi’s death under
dubious circumstances following his apprehension has already cast doubts on the NTC’s ability to
adhere to international legal standards. The capture of his son Saif al-Islam, however, affords another
opportunity to establish an effective rule of law.40

Given the pervasive involvement of Gaddafi cronies in the economy prior to 2011, the NTC will have to
strike an appropriate balance between holding former regime members accountable for their actions
and losing their expertise. The prospects for establishing an effective rule of law in Libya are not
promising, however. Medicine Sans Frontiers, a medical Non Governmental Organization, suspended
its Libyan operations in January because detainees in Misrata were being tortured and denied medical
care.41 This is an inauspicious start to a new Libyan regime that received extensive international
support precisely because of Gaddafi’s abusive practices.

Table 2: CF Operations in Libya
Aircraft Deployed

Sorties Flown

% of Coalition Sorties Flown

7 CF-18 Hornet fighters

944

10%

2 CC-130 Hercules tankers

139*

Total

181

1 CC-150 Polaris tanker

1 CC-130 Hercules airlifter

2 CP-140 Aurora maritime patrol
aircraft
*Redeployed to Canada in September 2011.

250
22

1538

7%**
--

85%
6%

**Combined, CF assets provided 7% of NATO refuelling sorties
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2: Canadian Involvement
Operation Mobile
In response to the potential threat of violence against Canadians, the government launched Operation
Mobile on 25 February 2011 to evacuate Canadian and foreign nationals from Libya. A 100-person Task
Force Malta was despatched to lead the Non-Combatant Evacuation Operation (NEO) in conjunction
with officials from the Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade (DFAIT). The operation
got off to a rocky start, as a C-17 dispatched to Rome was forced to wait for diplomatic clearances and a
Skylink charter flight was cancelled due to insurance concerns related to the security situation in Tripoli.
Another Skylink charter made it to Libya, but flew home empty after finding no Canadians waiting for
it at the airport. In response to these setbacks, defence minister Peter MacKay blamed DFAIT and other
national contingents for the coordination problems on the ground.42 In contrast to government efforts,
SNC-Lavalin was able to evacuate more than 1,000 employees by bus to Egypt.43 Ultimately, a total of 61
Canadians were evacuated by “Canadian assets”.44

Subsequently, the Canadian government joined a growing number of nations in imposing financial
sanctions against the Gaddafi regime, freezing their assets in Canada, banning financial transactions with
the Libyan government and enacting an arms embargo. Beginning 2 March with the departure of HMCS
Charlottetown for the central Mediterranean, the Canadian government quickly deployed a number of
military assets to support the Libyan uprising and protect civilians. The government dispatched seven
CF-18 jets to Italy and they began flying operational sorties 21 March. Two refuelling tankers and two
CP-140 Maritime Patrol aircraft were subsequently deployed, bringing the total number of military
personnel in theatre to 650. Canadian operations were forecast to cost $60 million, including the costs
of dropping roughly 600 laser guided bombs. All told, the CF flew more than 1,500 sorties in Libya. By
comparison, the CF flew only 678 sorties in support of Operation Allied Force over Kosovo.45
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The Maritime Component
Although the air mission received more recognition, Canada’s maritime assets also made a highly
significant contribution. Over five months, HMCS Charlottetown conducted 313 hailings and five
boarding’s of vessels of interest and provided escort support and area security for vulnerable vessels.
While this represented a relatively small percentage of NATO totals, the Charlottetown was one of the
few vessels authorized to operate inside Libyan waters, patrolling immediately off the coast of Misrata.

On several occasions, it led Surface Action Groups defending the city against attacks by pro-regime
forces in small boats, coming close enough to shore that it came under artillery fire on 12 May. Although
initially deployed anticipating only Non-Combatant Evacuations, the Charlottetown quickly took on an
air control mission, in addition to enforcing maritime traffic. As events unfolded, the ship was drawn
into the littoral and developed a close working relationship with the Misratan rebels. This relationship
began by deconflicting rebel and coalition forces, but evolved to coordinating NATO air strikes with rebel
commanders in the city using cell phones and harbour radio systems. As a result, the Charlottetown
was able to provide cueing and targeting information for air strikes that destroyed 260 targets. It also
helped achieve theatre, operational and tactical intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, moving
along the Libyan coastline with rebel forces as they advanced towards Tripoli.46 Combined, these actions
proved critical to the defence of Misrata. This effectively prevented the city’s fall to pro-Gaddafi forces,
a crucial goal of the NATO operation. Without a second rebel area of operation in Misrata, the antiGaddafi uprising would have been led almost exclusively from Benghazi and there were fears that had
this happened, the movement would have lost legitimacy. On 20 July HMCS Vancouver deployed to the
Mediterranean to relieve the Charlottetown on a six month mission. The Charlottetown, with a new crew,
subsequently re-deployed to the region under Operation Metric in January 2012 for another six month
mission.
While the Libyan campaign demonstrated Canadian maritime and air capabilities, it also highlighted the
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small number of military assets the Canadian Forces can deploy and sustain abroad. The Charlottetown
and Vancouver were the only high readiness frigates available for deployment, as the other 10 Halifax
class ships were either entering into, or exiting from, the Halifax Class Modernization program, or were
being refitted to accept the new Cyclone maritime helicopter. Thus, the Navy was forced to improvise and
swap crews to allow the ships to relieve one another. Similarly, while the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF)
acquitted itself admirably, receiving special recognition from Robert Gates, staffing the mission caused
considerable strain. Sustaining air operations required pulling some members out of the RCAF’s training
schools.47 Had operations not ended in October, the RCAF would have been hard pressed to maintain
the commitment for another three months.48 It is therefore worth noting as the Canadian military
prepares to acquire F35s that the RCAF’s current ability to sustain an extended duration expeditionary
deployment of six operational fighter aircraft appears to be constrained more by operational tempo
(sorties) and crew availability than aircraft.
Origins of the Canadian Mission

In public statements Canadian officials described Canada’s participation in the international coalition
as driven by the duel pressures of the moral obligation to protect civilians from harm and Canada’s
international commitments. In announcing the dispatch of CF-18s, Prime Minister Stephen Harper
stated that they were being deployed to “stop the bloodshed”.49 Minister of Foreign Affairs John Baird
added that the Canadian deployment was also intended to prevent the Gaddafi regime’s crackdown from
undermining the nascent movements in Tunisia and Egypt. Furthermore, as Minister Baird stated in
Parliament, “The capability existed to intervene. Military assets were available, and the geography made
it possible.”50 Subsequently, Canadian officials have cited the spread of radical Islamic elements in North
Africa and particularly Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb and Shabab regions as primary Canadian concerns. As
well, the proliferation of Libyan small arms and surface to air missiles provided an additional “deeper
strategic rationale” for Canadian involvement.51
In addition to these concerns, Canada was clearly also motivated by its “duty to NATO and the United
Nations.”52 However, despite making this clear statement early on, it is difficult to determine the precise
nature of Canada’s commitment, and whether it was limited to the three goals NATO articulated in April
or the wider pursuit of regime change espoused by some coalition partners.53 For instance, it was not
until 14 June when Minister MacKay defended the mission’s extension in Parliament that a Canadian
official publically stated that Canada was following the Berlin goals.54 Furthermore, the extensive
Canadian naval support to the Misratan rebels could not easily be construed as enabling the protection
of civilians alone. In practice, then, if not in public statements, Canada’s national objectives appear to
have exceeded the NATO mandate, and extended to supporting the rebel forces.

On the whole, the lack of public discussion of the Libyan operation was likely attributable to the limited
media attention devoted to foreign affairs once the election writ was dropped 26 March for the May 2011
federal election. This further exacerbated the disconnect between the government’s public statements,
NATO’s mandate and military operations in theatre.

The mission in Libya was also notable for continuing the Harper Government’s tradition of seeking
parliamentary approval for military deployments. Libyan operations received such support on three
separate occasions. In both March and June Parliament was nearly unanimous in supporting three month
deployments. On 26 September the mission was again extended for three months, although this time
without the support of the NDP.55 Beyond parliamentary support, a plurality of Canadians supported the
military operation. An international poll conducted in April found 70 percent of Canadians supported
the mission, while a separate poll in late June found this support had dropped to 41 percent, with 33
percent opposed.56

After the fall of Tripoli, Canada’s involvement in Libya changed substantially. Canadian sanctions against
Libya were lifted on 1 September and two weeks later Minister Baird announced the reopening of
Canada’s embassy. On 11 October, Baird travelled to Tripoli to meet with members of the NTC. There
he pledged $10 million in Canadian assistance to help the new Libyan authorities find and secure the
remnants of Gaddafi’s WMD program, as well as the small arms and MANPADS that vanished over the
14
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course of the uprising. He was accompanied on this trip by representatives from Suncor and SNC-Lavalin,
Canadian companies with major economic interests in Libya.57

Gaddafi was captured and killed 20 October. The next day, NATO announced its operations would cease by
the end of the month. On 28 October, the Canadian government announced the end of its military mission
and within a week Defence Minister MacKay was welcoming the first troops home. The speed with which
Canadian forces were withdrawn from the region following NATO’s decision to end operations indicates
how closely Canada’s participation was tied to wider coalition efforts. By the early fall of 2011, Canada’s
participation in the Libyan mission was clearly primarily driven by its alliance commitments rather than
humanitarian concerns.

3: Lessons Learned
NEOs

Operations in Libya offer a number of lessons for future Canadian military deployments abroad. First,
the problems experienced in evacuating Canadians suggest that despite the lessons learned during the
massive evacuation of Canadians from Lebanon in 2006, Non-Combatant Evacuation Operations remain
challenging. Acquiring better intelligence about Canadians living abroad and refining coordination
measures between DFAIT and DND therefore seem prudent.
Operational Flexibility

A second lesson relates to the nature of Canadian support for UN and NATO operations. It is clear that
the Libyan mission morphed significantly from evacuating Canadians in harm’s way, to protecting
Libyan civilians, to actively supporting an armed insurrection. Canada’s position as the mission evolved,
however, was vaguely defined. Speaking before Parliament in support of the 14 June motion extending
the mission, Minister Baird stated that Canada was not supporting regime change and stressed that
the mission remained the protection of civilians. By this point in time, however, many members of the
coalition were clearly working towards Gaddafi’s removal and Canadian naval forces were supporting
rebel forces in Misrata.
The evolution of Canada’s mission in Libya also points to the value of maintaining well trained, high
readiness forces. The naval mission in particular was dispatched with a limited NEO role in mind, but
the mission’s profile changed radically once in theatre. This suggests that consideration be given to
maintaining forces at high readiness, but also ensuring they are as flexible as possible. Furthermore,
the significant role new partners like Qatar and the UAE played in Libya and the still fluid strategic
environment in the Middle East and North Africa warrant a greater degree of Canadian engagement
in the region. To this end, Canadian military officials are now advocating that the CF maintain a state
of “preparedness,” a concept encompassing both readiness and regional linkages and connections.
The dispatch of HMCS Charlottetown to the Mediterranean under Operation Metric with the goal
of maintaining a forward deployed regional presence was a positive step in this direction, as was an
increase in Canadian regional engagement and intelligence activities.58
R2P

A third set of lessons concerns the nature of humanitarian interventions and Libya’s relationship to the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. Proponents of R2P, such as Allan Rock and Lloyd Axworthy,
have argued that “the successful UN mission in Libya was a historic development for R2P.”59 However,
although the Libyan operation was clearly motivated in part by humanitarian concerns, the assertion that
it will unleash a new wave of R2P missions appears doubtful for several reasons. Proponents of R2P are
arguably reading the R2P doctrine into the Libyan operation ex post facto. Although the UNSC Resolution
1970 did make reference to “the Libyan authorities’ responsibility to protect its population,”60 it made
no reference to the Responsibility to Protect Doctrine specifically, nor did it reference UNSC Resolution
1674 which established the doctrine in international law. Similarly, no Canadian officials made reference
to R2P during operations in Libya.61 Thus, the relationship between R2P and Libya is questionable.
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for regime change.”
She contends that to the extent R2P was involved in Libya, it actually reduces the likelihood that the
doctrine will be invoked again. Nations sceptical of the doctrine now have evidence that it may be used
to overthrow unfriendly regimes, a measure that they contend exceeds the R2P mandate. The Russian
government, for instance, made clear its opinion that NATO’s interpretation of the UNSC 1973 mandate
exceeded the spirit of the authorization.63 Subsequent abstentions by Russia and China on prospective
UNSC authorizations for humanitarian or R2P missions are therefore unlikely.

Finally, it seems clear from numerous public statements, including those by Canadian officials, that the
circumstances leading to the Libyan intervention were unique, and unlikely to be repeated. In Libya, tribal
leaders were fed up with the government and emboldened by events around them. Western and local
Arab leaders had little sympathy for Gaddafi and were therefore prepared to accept outside intervention
to dispose him. UN Security Council members were willing to either support intervention or abstain and
NATO had the means to undertake the operation. Lastly, numerous aspects of Libya’s geography made
operations feasible. Libya’s population was concentrated in relatively lightly built-up urban centers on
the Mediterranean, Libyan targets were within relatively close striking distance of NATO bases in Italy,
and the country was defended by unsophisticated Libyan air defences. Such specific factors are unlikely
to be present in their entirety elsewhere. In sum, while humanitarian motives contributed to Libyan
operations, a host of other factors were needed to convince the coalition that a campaign could succeed,
ultimately leading to the mission.
NATO

The fourth set of lessons relates to the implications of the Libya mission for NATO. Of primary importance
is whether or not Libya represents a model for future intervention. Certainly, the combination of:
i)

an active local movement to support (the Libyan rebels);

iv)

NATO political and military leadership

ii)

iii)

the legitimacy afforded by regional partners (the Arab League);
a supporting UNSC Resolution (1973); and

offers a useful template for any future military intervention.

However, some caution is warranted in interpreting the mission’s success. First, without taking anything
away from the rebel movement, coalition air, maritime and ground assistance was clearly crucial to
their success as past uprisings had been easily suppressed by Gaddafi. Similarly, by early summer, it was
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apparent that the air and maritime campaigns had reached a stalemate. While the mission was successful
without a large contribution of conventional boots on the ground, coalition special operations forces
provided crucial training for the rebels and coordination with the air campaign. In this respect, Libya
may be comparable to the initial 2001 overthrow of the Taliban in Afghanistan.64

Libyan operations have also led to suggestions that the success in deposing Gaddafi presents a new
template for NATO burden sharing. Fareed Zakaria and Max Boot, for instance, have respectively argued
that Libyan operations have introduced a new era in American foreign policy by providing a template
of America “leading from behind”.65 However, the future viability of a supportive, rather than leading,
American role needs to be contextualized, as it is highly questionable that the United States in fact played
the limited role many ascribe to it. For instance, at 26 percent of the total sorties flown, the United States
flew more sorties overall than any other country. Britain and France, the next two largest contributors,
flew roughly one-third of the total between them.66 Furthermore, the United States provided crucial
support without which operations would have ground to a halt. The Americans destroyed most of the
Libyan air defences, allowing other coalition partners to subsequently patrol effectively undefended
skies. They then provided crucial intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance assets, suppressed enemy
air defences, contributed 80 percent of refuelling flights, and provided combat search and rescue. It is
therefore fair to say that Libya might provide a future model of operations where the United States plays
a less dominant, yet still crucially important, leadership role. In other words, while the Americans played
a less publically prominent role in Libya—hence “leading from behind”—they still effectively led the
mission.

Finally, tensions within the alliance also call into question the precise role of the NATO organization in any
future NATO led operation. In Libya, discord within the alliance was evident from the start of the crisis.
Germany abstained on UNSC Resolution 1973, opposed a combat mission, withdrew its Mediterranean
naval assets and did not allow its pilots to fly AWACs missions in support of Libyan operations. Tensions
were also expressed in the planning phase of operations related to the degree of flexibility that NATO
forces would be granted under UNSC Resolution 1973. Reports indicated that French officials pushed
for a much broader interpretation of the mandate than other allies. The announcement by President
Sarkozy that French forces were attacking Libyan targets on 19 March apparently took American and
British leaders by surprise. The initial ten days of bombings by the British, French and Americans were
subsequently described as a “loosely coordinated series of national operations.”67

These disagreements did not dissipate once NATO assumed command of the operation. Many of the
forces deployed to the region were limited in their operational ability by nationally imposed caveats.
Thus, although approximately 130 combat aircraft were deployed to the theatre by 18 countries, only
the 60 or so operated by the United States, United Kingdom, France, Belgium, Denmark, Italy, Norway,
the UAE and Canada, were able to conduct air to ground operations. By contrast, Jordan, the Netherlands,
Qatar, Spain, Sweden and Turkey participated in the enforcement of the No-Fly Zone, but did not engage
ground targets.68 This situation reached its nadir in June when outgoing US Secretary of Defense Robert
Gates stated publically that “shortcomings – in capability and will” threatened the mission’s outcome,
remarking that although every alliance member voted for the Libyan mission, less than half participated
in it militarily and fewer than a third engaged in strike missions.69 Many national contingents were also
restricted in their ability to conduct maritime operations on evenings or weekends, purportedly due to
a lack of funds. These disagreements became manifest in June when the Italian foreign minister called
for the suspension of hostilities for humanitarian purposes. Italy later withdrew its aircraft carrier from
operations in July, citing financial reasons. The Norwegian F-16 deployment was subsequently withdrawn
in August, as was the French aircraft carrier Charles de Gaulle.70 The alacrity with which the mission ended
after Gaddafi’s death, despite highly fluid conditions on the ground, including the active proliferation of
weapons, is suggestive of the significant strain Libyan operations placed on many contributing nations’
militaries.

The inability of many European allies to participate militarily, despite the mission being “in Europe’s
neighbourhood [and] deemed to be in Europe’s vital interest”71 does not bode well for future NATO
burden sharing or its Smart Defence initiative. While there is currently great interest in, and need for,
NATO collaboration in generating key operational enablers, the Libyan operation suggests this will be
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difficult. Germany’s withdrawal of its AWAC pilots is a case in point. Precluded from flying over Libya,
German pilots deployed to Afghanistan allowing other nations to concentrate on Libyan operations. Had
there not been another mission, however, Germany would simply have withdrawn its contribution to a
shared NATO capability. As this type of capability sharing and pooling is seen as the key to NATO’s future
by Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen, this was not a promising development.72 Canada’s decision
to pull out of both the AWAC and Allied Ground Surveillance programs provides further evidence of Smart
Defence’s dismal prospects.73

Canadian military officials indicate that the recalcitrance of some NATO members in Libya represents
a continuation of Canada’s experiences in Afghanistan. There, many Canadian officers argue that NATO
as a whole was not an optimal construct for prosecuting the mission in Regional Command (RC) South,
leading to the creation of the RC South working group. While NATO provided the overarching operational
construct of the International Security Assistance Force, groups of like minded nations working within
it provided the actual combat forces in Southern Afghanistan and consequently developed their own
operational relationships within the wider NATO framework. Libya represented a continuation of this
trend. While NATO standardization proved effective in bringing together the Libyan coalition in a matter
of weeks, only a few of the assembled partners participated fully.
Two lessons can be drawn from this experience. First, a NATO operational construct is desirable for future
operations, offering numerous advantages in terms of interoperability and command and control. Second,
while operating under a NATO umbrella is beneficial, Canadian policymakers should expect that only a
portion of NATO members will contribute to future operations, and many that do will be caveated.

This experience leads many Canadian defence analysts and officials to argue that on any future operation,
Canada will essentially participate in a coalition of the willing operating with a NATO stamp of approval.
In particular, many feel that the other Five Eyes nations (America, Britain, Australia, and New Zealand)
along with France will likely form the nucleus of future operations. Libya demonstrated once again that
like-minded nations, rather than the NATO alliance as a whole, will be Canada’s most important coalition
partners in the future.74

Conclusion

The Libyan uprising, much like the Arab Spring from which it arose, caught the world by surprise. It is
thus unsurprising that some aspects of the military operations that responded to it were initially chaotic.
Ultimately, the NATO led operation was successful in achieving its aims, protecting Libyan civilians with
a bare minimum of collateral damage. Of this Canada and its partners can be proud. As of May 2012,
however, the success of operations in Libya has failed to unleash a new wave of humanitarian assistance
missions despite lingering regime abuses in Syria and elsewhere. Many of the factors leading to the Libyan
intervention thus appear too unique to make it an easily replicable template for future use. While the
military command and control and operational model could prove useful in another theatre, the strategic
considerations that led to the Libyan operation are unlikely to be present in other locales.

Nonetheless, Canadian policymakers are already learning from the experience. The Canadian Forces’
Operation Metric, for instance, saw the Charlottetown return to the Mediterranean. The goal of this
operation was to have a ship forward deployed in the event of a contingency. The ship’s rapid redeployment
to the Arabian Sea to join Combined Task Force 150 on 22 April has already demonstrated the virtues
of maintaining a forward presence. Recent efforts to improve intelligence connections in the region will
hopefully provide the Charlottetown with a greater understanding of the regional players than Canada
possessed before launching Operation Mobile.
The Libyan operation is also instructive about the nature of humanitarian interventions. First, operations
that begin with limited, narrowly defined humanitarian mandates can expand quickly to take on larger
aims. Second, contrary to the popular portrayal, Libya demonstrated that air and naval operations alone
are incapable of being decisive. While conventional ground forces may not be needed, SOF boots on the
ground are. Third, even humanitarian missions require more military capabilities than any of Canada’s
European allies either posses or are willing to use. With respect to this latter fact, Canadians should
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accept the reality that many members of NATO will simply never be the coalition partners we hope they
will be. If Canada seeks to maintain the active expeditionary military role it has played in recent years,
it should do so expecting to partner with a select group of like-minded nations, not the entire NATO
alliance. Finally, Libya demonstrated yet again that, whether leading from the front or from behind,
only the American military can provide the full range of capabilities needed to lead an effective military
intervention.

Recommendations

RECOMMENDATION 1
During Operation Mobile a Skylink charter flew home from Libya empty after finding no
Canadians waiting for it at the airport. The ineffective coordination and miscommunication
between DND and DFAIT was a significant setback during the evacuation. These operations
remain challenging for the government, and increased intelligence about Canadians living
abroad is required. Efforts should be made to refine coordination measures between DFAIT and
DND. In this vein, the Canadian government should continue developing a Whole of Government
response to Non-Combatant Evacuation Operations.

RECOMMENDATION 2
HMCS Charlottetown was initially dispatched to assist with a limited NEO operation. Once
in theatre, however, its mission evolved substantially, to directly assisting the air campaign
and Misratan ground forces. This experience demonstrates that in today’s complex security
environments, CF members must be prepared for the widest possible range of contingencies. If
defence cutbacks force a choice between readiness and other priorities, high readiness should
be prioritized. At a minimum, the government should always maintain some units capable
of performing a full range of required international operations, which may include disaster
assistance, Non-Combatant Evacuation, naval and air interdiction and hostage rescue, amongst
others.
RECOMMENDATION 3
Despite uneven burden sharing within NATO, Canada’s membership in the alliance is not
in question, and NATO remains an important element of Canada’s overall commitment to
international security and stability. NATO’s operational experiences in Afghanistan and Libya,
however, suggest that Canadians adopt a pragmatic approach to NATO authorized contingency
operations. Whether for lack of capability, political will, or differing strategic priorities, not all
NATO members will make the contributions to NATO authorized missions, especially outside
continental Europe, that nations including Canada think they should. Nonetheless, the alliance
does afford a number of operational advantages, including standardization, interoperability and
command and control. Canadians should accept the reality that NATO leadership of contingency
operations affords both benefits and challenges, and stop hoping that NATO will change.
RECOMMENDATION 4
In future operations, Canada will likely be part of a coalition of the willing built around the
Five Eyes nations, France and a select group of willing NATO nations, operating with NATO’s
stamp of approval. To better prepare for likely multilateral operations, Canada should focus
on improving its operational and strategic relationships with these countries with a view to
developing a new, globally oriented security architecture.
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