French weapon sales to Libya, the UAE, and Egypt sustain the Libya conflict
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EU Observer warned on January 24 that French weapons sent to the United Arab Emirates and Egypt risk adding fuel to the ongoing Libyan civil war. The ongoing conflict between Army Cmdr. Khalifa Haftar and United Nations-backed Fayez al-Sarraj makes such shipments illegal under UN sanctions. So why is France getting involved? The European Union published data in November 2019 for France’s 2018 arms exports. It found that France has exported nonlethal electronics and weapons systems to Libya directly, while sending other Arab nations lethal weapons, which are filtering into the conflict-ridden country. France is taking advantage of a loophole in the wording of UN sanctions, which only outlaws the delivery of lethal weapons. However, “nonlethal” weapons, such as fire-control systems and radars, provide a technological edge to Haftar’s forces, which would otherwise be much harder to obtain. In 2018, France sent €295 million (us$325 million) worth of this equipment directly to Libya. Meanwhile, lethal weapons are able to flow into Libya via Arab nations that trade with France. This includes everything from small arms to mortar rounds to jet fighters. French Mirage fighter jets were seen conducting air strikes in 2019. In June 2019, three Javelin anti-tank missiles were found at a base formerly used by Haftar’s forces. While they had come from the United Arab Emirates and were assumed to be of American origin, the Pentagon investigated and proved them to be from France.
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