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COI QUERY RESPONSE - LIBYA

1. Treatment of people from Tarhuna by the Government of National
Accord (GNA) -affiliated forces between January 2020 and February 2021

Background of the conflict in Tarhuna

Tarhuna is one of the main towns of Al-Margeb province, which is situated to the south-east of
Tripoli and Al-Jfara.! Prior to its recapture by the forces of the Government National Accord (GNA)
on 5 June 2020, Tarhuna was aligned with the Libyan National Army (LNA) and was ruled by al-
Kaniyat militia (named after the Kani brothers; also known as the 9t Brigade since its integration in
the LNA).2 The 7 Kani brothers, namely Abdul-Khaliq, Mohammed, Muammar, Abdul-Rahim,
Mohsen, Ali and Abdul-Adhima (currently only four are alive)?, took advantage of the turmoil after
the 2011 Revolution and the toppling of Gaddafi, and, being one of the few families in Tarhuna
supporting the revolutionaries, gradually created their own militia and started gaining power in
Tarhuna.? By 2015, the Al-Kaniyat militia ‘controlled every aspect of life in Tarhuna’.> During the time
of their dominance over the town, there were reportedly regular abductions, torture and
disappearances of dissenters.® According to a statement of the Public Authority for Search and
Identification of Missing Persons, cited in aHuman Rights Watch (HRW) report, ‘at least 338
residents of Tarhuna were reported missing after Al-Kani took over the town in 2015’.” While the Al-
Kani family had previously been loyal to the GNA, in April 2019, they decided to ally with the LNA
forces and to allow Haftar to use Tarhuna as a launch pad for his offensives against Tripoli.?

Between April and August 2019, Tarhuna was targeted by GNA air strikes that hit civilian homes and
resulted in civilian casualties.® After the GNA captured Al-Watiya airbase on 18 May 2020, the GNA-
aligned forces sent reinforcements to the areas adjacent to Tarhuna and besieged the town. On 4
June, all LNA forces pulled back from the Tripoli’s suburbs and on 5 June 2020, the GNA-aligned
forces gained control of the town, without resistance, ‘effectively ending the Libyan National Army
offensive on Tripoli, launched in April 2019’.° Although a ceasefire agreement was signed between
GNA and LNA in Geneva on 23 October 2020, armed groups on all sides continued to engage in
unlawful activities.™

Since the withdrawal of the LNA forces from Tarhuna, 28 mass graves have been discovered in the
area'?, as well as at least 106 bodies near the hospital of Tarhuna.’® The General Authority for the
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Search and Identification of Missing Persons reported in July that 226 bodies ‘were recovered in
Tarhuna and areas south of Tripoli during the period from June 5 to 16 July’.* On 10 November
2020, the ICC prosecutor reported that her office conducted two missions to Libya and that it had
‘received credible information indicating, that forces from Tarhouna affiliated with the LNA are
alleged to have committed serious crimes including killings, abductions, [and] enforced
disappearances.’'®> On 27 February 2021, the Military Prosecutor issued an arrest warrant against 3
028 individuals affiliated with the Al-Kaniyat, for their involvement in mass murders.®

More information on the treatment of Tarhuna’s residents by Al-Kaniyat militias can be found in the
EASO Query Response on the security situation in Libya, published on 7 December 2020.Y

1.1What is the treatment of people from Tarhuna by GNA-affiliated militias,
including at checkpoints (Jan 2020-Feb 2021)?

According to Amnesty International (Al), since April 2020, when the GNA forces started advancing
against LNA positions in western Libya, there had been individual cases of GNA-affiliated fighters,
threatening the life and the integrity of Tarhuna’s residents. Al reported these cases within the
context of their investigation on retaliatory attacks by warring parties against civilians perceived of
being affiliated with rival groups. The same source also reported that during April and May 2020,
GNA-aligned forces have committed indiscriminate attacks in some of Tripoli’s suburbs, including in
Tarhuna, leading to civilian casualties.®

On 7 June 2020, two days after the seizing of Tarhuna by GNA forces, UNSMIL stated that they had
received ‘numerous reports of the looting and destruction of public and private property in Tarhuna
and Alasabaa which in some cases appear to be acts of retribution and revenge that risk further
fraying Libya’s social fabric’.?® Sky News Arabia reported on incidents of looting of houses and shops,
as well as ‘grave human rights violations’ committed by militias and mercenaries aligned with the
GNA.?° According to Middle East Eye, the retaliation activities by GNA forces in Tahruna also included
arsons, arbitrary arrests and the removal of two telecommunications towers, in order to eliminate
internet coverage.?! The same source reported that the GNA interior ministry issued a statement on
7 June 2020 ‘calling on military and security forces in liberated areas to protect civilian lives and their
property, vowing to hold transgressors to account, whatever their rank’.?

In a report published on 25 August 2020, the UN Security Council stated that UNSMIL recorded an
‘alarming increase in retaliatory acts in areas previously controlled by or perceived to be supportive
of the Libyan National Army’ including Tarhuna during the reporting period (5 May — 25 August
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In its report of 22 June 2020, UNOCHA stated that the local stores in Tarhuna were open until 6 p.m.
due to security concerns and that there were several reported checkpoints in the city.?* As of 30
June 2020, approximately 28 000 people had fled their homes, following the intensification of
conflict in southern Tripoli, Tarhuna and Sirt in June 2020. The majority of those displaced moved to
the eastern part of the country.?” As of September 2020, a small nhumber of those who fled to the
western part of Libya, returned to Tarhuna, while most of those who fled to the east were unwilling
to return due to ‘perceived political/tribal affiliations and fear of reprisals’.?®

On 10 November 2020, Al called the UN Rights Council members to address widespread torture
during Libya’s periodic review. In its call, Al reported that ‘A sense of impunity has fuelled rampant
torture by militias and armed groups affiliated to the Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA)
and rivals with de facto control of territory because of real or perceived family, tribal, political or
regional affiliations’.?” As an example for the retaliatory acts committed by the GNA, Al reported that
Bassem el-Melety, a resident of Tarhuna, was abducted on 23 October 2020 and was allegedly killed
by the Tarhouna Security Directorate, a GNA-aligned armed group, due to his brother’s affiliation to
the Al-Kaniyat armed group.®

In its report of 19 January 2021, the UN Security Council stated that armed groups continue to
operate in the area of Tarhuna, threatening thus the security situation of the town and leading to ‘a
state of impunity and an absence of rule of law in Tarhunah’.?®

On 25 January 2021, the Supreme Council of Libyan Tribes issued a statement in which they hold
GNA forces responsible for their ‘deliberate failure’ to protect the civilians in Tarhuna from the
widespread violence in the town.*®

1.2 What is the treatment of people resident in Tripoli and whose families
originate from Tarhuna by Tripoli-based, GNA-affiliated militias (Jan 2020-
Feb 2021)?

Within the time constraints of this query response, no information could be found specifically on the
treatment of people residing in Tripoli and whose families originate from Tarhuna by Tripoli-based
GNA-affiliated militias, between January 2020 and February 2021.
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