
A UN mission for Libya 
The time has come to take stock of the situation in Libya and consider the possibility of changing the nature of the intervention in which we are currently engaged. We propose maintaining an international presence in the crisis, but by other means than those employed up to now. The current coalition should be replaced by a full-scale UN peace mission authorised by a new Security Council resolution.
The purpose of this proposal is to overcome the stalemate that has been created. At present the rebels are not strong enough to march on Tripoli and oust Gaddafi, while Gaddafi is unable to regain the East of the country, partly due to Western air strikes. These have destroyed Libyan air defences but have not yet brought the opposing forces to 'breaking point', as confirmed recently by the chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff.
A stalemate is better than the bloodbath which has been averted in Benghazi. The West’s  intervention has adhered to its mandate, up to now, but we must not delude ourselves: everything still hangs in the balance.  The Allies’ intervention in Libya is humanitarian in nature, and helps to protect civilians. Prolonged reliance on the military approach adopted up to now could backfire within a very short space of time, discrediting its proponents.  There have been so many of these reversals of opinion that we should not pretend we have not learnt the lesson by now. It would only take a series of missiles to miss their targets for public opinion in the Arab world, and internationally, to begin to denounce an imperialist oil grab and  warn of the onset of a typical civil war along the lines of Iraq and Afghanistan. Public support for the intervention in Libya is already below 50% in Europe and the US.
The military planning of NATO interventions and the weapons used, on the other hand, are not open to question or modification. They are obsolete and  heavy-handed options, designed for use in World War II-style scenarios. Aerial bombardment, in particular, is now regarded - even by military experts - as uncivilised and unlikely to prove decisive.
Let us consider the various possible scenarios. What might happen if the stalemate continues, and there are no further non-military developments? We can rule out the possibility of the UN authorising the dispatch of ground forces to Libya with a mandate to overthrow the tyrannical regime.  Furthermore, the US has declared itself firmly opposed to any such eventuality. Any ‘illegal’ Franco-British expeditionary force without UN approval would be regarded as an imperialist adventure and encounter universal opprobrium.
This being so, the anti-Gaddafi coalition would appear to have no other option but to step up the air raids against the dictatorship's ground forces and undertake a 'covert' programme of financial and military support for the rebels, in the hope that the Libyan tyrant’s resources would soon run out and the conflict would end with his departure from the scene and the installation of a transitional government.
In actual fact, however, nobody can predict either the duration or the final outcome of the present conflict. Gaddafi does not dispose of infinite resources, but what would be the cost to the Libyan population of resisting a ruthless and cornered tyrant who also enjoys some measure of support in the country? There have been reports of around 10% of the population siding with him, including many who have been involved in the murders committed so far, and are prepared to commit many more to preserve their  impunity.
Such a scenario would amount to civil war, and our involvement would not longer be humanitarian in nature. We would find ourselves sucked into yet another open-ended conflict, with thousands of victims, which the UN had not authorised and never could authorise.
The idea of assisting the rebels is particularly ill-conceived. Quite apart from the fact that any such assistance would involve breaching the embargo on sending arms to Libya, experience shows that measures such as this would serve only to create new Contras, new mujahedin, new Taleban.
The time has come, therefore, to adopt another approach. This will require the UN to call for an immediate cessation of hostilities, backed up by the threat of a resumption of the use of UN-sanctioned force in the event of non-compliance with the ceasefire terms. The ceasefire would have to be supported by the Arab League and the African Union and accompanied — and monitored — by a robust peacekeeping mission, including peacekeeping forces from the region, so as to enable negotiations to be opened and a political solution found to end the crisis.
The mere prospect of the arrival of UN peacekeeping forces would provide an incentive to put an end to the current hostilities.  Both sides would be more inclined to negotiate if they were able to count on the presence of a UN peacekeeping force as mediators.  The situation of the two sides has weakened over the last few weeks, moreover, which is leading them to change their respective positions.  Last Friday, after weeks spent refusing to hold any negotiations with the regime, the head of the National Council in Benghazi dictated his ceasefire terms, calling for the withdrawal of Gaddafi's forces from all Libyan cities and the possibility of holding 'peaceful demonstrations', in the hope of thereby establishing conditions for the colonel's eventual removal from the scene.  Although Gaddafi's officials immediately rejected this offer as 'a trick', it is becoming clear that various members of the regime are trying to put an end to the crisis by means of a negotiated solution. Hence the contacts which have taken place between members of Gaddafi's family and the British, and between representatives of the Libyan government and senior State Department officials.

Other games are also being played here, but it is fairly obvious that, at this stage, a UN peace mission appears to be the only feasible way out for all parties involved. The UN peacekeepers would operate, as they do in various other settings, without aircraft, missiles or tanks.  Their primary task would be to support a negotiated ceasefire and monitor its implementation.  They would arrange for the demobilisation of combatants and the removal of mercenaries from conflict zones.  Secondly, they would act as a social protection force, safeguarding humanitarian assistance operations and ensuring that democratic elections could be held. 
We must demolish the myth of the ineffectiveness of peacekeeping forces. In most cases, international peacekeeping missions work.  We Italians should be proud of our contribution to them. With Massimo D’Alema proving an exemplary Foreign Minister, we took the leading role in Lebanon, in 2006, in one of the greatest peacekeeping success stories. That was a conflict between countries, admittedly, but the intervention averted the possibility of massacres in a situation which was at least as fractured and unstable as that of Libya today. Cynics may point out that the Italian peacekeepers are still there, albeit in fewer numbers. But Lebanon is still there too, rather than having been torn apart by the ravages of war.

And, in the case of Libya, what alternative is there?
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