
What if Gadhafi Survives? 

While nothing is certain yet, it seems increasingly likely that the Gadhafi regime will survive in 
Libya, at least in the west of the country and possibly with much of the nation’s oil wealth. 
Survival will be a victory for Gadhafi, a triumph over the Americans and NATO, and that will give 
Gadhaffi himself great credibility with the community of dictators. All will be emboldened by his 
resistance. 

But what will Libya’s survival mean for the West? For the Obama administration, for the United 
States, this will be a defeat. The hard-right Republicans and Fox News will be outraged at 
another demonstration of U.S. weakness, and Obama will pay a heavy price in Congress and in 
the media. It won’t be pretty. 

For NATO, the abortive Libyan intervention will be yet another proof of the alliance’s inability to 
get its act together. Europe’s weakness will have been revealed yet again and, just as in 
Afghanistan, members put caveats on the employment of their aircraft. Some could enforce the 
no fly zone—against a nation with almost no airpower—some could send a ship, none could do 
much. The exceptions were France and Britain which carried the heaviest load, though Britain’s 
ongoing and increasing defence cutbacks make active participation unlikely for much longer. On 
the other hand, traditionally neutral Sweden, not a NATO member, has sent eight of its new 
JAS-39 Gripen fighters to support the operation, though they will only enforce the no fly zone. 
The Swedes have hung tough in Afghanistan and with this commitment, they have 
demonstrated more resolve than most NATO members. 

For the United Nations, the likely survival of Gadhafi will provide the opportunity for many 
members to offer an “I told you so.” The Russians and Chinese did not veto the Security Council 
resolution authorizing action against Libya, but they will not be disheartened by the West’s 
failure. Neither will Germany which opted out of the NATO response, reinforcing its close ties 
with Moscow (and helping to guarantee that it receives the energy imports it needs).  

The Arab League and its 22 members called for action against Gadhafi, but started complaining 
as soon as the first air strikes went in against Tripoli. Only Qatar and the United Arab Emirates 
provided aircraft for the allied operation; the others quickly turned their backs, secretly relieved 
that the pro-democracy Libyan forces suffered a setback, thus discouraging their own unhappy 
citizens from pressing for reform in the expectation that Western assistance might come if the 
bloodshed was heavy. Now, as in Syria and Iran, the Middle Eastern regimes will believe that 
they can kill at will. And they will. 

And for Canada? The government earned brownie points for its quick support for the anti-
Gadhafi operation, all parties in Parliament supporting action. The air force and navy (with the 
Canadian Forces providing 11 aircraft and one frigate) did their tasks with customary skill, and 
General Charlie Bouchard, the Canadian named as commander of the NATO operation, 
handled his tasks, so far as we can see, with aplomb. Canada did well. 

But the politicians and the policy wonks in Foreign Affairs and National Defence, already 
grumbling about NATO’s demonstrable weaknesses, increasingly unhappy with the Americans’ 
paralyzing lack of will, will find it harder to become enthused when the next international 
operation comes around. Why should we risk our soldiers and treasure in wars that are of little 
direct interest to Canada when the Europeans who need Libyan oil won’t? What do we owe our 
increasingly spineless friends?  The isolationist impulse is increasingly evident south of the 
border, and now it is beginning to be felt here. The election has camouflaged criticism—no one 



talks about war and foreign policy in Canadian elections!--but it will be increasingly evident by 
mid-May as the time to bring home our aircraft draws near. 

As for Gadhafi, if he survives as now seems likely, we can expect him to pay hard cash to 
import the arms he needs from countries like Syria, Pakistan, and North Korea, to resume 
terrorist operations against Western targets, and to kill every one of the rebels he can. (The 
rebels, a motley crew, will slaughter captured Gadhafi loyalists.)  And if the world is distracted 
by a conflict elsewhere (another Israeli-Hamas-Hezbollah war, for example), Gadhafi will likely 
send his re-supplied and better trained troops against the pro-democracy enclaves in eastern 
Libya. When that happens, the UN, NATO, the US, and Canada, once burned and twice shy, 
will speak harshly but probably turn a blind eye. Failure in Libya will not be a pleasing augury for 
the future. 
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