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Ex-C.I.A. Asset, Now a Libyan Strongman, Faces
Torture Accusations
Khalifa Hifter’s Virginia properties could make him vulnerable to a new lawsuit filed under a 1991 anti-torture law.

:

By Julian E. Barnes

Feb. 18, 2020

WASHINGTON — A former C.I.A. asset who now controls the most potent military faction in Libya has been accused of torturing Libyans,
and some of them tried on Tuesday to use the American court system to fight back.
Victims of the military forces led by the Libyan strongman Khalifa Hifter hope to use his properties in the United States against him,
taking advantage of a little-used American law to accuse him of torture and sue him in federal court in Virginia on Tuesday.
Two Libyans said their family members were tortured to death by Mr. Hifter’s forces in October 2014 as chaos engulfed Libya, leading
eventually to a renewed civil war. Those families are seeking restitution from Mr. Hifter and his sons.
Passed in 1991, the Torture Victim Protection Act allows family members of the victims of extrajudicial killings and torture to sue the
people responsible. The law is aimed at perpetrators of torture who are acting under apparent government authority.
Many other suits filed under the act have failed to gain traction because there are few assets for the court system to seize if a lawsuit
succeeds. But Mr. Hifter and his sons own at least 17 properties in Virginia worth a total of at least $8 million, according to the lawsuit.
The complicated past of Mr. Hifter, a dual Libyan-American citizen, makes him potentially vulnerable to legal action in American courts.
During the Reagan administration, he was a C.I.A. asset who the United States hoped could lead a coup against Col. Muammar el-Qaddafi,
the Libyan dictator. For a time after Colonel Qaddafi’s fall, Mr. Hifter was the head of the military for Libya’s internationally recognized
government. Now Mr. Hifter, whose forces have laid siege to the Libyan capital, Tripoli, is fighting the interim government and leads the
faction backed by Russia and much of the Arab world but opposed by Europe and the United States.
On Tuesday, talks between the factions sponsored by the United Nations resumed in Geneva, a day after the European Union agreed to
begin an arms embargo against Libya.
Mr. Hifter’s work for the C.I.A., like almost all spy operations, is draped in mystery. A former aide to Colonel Qaddafi, he turned on the
Libyan leader in 1987 and was recruited by American intelligence. A planned coup never came to fruition, and Mr. Hifter and his rebel
group were eventually brought to the United States. Mr. Hifter and his sons settled in Northern Virginia, where they eventually bought
several properties.
When a rebellion rose against the Qaddafi government in 2011, prompting the intervention of the United States and NATO, Mr. Hifter
returned to Libya, building up a powerful faction.
In 2014, with an interim government in place after Colonel Qaddafi’s death, Mr. Hifter and his forces launched a broad offensive in
Benghazi, Libya, called Operation Dignity, aimed at routing out extremist Islamic militants. Mr. Hifter’s two sons, Khalid and Saddam,
served as officers under him and led fighting in Benghazi.
During an offensive that October, two families got caught up in the violence.
In the lawsuit, the plaintiffs said that Mr. Hifter’s forces captured the Suyid family home. When the father, Adel Salam al-Suyid, and his
son, Ibrahim, rushed home to rescue other family members, they were captured and kidnapped. The next day, their bodies were
discovered bearing injuries that showed they were tortured.
Two days later, other forces under Mr. Hifter’s command attacked the Krshiny home, killing two family members. Six brothers from the
family were taken prisoner, accused of being members of the Islamic State. Ibrahim al-Krshiny, already injured in the eye from the attack
on the house, was stripped and then beaten about the head with pipes, cables and a broomstick, according to the lawsuit. Then, over the
next seven and a half hours, he was subjected to electric shocks.
Mr. al-Krshiny was eventually released but lost an eye as a result of the abuse, according to his lawsuit. His brother Mustafa’s body was
found days later, his hands tied behind his back and bullet holes in his head and chest. Another brother, Ali, was also shot to death, and
three others were wounded.
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“In October 2014,10 men from these families were imprisoned, beaten, electrocuted or shot by Hifter’s forces,” said Kevin Carroll, a lawyer
with Wiggin and Dana who represents the families. “These families will not receive due process in a country largely controlled by Hifter.”
The lawsuit accuses Mr. Hifter and his sons of using the Libyan National Army to wage “an indiscriminate war against the Libyan people,”
torturing and killing hundreds without any judicial process.
A spokesman for Mr. Hifter said he was not aware of the lawsuit and declined to comment on its allegations.
Mr. Hifter’s forces have regularly used abduction, torture and rape to try to exert control over Libya, said Philippe Nassif, Amnesty
International USA’s advocacy director for the Middle East and North Africa.
“It is a bad situation on the ground in Libya,” he said.
There is little in the way of a paper trail in the chaos of Libya, Mr. Nassif said, making the sheer scale of human rights violations hard to
fully understand.
“We are documenting these abuses the best we can, but we know it is just the tip of the iceberg and there could be far more things
happening, mostly in areas controlled by Hifter’s forces,” Mr. Nassif said.
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Help Libya Defeat a War Criminal

Khalifa Hifter, right, last month with the Greek foreign minister, Nikos Dendias, center.
Mr. Hifter’s battle against Libya’s Tripoli-based government is backed by the United Arab
Emirates, Russia, Egypt, Jordan and France. Thanassis Stavrakis/Associated Press

To the Editor:

Re “Police State With Islamist Twist: Inside the Libya of ‘the Marshal’” (front page, Feb. 20):
You provided the world with a rare view inside an area of Libya occupied by a brutal war criminal, and in so doing showed why Libya’s
legitimate government will never allow Khalifa Hifter to seize control and turn Libya into a dictatorship worse than Muammar elQaddafi’s. But to achieve peace in Libya, we need the international community to be honest and cleareyed about Mr. Hifter’s ruthlessness.
He casually violates cease-fires while feigning participation in peace negotiations with the United Nations. The United Arab Emirates,
Egypt, Jordan and Russia help him relentlessly attack heavily populated civilian areas, loot the banks of areas he occupies, damage oil
operations and destroy civilian infrastructure — all while claiming to be on a self-declared “jihad” that is somehow for, not against, the
people of this country.
We want peace, stability, opportunity and self-determination for the Libyan people. That is what they deserve, and what Mr. Hifter will
never provide.
It’s time for the international community to get serious about helping us get rid of Mr. Hifter and his foreign partners. He is a threat to
Libya and the security of the entire region. The veil has been lifted: You can’t say you didn’t know.
Fathi Bashagha
Tripoli, Libya
The writer is Libya’s interior minister.
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