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Egypt’s strained bomb squad
Cairo

E 

gyptian bomb disposal ex-
pert Diaa Fathy had long 
predicted he would die in 
a flash before that fate-
ful day in January when 

a bomb exploded on a busy road 
leading to the pyramids.

Fathy’s death, captured in graph-
ic video footage that went viral 
on the internet, was not the first 
among the country’s bomb dispos-
al squad, which has defended its 
training programme in the face of 
questions over its professionalism.

On January 6th, the 30-year-old 
police captain was killed as he tried 
to defuse a bomb hidden in a flower 
pot outside a petrol station in Cai-
ro’s Al-Haram street.

The small rudimentary bombs 
that regularly go off in Cairo bear no 
comparison to those in strife-torn 
countries like Iraq, Afghanistan or 
Pakistan that cause massive civil-
ian casualties but they still pose a 
challenge for bomb squads.

“A bomb is a double-edged 
weapon. The one who dismantles 
it has to be better trained than the 
bomb maker,” an explosives expert 
who works in the Middle East told 
Agence France-Presse (AFP) on 
condition of anonymity.

“I don’t think Egypt has well-
trained bomb disposal experts… 
Even standard operating practices 
have not percolated down the cad-
re,” causing casualties, he said.

Jihadist group Ajnad Misr — Sol-
diers of Egypt — claims it has killed 
four bomb disposal experts in Cairo, 
including Fathy. It says its attacks 

are in retaliation for a government 
crackdown targeting supporters of 
ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi, who was toppled by the 
military in July 2013.

The deadliest bombs in Cairo 
have targeted police, including 
outside a presidential palace, the 
Foreign Ministry and a university. 
At least three police officers have 
been killed and several wounded 
in the capital in bomb attacks this 
year.

Fathy was not the first victim 
from the bomb disposal squad. In 
June 2014, two officers died while 
dismantling two bombs near a pres-
idential palace. A video of one of 
the attacks shows an officer on the 
ground trying to defuse the bomb 
while another, a general, bends 
over to watch when the device ex-
plodes. The general survived.

Ajnad Misr had warned two days 
earlier that it had planted bombs 
near the palace.

The incident showed the “need 
for a complete overhaul in the 
mentality of the squad, the way 
it thinks, the way it functions,” a 
security adviser for a foreign em-
bassy in Cairo said. Defending his 
team, bomb squad chief General 
Mohamed Gamal insists his men 
are well-trained, including in the 
use of robots, to defuse explosives.

“The rule is that the officer is not 

supposed to touch the bomb,” said 
Gamal. “He should be at a distance 
of a metre-and-a-half from the ex-
plosive. Anything other than that is 
a personal choice.”

Fathy’s mother, Nagat al-Gafi, 
said her son would say a prayer 
before starting work and used his 
hands to defuse bombs.

“He always said he would die at 
the snap of a finger,” Gafi told AFP 
at the family home, where the top 
floor has been converted into a mu-
seum in his memory, displaying his 
uniforms, childhood photographs 
and posters of him with the words 
“Groom of Heaven”.

Gamal acknowledged his men 
might sometimes take potential 
threats lightly as they respond to a 
dozen calls a day — many of them 
false alarms — from the public re-
porting “suspicious objects”.

Captain Mohamed, a disposal ex-
pert, said he faces death every day 
in North Sinai, an insurgent strong-
hold where he has been based for 11 
years. “On a daily basis, we get at 
least ten calls and some are nega-
tive. I try to deal with the negative 
calls as if they were positive,” said 
Mohamed, who gave only his first 
name for security reasons.

An Egyptian affiliate of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) jihadist group 
is spearheading an insurgency in 
North Sinai that has killed scores of 
security personnel.

“From the number of calls I’ve 
dealt with, I can predict what will 
happen,” said Mohamed, who was 
in Cairo for training on the use of 
protective wear.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Why Sinai’s tribes are unlike 
Iraq’s Sahwa forces

T
arabin, a large tribe 
present in Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and 
the Palestinian 
territories, recently 
declared war against 

the remnants of the Islamic 
State-affiliated Province of Sinai 
terror 
group and other extremists in 
Sinai.

Some in the Egyptian media im-
mediately drew parallels with the 
US initiative of the so-called tribal 
Awakening Councils (Sahwas) 
that played such a central role in 
defeating al-Qaeda in Iraq. Such 
parallels are misleading and lead 
one to wonder whether they have 
been drawn to point out  
the potential pitfalls of the Egyp-
tian initiative or merely out of 
malice.

First, the Awakening Councils 
of Iraq were a project of the US 
occupation of Iraq to achieve its 
interests. Although the initiative 
was successful in combating ter-
rorist groups to begin with, in the 
long term many used the initia-
tive to form personal militias to 
the detriment of Iraq’s national 
interests, turning it into a curse for 
the tribes.

The Awakening Councils were a 
tool of American occupation and 
a great service to the extremists, 
eventually stripping most of Anbar 
province from Iraqi government 
control. By pointing to the fate of 
the Awakening Councils, perhaps 
some wish to draw from the les-

sons of the past. A large con-
tingent, however, are merely 

scoring political points.
Sinai’s tribes are not a tool of 

occupation but parts of Egypt who 
have always played a patriotic role 
in supporting the Egyptian state 
no matter the nature of its regime 
and despite the fact that tribes 
have been the victims of injustice. 

The resistance to extremism 
in Sinai began early, with tribes 
aiding the security apparatus, 
something that helped alleviate 
pressure on the police and  
army. With the frank declaration 

of war against the extremists, 
however, tribal cooperation with 
the authorities will increase as will 
the severity of the measures taken 
against terrorists. Previously, 
some elements had relied on tribal 
connections to hide among the 
population, causing great embar-
rassment to the security appara-
tus. The latest step by the tribes in 
Sinai should, therefore, help root 
out these elements and decrease 
the level of violence.

The tribal initiative in Sinai had 

its precursor not in Iraq, but in 
western Egypt. Security coop-
eration with the tribes of Marsa 
Matruh played a large role in 2014 
in ensuring the security of their ar-
eas. After reaching an understand-
ing with the security apparatus, 
the tribes cut smuggling lines used 
to move weapons and criminals 
from Libya across barely accessible 
mountains into Egypt’s western 
deserts. The use of these routes 
lay at the heart of a number of as-
tonishing security failings. The en-
forcing of tribal writ against those 
people who saw smuggling as a 
quick, easy way to make money, 
however, saw most of these routes 
closed. The number of security 
incidents plummeted.

Although the western deserts 
are clearly different from Sinai, a 
similar approach could yield re-
sults. The most important thing is 
that the actions of the tribes be in 
coordination with the state so that 
forces being created to besiege the 
extremists in Sinai operate within 
the clear framework of the law.

In my opinion, enlisting Egypt’s 
tribes to fight extremists is a pro-
posal of great importance, capable 
of making headway in the fight 
against terrorism being waged by 
the Egyptian state.

The involvement of the tribes in 
the fight against terrorism opens 
the door for greater public partici-
pation. 

The role of the tribes is confined 
to remote areas on the edges of the 
country but expanding this role to 
other areas by including members 
of the public could quickly yield 
results, reducing the sweat and 
blood expended by the security 
services confronting extremists.

Mohamed Abul Fadhl is an 
Egyptian writer. This commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published by the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Mohamed 
Abul Fadhl

View point

The tribal initiative in Sinai 
had its precursor not in Iraq, 
but in western Egypt

Enlisting 
Egypt’s 
tribes to fight 
extremists 
is a proposal 
of great 
importance

A car bomb explosion in El-Arish on April 12th.


