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Cairo

T
hree French-made Dassault 
Rafale fighter jets appeared 
in Egypt’s skies on July 
21st, one day after the 
military received them in 

ceremonies at a French airbase.
The two-engine jets thundered 
towards a base on the outskirts of 
Cairo as residents of the capital 

rushed to balconies to see the source 
of the noise.

The warplanes are the first of 24 
Egypt purchased from France in a 
$5.6 billion deal signed in February. 
The deal includes a multi-mission 
frigate and missiles.

Egyptian pilots specially trained 
by the French Air Force took charge 
of the three jets on July 20th. The 
planes are to be part of an August 
6th ceremony marking the opening 
of the new Suez Canal project in 
Egypt.

The new Rafales, according to 
military analysts, serve Egypt’s 
desire to boost its air force and diver-
sify its arms suppliers.

“Diversifying arms suppliers is 
very important if we really want to 
break monopolies in this regard,” 
Nabil Abulnaga, a retired army gen-
eral, said. “The new warplanes are 
advanced and will contribute to 
defending Egypt’s sovereignty and 
that of other Arab states.”

Egypt is the first country to order 
Rafael jets from France, which has 

been using them in its air force since 
2002. Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi signalled his country’s 
desire to obtain the jets in Septem-
ber 2014 when he met French Pres-
ident François Hollande on the 
sidelines of the UN General Assem-
bly.

The fact that the warplanes were 
delivered only five months after the 
deal was signed reflects France’s 
desire to bolster ties with Egypt, 
said Ehab Badawi, Egypt’s ambas-
sador in France.

He said the planes were manu-
factured for the French Air Force 
but France decided to sell them to 
Egypt, which should expect deliv-
ery of the rest of the Rafales by the 
end of 2019.

Egypt is looking to Europe, Rus-
sia and China for arms supplies at 
a time of high tension in ties with 
the United States, Cairo’s traditional 
ally and arms supplier since the 
1980s, following the ouster of Islam-
ist president Muhammad Morsi in 
July 2013.

Soon after Morsi’s ouster, the 
Obama administration withheld 
some arms deliveries to Egypt and 
cut back hundreds of millions of 
dollars in economic aid. The United 
States offers Egypt $1.5 billion, mostly 
in military aid, every year.

“The stance of the US towards 
Egypt’s political developments at 
the time was totally uncertain,” 
political analyst Abdel-Monem 
Halawa said. “This forced the new 
regime in Egypt to search for alter-
natives to the US as an arms supplier.”

The Rafale warplanes — 16 two-
seaters and eight single-seaters — 

give the Egyptian Air Force the lat-
est generation multi-role fighters 
capable of meeting the country’s 
operational requirements and ena-
bling Egypt to secure its geostrate-
gic position in the region, according 
to Dassault, the jets’ manufacturer.

The delivery of the jets comes at 
a time of high regional turmoil. 
Egypt, which has been unstable 
since the 2011 uprising that ended 
the rule of Hosni Mubarak, has been 
working to prevent unrest from 
seeping out of neighbouring Libya 
and regional countries, such as Syria 
and Iraq, into its territory.

Egypt faces a major security chal-
lenge in the Sinai — in its north-
eastern part on the border with Israel 
and the Palestinian Gaza Strip — where 
a militant group linked to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) has attacked army and 
police personnel.

The Rafales are not expected to 
help Egypt a lot in its battles against 
the militant group in Sinai, Abulnaga 
said.

“Sinai is about guerrilla warfare, 
which means that the war there is 
only about guerrilla tactics,” he said.

Halawa, meanwhile, says the long-
range planes will help Egypt defend 
its interests in the Gulf, strike targets 
deep into Libya, where ISIS is taking 
root and growing, and also defend 
the Bab el Mandeb strait.

“The air force will be the backbone 
of any action in this regard,” he said.

Egypt is part of a Saudi Arabia-led 
coalition attacking — from air only 
so far — the Shia Houthi militias in 
Yemen.

 The insurgents took control of 
Sana’a, in September 2014 and then 
moved on to expand their influence 
to other parts of Yemen, giving fears 
to predominantly Sunni Gulf states.

Egyptian warships are also deployed 
in the strait to prevent effects from 
the war in Yemen on the Suez Canal, 
its indispensable waterway.
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Israel transfers 16 Cobra helicopters to Jordan
The US-approved deal underlines shifting Mideast dynamics

Amman

I 

srael’s transfer of 16 retired 
US-supplied Cobra combat 
helicopters to Jordan is the first 
deal of its kind and underlines a 
shifting dynamic in the volatile 

Middle East, where nations face the 
common threat of Islamic militancy.

Situated in a precarious corner 
of the Middle East bordering Saudi 
Arabia, Egypt and hotspots Iraq, 
Syria, the West Bank and Israel, Jor-
dan provides a buffer for the Jewish 
state from other Arab countries. The 
countries share a 238-km border.

Jordan is traditionally a moder-
ate country with a pro-US outlook. 
The kingdom is a long-time key 
Arab ally of the United States and an 
active member of its global war on 
terrorism. Amman provides Wash-
ington with logistics, exchanges in-
telligence data and even translates 
interrogations of Arabic-speaking 
militants.

In return, Washington is the larg-
est donor to cash-strapped Jordan, 
spending an estimated $1.2 billion 
annually to keep the country’s frag-
ile economy afloat. Jordan  lacks the 
oil riches of  neighbouring Gulf Arab 
states and is saddled with a record 
deficit of $30 billion.

The extent of Washington’s keen-
ness to maintain stability in Jordan 
was manifested three years ago, 

when it dispatched anti-missile Pa-
triot batteries to Jordan along with 
US military personnel to fend off 
any possible missile attack com-
ing from Jordan’s mightier Syrian 
neighbour.

Prior to their 1994 peace treaty — 
Israel’s second with an Arab nation 
after Egypt — Jordan and Israel were 
formally in a state of war. But even 
then, their border was peaceful as 
both sides helped each other foil at-
tacks by armed Palestinian groups 
in line with discreet security ties 
dating from the late 1960s.

Despite cordial relations and mu-
tual trust, Israel and Jordan have 
never had any military deals before. 
Israel had previously objected to 
US gestures to broker weapons or 
aircraft deals with Arabs fearing it 
might give them a military edge.

“Yesterday’s enemies are today’s 
friends,” retired Jordanian army 
General Qassem Saleh said.

“When nations have a common 
threat, they tend to come closer to-
wards each other,” Saleh added. But 
he stressed that Israel’s trust “is yet 
to be tested in the future because 
this is an insignificant deal which is 
in no way a threat to Israel itself”.

He noted that Jordan took deliv-
ery of all the 16 combat helicopters 
from Israel with Washington’s ap-
proval. It brings the total number 
of Cobras in the kingdom to 56, he 
said.

The handover was initiated last 
year and completed recently, Saleh 
added. “The helicopters will cer-
tainly bolster Jordanian border se-
curity in the face of militant threats 
coming from Syria and Iraq,” Saleh 
said. He specifically referred to at 
least six attempts by Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants to create chaos on 
the Syrian and Iraqi borders with 
Jordan as a step towards a possible 

offensive. Jordan shares a 375-kilo-
metre northern border with Syria 
and 181-kilometre frontier with Iraq 
to the east. ISIS reigns in Iraq’s An-
bar province, a vast desert on the 
Jordanian frontier. Other militant 
groups such as the al-Qaeda-linked 
Jabhat al-Nusra, or al-Nusra Front, 
are close to Jordan’s northern bor-
der with Syria.

Israel has pledged to step in 
should Jordan be threatened by ISIS 
or other militants. 

Saleh said should the need arise, 
Jordan can use its Cobra squadrons 
to back ground troops with aerial 
surveillance and machine gun and 
rocket fire. He said the aircraft are 

nimble enough to elude surface-
to-air missiles. The former general 
declined to say where his informa-
tion on the deal came from, but he 
is known to maintain close ties with 
the Jordanian Armed Forces.

The Pentagon and Israeli officials 
declined to comment. So did offi-
cials in Jordan, which favours quiet 
diplomacy and clandestine military 
moves. But a Jordan-based Western 
diplomat confirmed the deal to The 
Arab Weekly. The diplomat noted 
that Washington provided mechani-
cal overhauls of the aircraft before 
they were donated to Jordan.

Saleh said Jordan had three 
squadrons of Cobras, each consist-

ing of 12 to 16 helicopters. “A hand-
ful of the helicopters we have need 
either spare parts or mechanical 
repair, which can be used from the 
incoming helicopters,” he said.

Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and 
Iraq hosted in July US Defence Sec-
retary Ashton Carter, who offered 
reassurances about the regional 
fight against ISIS and the July 14th 
international deal curbing Iran’s nu-
clear programme.

Jamal J. Halaby is The Arab 
Weekly’s Levant section editor 
based in Jordan, where he has been 
covering the Middle East and North 
Africa for nearly three decades.
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A 2012 photo of Israeli Air Force AH-1 Cobra helicopters releasing flares during a military exercise.
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