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Egypt copes with fallout 
of likely plane bombing
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US, Russia boost 
forces over Syria

Middle East reporters in the line of fire

Beirut

T 

he United States and 
Russia are deploying ad-
vanced weapons systems 
in the Middle East amid 
concerns the two powers 

may be edging towards a proxy war 
in Syria.

US President Barack Obama au-
thorised the deployment of 12 F-15C 
fighter aircraft to the Incirlik airbase 
in southern Turkey, a half-hour’s 
flight from Syria, where Russian of-
ficials say they are deploying more 
surface-to-air missile batteries to 
protect Moscow’s expanding mili-
tary intervention to aid the embat-
tled Damascus regime.

The F-15C’s mission is to shoot 

down other aircraft, not conduct 
strikes against ground targets. Rus-
sia has deployed Sukhoi air supe-
riority fighters at its Syrian base 
in north-western Syria along with 
ground-attack jets, although no Syr-
ian rebel force has aircraft.

The first F-15s arrived at Incirlik, 
from which Turkey allows the Unit-
ed States to mount air strikes against 
Islamic State (ISIS) rebels in Syria, 
on November 6th.

Although Turkey’s air force is one 
of the strongest in the region, the US 
Air Force said the F-15 deployment 
was made after Ankara “requested 
support in securing the sovereignty 
of Turkish airspace” following intru-
sions by Syria-based Russian jets.

Russian officials say the addition-
al air-defence systems sent to Syria 
include the Buk anti-aircraft missile, 
the same make of weapon that shot 
down a Malaysia Airlines passenger 
jet over Ukraine in 2014.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. 

Cairo

E 

gypt is taking measures 
to raise security at its air-
ports to prevent terrorists 
from further crippling the 
country’s crucial tourism 

industry.
Egypt initially denied the crash 

of a Russian passenger plane en 
route to St Petersburg from the Red 
Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh on 
October 31st was caused by a ter-
rorist attack.

Egypt seems, however, to have 
mostly abandoned its posture of 
denial and is moving to remedy 
security problems at its airports. 
Experts from various countries, 
including Russia, have arrived in 
Egypt to offer advice and Cairo is 
reportedly preparing to receive 
modern security equipment from 
abroad.

Soon after the Russian plane 
broke apart in flight, causing the 
death of all 224 people on board, a 
Sinai-based affiliate of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claimed responsibility 
for downing the aircraft.

Cairo is investigating the pos-
sibility that a bomb was placed in 
the luggage of one of the plane’s 
passengers, causing an explosion 
inside the aircraft 23 minutes after 
take-off from Sharm el-Sheikh.

Staff members at hotels where 
the flight’s passengers stayed in 
Sharm el-Sheikh are being ques-
tioned.

As the investigation into the 
likely bombing continued, Egypt 
worked to cushion the devastating 
effects of the plane crash and the 
subsequent flight suspensions by 
Britain and Russia on its tourism 

industry. Tourism is the source of 
almost 11% of Egypt’s national in-
come.

Economist Heba Zahran said 
the government should open the 
door to private airlines and “invest 
more heavily in the tourism sector 
by creating more tourist-interest 
spots away from Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada”.

But the damage caused by the 
downing of the Russian plane 
might be difficult to reverse.

Tourists are standing in long 
queues at the airports of the two 

resort towns to return home. About 
25,000 Russian tourists — out of a 
total of 80,000 Russians who have 
been holidaying in Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada — have returned to 
Russia since the plane crash.

Initiatives have been popping up 
to encourage Egyptians and other 
Arabs to visit Sharm el-Sheikh to 
compensate for the absence of Eu-
ropeans but tourism workers do 
not pin high hopes on the propos-
als to make up for potential losses.

Security experts, meanwhile, 
expect the purported bombing to 

affect Egypt’s war against militants 
in the Sinai, saying the army will 
likely crack down more fiercely on 
the militants in the days to come.

Egypt has been fighting militan-
cy in the Sinai for more than two 
years, as terrorist acts there have 
caused the deaths of scores of army 
troops and policemen.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

The US and Russia 
are deploying 
advanced weapons 
in the Middle East.

Syrian photographer Zein 
al-Rifai (c) takes pictures 
of medics helping civilians 
caught in regime air 
strikes in northern Syria 
in April 2014. He’s one of 
thousands of journalists 
and activists reporting 
on the complex Syrian 
war. Rifai was seriously 
wounded in August 2015, 
underlining the dangers 
that journalists face every 
day in reporting on the 
horrors of war and its 
murderous impact on the 
lives of ordinary people. 
Scores of journalists, 
foreigners and Syrians, 
have been killed, wounded 
or taken hostage by 
terrorist groups in Syria 
and Iraq while struggling 
to provide an accurate 
account of these conflicts 
and atrocities that 
combatants on all sides 
seek to cover up. Read the 
inside stories on covering 
the Middle East’s wars.
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Luka, a young British tourist in the Old Market of Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt.
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