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Cover Story After the Russian airline crash

Egypt desperately seeks rescue plan for tourism sector

Cairo

H 

aving been caught off-
guard after Britain and 
Russia halted flights 
to its Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt 

is considering a contingency plan to 
circumvent the damage the recent 
developments could have on its 
tourism industry.

The plan, announced November 
7th by Tourism Minister Hisham 
Zaazou, includes an aggressive pro-
motion campaign to explore new 
tourist markets. It also involves me-
dia briefings in Egypt to give direct 
information to international media 
about the security situation at the 
Red Sea resort.

Britain halted flights to Sharm 
el-Sheikh and sought to evacuate 
up to 20,000 British citizens at the 
resort. The decision came after the 
October 31st crash of a Russian pas-
senger plane 23 minutes after take-
off from Sharm el-Sheikh en route to 
St Petersburg, Russia, killing all 224 
people on board.

The British decision reverberated 
across Egypt’s tourism sector, which 
accounts for about 15% of the coun-
try’s national income, according to 
the Federation of Tourist Chambers 
(FTC), the independent guild of the 
country’s tourism investors and 
tour operators.

Part of the shock stems from the 
fact that Britain sends almost 1 mil-
lion tourists to Egypt every year. An-
other reason is that Egypt’s tourism 
sector was showing signs of recov-

ery after years of turmoil following 
the 2011 uprising that had derailed 
it.

Egypt expected its tourism sec-
tor to pick up again this year and at-
tract up to 13% more tourists than in 
2014, when about 10 million tourists 
visited Egypt.

The view in Cairo following the 
British decision to halt flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh is that Egypt is 
being punished for its growing ties 
with Russia with Syria being at the 
centre.

“Our country is being caught in 
the middle of an intelligence war 
between Russia and the West over 
Syria,” FTC member Abdel Rahman 
Anwar said. “Our tourism sector has 

just started to pick up after years of 
loss.”

Egypt has vocally supported Rus-
sia’s air campaign in Syria, a cam-
paign that has brought Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin condemnation 
from the United States, Israel and 
some European countries.

Yet, Putin gave Egypt’s tourism 
sector its most painful blow when on 
November 6th, he halted all flights 
to Egypt and ordered the evacuation 
of the more than 80,000 Russian 
tourists from Sharm el-Sheikh.

Russia’s decision to halt flights au-
gurs slow death for Egypt’s’ tourism 
sector. Apart from its contagiously 
devastating effect should other 
countries follow Putin’s actions, 

Russia itself sends Egypt about 3 
million tourists every year.

About 75% of the tourists who vis-
it Egypt go to Sharm el-Sheikh and 
Hurghada, another Red Sea resort.

The stampede of Russian and 
British tourists out of Sharm el-
Sheikh started soon after Britain 
and Russia halted flights to the re-
sort. There were photos of tourists 
from the countries standing in long 
lines at Sharm el-Sheikh airport 
preparing to board planes. Local 
newspapers, meanwhile, ran pho-
tos of tourists arriving at the resort 
for vacations.

Hossam al-Shaer, another FTC 
member, said he expected Egypt’s 
tourism sector to lose up to $1 billion 
in the coming weeks if the govern-
ment does not contain the effects of 
the British and Russian moves.

“We can even witness more dire 
consequences if we do not take ac-
tion now,” he said.

Fears in London and Moscow, as 
well as in other international capi-
tals, are based on what officials in 
those capitals describe as intel-
ligence information that a bomb 
caused the Russian plane to break 
apart and crash.

Some Israeli newspapers claimed 
Sinai militants affiliated with the 
Islamic State (ISIS) had acquired 
Russian-made missiles from Islam-
ist militants in Libya that can strike 
targets 14,325 metres away. The last 
contact with the Russia plane had it 
at 9,400 metres.

Egypt has dismissed the reports as 
“premature” and called on all par-
ties to wait for the results of an in-
quiry into the reasons for the plane 
crash.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry on November 8th said that 
countries claiming to have informa-
tion about an ISIS involvement in 
the crash did not share it with Cairo.

His comments came soon after 
an unnamed US intelligence official 
said that the United States had in-
tercepted communications between 
Sinai militants and ISIS leaders in 
Raqqa, their stronghold in north-
ern Syria, in which they celebrated 
shooting down the Russian plane.

Egypt wants to do anything to sal-
vage its tourism sector from a feared 
domino effect from the British and 
Russian moves.

Shaer and his colleagues are put-
ting together a number of sugges-
tions to prevent this effect. The sug-
gestions include allowing Egypt’s 
national carrier, EgyptAir, to fly in 
tourists from London and Moscow, 
exploring new tourism markets and 
easing some visa requirements.

“We need to act now before the 
tourism sector starts to feel the 
heat from the British and Russian 
decisions,” Shaer said. “If not, the 
tourism sector will be in for unprec-
edented losses.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Sinai slaughter in the skies: The terror dimension

Beirut

T 

he apparent bombing 
of the Russian Airbus 
A321-200 that crashed in 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula, 
killing all 224 people 

aboard, marks a new milestone in 
modern terrorism, an era that be-
gan with the carnage of September 
11, 2001.

The slaughter in Sinai was the 
first successful in-flight bombing 
of a civilian passenger jet since 
Chechen jihadist suicide attackers, 
both women, destroyed two Rus-
sian airliners in flight almost si-
multaneously on August 24, 2004, 
killing 90 people.

The Wilayat Sinai, or Sinai Prov-
ince, the Egyptian wing of the Mus-
lim caliphate declared by Islamic 
State (ISIS) in June 2014, claimed 
three times that it destroyed the 
Airbus operated by Russia’s Koga-
lymavia airline, also known as 
Metrojet.

It did not specify how but said 
the attack, Russia’s deadliest air 
disaster, was retaliation for Russia 
President Vladimir Putin’s armed 
intervention to rescue the embat-
tled regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

US and British intelligence re-
ported that before the October 
31st crash electronic surveillance 
networks intercepted “chatter” 
between the ISIS leadership and its 
Sinai wing that indicated a major 
operation was under way.

Investigators say the jet blew up 
at an altitude of 9,400 metres, 23 
minutes after taking off for St Pe-
tersburg from the Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh carrying mostly 
Russian vacationers.

If flight 9268 was indeed 
bombed, it would be one of the 
most lethal terrorist actions since 
the 2001 attacks and possibly the 
most significant because it sug-
gests that ISIS, al-Qaeda’s savage 
successor, is branching out from 
conquering Arab territory for its 
self-proclaimed caliphate span-
ning Syria and Iraq to mass-casual-
ty attacks on the non-Arab world.

British analyst Simon Tisdall ob-
served that “Putin has put Russia 
directly in the firing line” by send-
ing forces to support Assad and 
supposedly hammer ISIS, which 
Moscow sees as a threat by fanning 
the flames of jihad in Russia’s vola-
tile, Muslim-majority republics.

US Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter warned in October that Pu-
tin’s armed intervention into the 
increasingly toxic war in Syria 
“will have consequences for Rus-
sia itself… In the coming days, the 
Russians will begin to suffer casu-
alties.”

The 224 people who died in 
the Metrojet crash may not have 
been what Carter had in mind but 
that slaughter in the skies over Si-
nai could be a brutal precursor of 
what’s to come as a vengeful Rus-
sia concentrates its firepower in 
Syria, and probably Iraq as well, on 
ISIS.

The Baghdad parliament has 
been seeking Russian air power 
to escalate the war against ISIS 
in Iraq, a campaign that has been 
largely stymied since the Iraqi 
military collapsed after ISIS seized 
the northern city of Mosul and de-
clared its caliphate.

If Metrojet flight 9268 was de-
stroyed by a bomb, the shock 
waves could be widespread and 
deadly.

Shashank Joshi of the Royal 

United Services Institute, a Lon-
don think-tank, noted that “the 
irony is that Vladimir Putin could 
be pressed into actually doing 
what he has been pretending to do 
for a month: directly targeting ISIS 
in Syria.

“Moscow has dropped over 
90% of its bombs on areas where 
ISIS has little presence. Instead 
it has focused more on moder-
ate rebel groups fighting the re-
gime of Bashar Assad, including 
many backed by the US. But press-
ing ISIS harder could bring the  
Russians into closer proximity to 
the US-led coalition” in Syria, Joshi 
said.

Moscow, he added, could use the 
Sinai disaster to justify expand-
ing its presence in Syria, which 
the United States says has already 
grown from 2,000 military person-
nel in early September to 4,000 
now.

“That could further constrain 

the West’s own options and mas-
sively amplify the already growing 
refugee flow,” he warned. “If the of-
ficial investigations point towards 
ISIS, we could see things moving 
quickly.”

The Americans have hammered 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria with a cam-
paign of air strikes since the sum-
mer of 2014. These may have done 
some damage but they have not di-
minished ISIS’s operational capa-
bilities and its stunning rise or the 
threat its self-proclaimed caliphate 
represents through its transcend-
ent appeal to marginalised Mus-
lims.

The barbaric group, having thor-
oughly eclipsed its predecessor, 
al-Qaeda, “is uniquely resilient 
and remains extremely dangerous 
and unpredictable”, the US-based 
global security consultancy Strat-
for observed.

If ISIS’s Sinai wing was indeed 
responsible for destroying the Rus-

sian Airbus, it will mark a sharp 
intensification of its operational 
capabilities, hitherto restricted to 
Egypt.

By escalating its actions outside 
the Middle East into a “foreign 
strategy”, ISIS will transform itself 
from a regional threat to a global 
one — a major boost to its claim to 
be the standard bearer of militant 
Islam.

“If confirmed, this attack would 
mark a major shift by the Islamic 
State and should force us to re-
think the threat that the group 
poses to the world,” warned Daniel 
L. Byman, a counterterrorism ex-
pert with the Brookings Institution 
in Washington.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence 
Review and Jane’s Defence 
Weekly. He lives in Beirut.
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Police inspect cars going into the airport of the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, on November 7th.

The apparent 
bombing of the 
Russian Airbus 
A321-200 marks a 
new milestone in 
modern terrorism.

If Metrojet flight 
9268 was destroyed 
by a bomb, the shock 
waves could be 
widespread and 
deadly.
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A German tourist at the Karnak Temple in Luxor, Egypt,
on November 6th.

“Our country is 
being caught in the 
middle of an 
intelligence war 
between Russia and 
the West over Syria.”


