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he UN Security Coun-
cil unanimously elected 
Egypt to lead the UN 
Counterterrorism Com-
mittee. The selection 

reflects the fact that Egypt is seen 
as a victim of and an important 
fighter against terrorism and that 
it remains a pivotal country in the 
region.

The committee is tasked with 
developing counterterrorism strat-
egies and ensuring that states im-
plement UN Security Council reso-
lutions dealing with terrorism.

Egypt’s accession to head the 
counterterrorism committee comes 
two months after it was elected to 
a seat on the Security Council from 
January 2016 to December 2017, the 
fifth time it joined the council since 
the United Nations’ founding.

Egyptian officials hailed these 
achievements at a time when the 
news coming out of their country 
has not been positive.

Over the past few months, Egypt 
has had to cope with the fallout 
from the bombing of a Russian air-
liner over the Sinai peninsula that 
killed 224 people. The incident, 
which probably was the result of a 
bomb planted aboard the aircraft, 
led to a massive evacuation of Rus-
sian, British and other European 
tourists from the Sharm el-Sheikh 
area in southern Sinai and was a 
huge blow to the Egyptian tourism 
industry.

Egypt has also been criticised by 
international human rights groups 
for the detention of journalists and 
bloggers who have either been criti-
cal of the government or have print-
ed stories not to the government’s 
liking. In addition, the turnout for 
the country’s recent parliamentary 
elections was low, a reflection of 
political apathy among many Egyp-
tians and a sense that their votes 
have little influence in the wake of 
ongoing terrorist incidents, lacklus-
ter economic growth and the return 
of old elites to parliament.

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 

and Egyptian diplomats have been 
active shoring up Egypt’s relations 
with a number of countries. Al-
though Egypt initially denied a ter-
rorist connection to the downing of 
the Russian airliner, Sisi has come 
around and asked for international 
help.

During a November 5th news 
conference in London, Sisi and 
British Prime Minister David Cam-
eron talked about their coopera-
tion against terrorism. Cameron 
said: “We will continue our close 
security cooperation [with Egypt], 
including tackling the scourge of 

violent Islamist extremism… We’re 
committed to working together… 
to meet all concerns about the se-
curity of the [Sharm el-Sheikh] air-
port.”

Sisi said: “We are completely 
ready to cooperate with all our 
friends to make sure that the secu-
rity measures taken at our airports 
provide the safety and security 
needed” for people to visit Egypt.

Sisi added that “the world needs 
now more than ever to unify peo-
ples and cultures against the ideas 
and rhetoric of bigotry, extremism, 
hate, and denial of the other, [as 
these are] the ingredients of a fer-
tile soil of terrorism, detrimental 
as it is to the pillars and values of 
societies”.

On the sidelines of the interna-
tional climate conference in Paris, 
Sisi met with French President 
François Hollande, who praised 
Egypt’s support for France in the 
fight against terrorism. Sisi also 
met with French Defence Minister 
Jean-Yves Le Drian about increas-
ing cooperation in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and terror-
ism in Africa.

The Obama administration has 
assured Egypt of continued US 
military and security cooperation. 
On October 29th, US Ambassador 
in Cairo R. Stephen Beecroft called 
the delivery of four F-16 fighter jets 
to Egypt “another step forward in 
US-Egyptian cooperation on fight-
ing terror, bringing stability to the 
region and strengthening our his-
toric relationship”.

But this international support 
does not mean that concern over 

human rights violations has waned. 
US Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., 
the chairman of the Senate Armed 
Services Committee, said recently: 
“I worry when [Egyptian authori-
ties] arrest people for no good rea-
son, when they have 40,000 or so 
people in prison and there’s clearly 
been an abridgement of various 
freedoms, such as the press and 
others.”

Yet McCain acknowledged 
Egypt’s cooperation as a reliable 
ally in a troublesome region: “Their 
military is good [and] a lot of it has 
to do with our support.”

Sisi is counting on this support 
not only to help Egypt’s own ter-
rorism problem but also to counter 
terrorism in the region.

The unanimous vote for Egypt 
as chair of the UN Counterterror-
ism Committee indicates that it has 
many friends who want it to suc-
ceed and see it as a valuable part-
ner.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East 
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi, (C) listens to Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry during the 70th session of the United 
Nations General Assembly at UN Headquarters, last September.
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this support not only 
to help Egypt’s own 
terrorism problem 
but also to counter 
terrorism in the 
region.
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optic Orthodox Pope 
Tawadros II’s visit to Je-
rusalem, where he at-
tended the funeral of the 
archbishop of the city, 

has become a controversial point 
with some saying the trip was tac-
tic normalisation of relations with 
Israel while others see it as support 
for Palestinians.

Pope Tawadros went to Jerusa-
lem for the funeral of Archbishop 
Anba Abraham, who died Novem-
ber 25th at age 72. While the Coptic 
church said the trip was solely to 
pay respects to the archbishop, a 
possible underlying message was 
seen by many Egyptians.

“The visit amounts to a normali-
sation of relations with Israel,” said 
Amin Iskandar, a leading Christian 
activist. “Such a visit will deal a se-
rious blow to the Palestinian strug-
gle in general.”

The fear in nationalist circles 
in Egypt is that Tawadros’s visit 
to Jerusalem would encourage 
Egypt’s Christians, about 10% of 
the country’s population, to fol-
low suit. That, nationalists and 
anti-normalisation activists claim, 
would benefit the Israeli economy 
and do nothing to aid the Palestin-
ian struggle.

Egypt in 1979 became the first 
Arab country to sign a peace treaty 
with Israel but the peace is any-
thing but warm. Egyptian profes-
sional unions, public federations 
and religious institutions ban re-
lations with the Jewish state and 
any steps towards normalisation in 
general.

In 2012, a visit to Jerusalem by 
Egyptian Mufti Sheikh Ali Gomaa 

caused controversy. A few years 
earlier, the Grand Imam of al-Azhar 
Sheikh Mohamed Sayed Tantawi 
was strongly criticised when he 
shook hands with Israeli president 
Shimon Peres in New York.

The Coptic pope’s visit to Jeru-
salem is also leading to criticism. 
Leftist and nationalist parties is-
sued statements against the visit 
and accused Tawadros of ignoring 
church tradition against the nor-
malisation of relations with Israel.

The church says, however, that 
Tawadros was in Jerusalem for 
solely a humane reason, the funer-
al of Anba Abraham. According to 
Coptic Church tradition, the arch-
bishop of Jerusalem is regarded as 
the second most central figure in 
the church.

Pope Tawadros II is the first Cop-
tic pope to visit Jerusalem in about 
35 years. His predecessor, Pope 
Shenouda III, refused to travel to 
the city, insisting he would visit it 
with the grand imam of al-Azhar if 
it was liberated from Israeli occu-
pation.

Shenouda also threatened to 
banish Copts from the church if 
they made a pilgrimage to Jerusa-
lem.

It is unclear whether Tawadros’s 
Jerusalem visit would lead to re-
consideration of the church’s po-
sition on Jerusalem regarding 
pilgrimages. Some people say the 
church should allow visits to the 
old city, especially if such journeys 
benefit Palestinians.

“Some people die to see the sites 
of the city — some of them are 
1,600 years old — and be there,” 
Kamal Zakhir, a Christian thinker, 
said. “Copts will not be normalis-

ing relations with Israel if they visit 
Jerusalem.”

Zakhir is one of several Chris-
tians calling for change. He argued 
that a prisoner — the Palestinians in 
this analogy — should not be aban-
doned by his family, only because 
the relatives do not want to see the 
man jailed.

Palestinians living in Jerusalem 
have called on fellow Arabs to visit 
the old city to boost the Palestinian 
economy, accentuate Arab pres-
ence in it and not leave them alone 
to face the Israeli occupation.

Mahmoud al-Habash, an adviser 
to Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas, said Palestinians badly 
needed Tawadros’s visit. He said 
the trip was a form of communi-
cation with Palestinians who con-
tinue to suffer under Israeli occu-
pation.

Nevertheless, there are fears 
inside the church of a backlash 
against the visit.

Zakhir says attacks about the 
visit are based on political, not reli-
gious reasons or feelings. Islamists, 
he said, are behind much of the 

criticism because Pope Tawadros 
supported the June 2013 revolution 
that ousted Muslim Brotherhood-
affiliated president Muhammad 
Morsi.

“So, in criticising and defaming 
the pope, these people are criticis-
ing and defaming the revolution,” 
he said. “It is not the church that is 
meant for this criticism, in fact, but 
the revolution itself.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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The leader of Egypt’s Coptic Orthodox Church Pope Tawadros II walks outside the Church of Holy 
Sepulcher in Jerusalem, on November 28th.

Pope Tawadros II is 
the first Coptic pope 
to visit Jerusalem in 
about 35 years.

Egyptian 
professional unions, 
public federations 
and religious 
institutions ban 
relations with the 
Jewish state


