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Cairo

E 

gypt will find itself 
obliged to intervene 
militarily in Libya if the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other radical groups 

overrun more territories in the 
neighbouring state, military ex-
perts and strategists say.

“What happens in Libya at pre-
sent represents a direct threat to 
Egypt’s national security,” said 
Fouad Arafa, a retired general. 
“Egypt cannot stand idly by while 
this happens.”

While ISIS has seen strategic and 
battleground setbacks in Iraq and 
Syria, its fighters are reportedly 
migrating from the Levant to Lib-
ya, a country unsettled since the 
2011 uprising against long-stand-
ing ruler Muammar Qaddafi.

Libya is seen as ideal soil for ISIS 
to take root and grow. There is 
little political stability; the coun-
try is vast and open; it has huge 
oil reserves with no strong state 
to protect them and it has a large 
number of radicals and diehard Is-
lamists.

ISIS has captured territories, 
including Sirte, a coastal city of 
50,000 people in northern Libya, 
and made it its main military com-
mand centre, and Darnah, on Lib-
ya’s north-eastern coast near the 
Egyptian border.

ISIS militants — estimated at 
3,500 in the country now and com-
manded by special viceroys sent 
to Libya by ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi — are trying to close 
in on Libya’s oil and gas fields near 
Tripoli in the north-western part 
of the country.

All this is alarming to decision 
makers in Cairo, which already 
fights an ISIS-linked militancy in 
the Sinai peninsula.

Egypt’s possible intervention in 
Libya was reported to have been 
at the centre of talks between 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi and visiting US Central In-
telligence Agency Director John 
Brennan on January 17th. The is-
sue was reported to have domi-
nated talks between Sisi and US 

Central Command commander 
US Army General Lloyd Austin in 
Cairo on January 24th.

All this seems to be a small detail 
of a larger picture, one of a joint 
US, Russian and European plan to 
contain ISIS in Libya and de-fang 
other terrorist groups in Africa, ac-
cording to political analyst Abdel-
Monem Halawa.

“The fear in Europe is that a 
stronger grip of these venomous 
militant groups on Libya, Somalia 
and large swaths of Nigeria and 
Cameroon will result in an endless 
wave of migration to Europe via 
the Mediterranean,” Halawa said. 
“The presence of the European 
continent in close proximity also 
means that a strong ISIS in Libya 
can easily move its theatre of op-
erations to Europe.”

This is probably why the US Af-
rica Command was reported in 
January to endorse a five-year plan 
to at least contain ISIS in Libya, al-
Shabab in Somalia and Boko Har-
am in West Africa.

The plan, according to media 
reports, is to neutralise these ter-
rorist groups and eradicate them if 
possible.

The plan seemed to have gone 
into effect a few days later with re-
ports of the landing of US, Russian, 
French and Italian Special Forces 
south of Tobruk near the Libyan-
Egyptian border — and less than 
150km from Darnah.

These forces will seek to control 
Libya’s oil and gas fields; strip ISIS 
of its jumping-off base for staging 
attacks on Europe; and save Libya’s 
neighbours from the threat of ISIS.

Meanwhile, the nature of Cairo’s 
potential role is not clear but ex-
perts point to a number of cave-
ats, including that direct Egyptian 
involvement may draw retaliation 
from Libya’s extremists.

Egypt had a taste of this in Feb-
ruary 2015 when ISIS militants be-
headed 21 Egyptian Christian na-
tionals. Renewed retaliation from 
Libya’s radicals may force hun-
dreds of thousands of Egyptians, 
working mainly in Libya’s con-
struction sector, to return to Egypt 
and add to the country’s long line 
of jobless citizens, exacerbating in-
ternal political vulnerabilities.

Soon after the execution of the 

21 Christians, Egypt airlifted thou-
sands of its citizens from Tunisia. 
However, most of the workers 
could not find jobs in Egypt and 
some returned to Libya, facing 
danger there yet again.

“This is why our country will be 
walking a very fine line when it 
thinks of the action it should take 
in Libya,” political thinker Nabil 
Zaki said. “Egypt needs to keep 
the danger coming from Libya at 

bay, but also avoid putting the 
lives of Egyptian nationals in the 
country in danger.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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What happens in 
Libya at present 
represents a direct 
threat to Egypt’s 
national security.

Algiers

A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika has 
succeeded in his long 
fight to dissolve the 
country’s powerful se-

curity service, the Département des 
Renseignements et de la Sécurité 
(DRS).

In effect the DRS, which has been 
viewed as “state within a state”, 
was dissolved on September 13th, 
when feared intelligence chief Gen-
eral Mohamed “Toufik” Mediène 
was removed from office in a tricky 
power struggle. Mediène, who led 
DRS for 25 years, was considered 
the world’s longest-serving intelli-
gence chief.

It is not unusual for intelligence 
chiefs to be cloaked in mystery but 
the extent of Mediène’s influence 
and power in Algeria had reached 
mythical levels. The myth was 
shattered when Bouteflika, who no 
longer appears in public, dismissed 

Mediène, who never appears in 
public.

A new agency, the Security Ser-
vices Department (DSS), aims to 
merge security information coming 
from different services, including 

the police, military and rural police. 
The goal of the new agency is to bet-
ter manage and harmonise security 
issues.

General Bachir Tartag, once a 
close aide of Mediène, will oversee 

the DSS and was promoted to the 
rank of minister.

The DSS will not be under the au-
thority of the Minister of Defence, 
as was the DRS, but will answer to 
the head of state, as will the entire 
security and intelligence appara-
tus. With this move, Bouteflika has 
full power, both constitutional and 
informal, and will be able to make 
decisions regarding his succession.

A unique feature of the Algerian 
regime has been its decision-mak-
ing process. A secret conclave of 
senior military leaders has always 
co-opted the heads of state, from 
Ahmed Ben Bella (1962-65) to Chad-
li Bendjedid (1979-92) to Bouteflika.

The establishment of the DSS sig-
nifies a shift in the political process, 
transforming it from a collegial pro-
cess to an individual decision. But 
the process is still neither transpar-
ent nor democratic.

Algeria is at a crossroads. It badly 
needs a profound reform of its se-
curity sector and more transparent 
civil-military relations. The meas-
ures taken over the past years do 
not fundamentally alter the meth-

od of governance since the aim is 
strengthening Bouteflika’s position.

The decision to dissolve the DRS 
was made in a special non-public 
order, as was the case with previous 
changes in the security apparatus.

Most critically, observers worried 
about the question of the political 
police, whose power has spread 
throughout the social fabric. As 
long as this is the situation, it will be 
hard for Algeria to be seen as a civil-
ian state.

The question of succession re-
mains at the heart of the political 
power struggle. The purge in the 
intelligence services has been a cru-
cial step in the co-optation of one of 
the ruling groups, including Boutef-
lika’s brother Saïd.

In any event, the next Algerian 
head of state will not have a free 
hand as oil revenues continue to 
fall. It will not be as easy to buy 
social peace if popular discontent 
starts to spread.

Rachid Tlemçani teaches 
international and comparative 
politics in Algiers.
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A 2014 file picture shows Abdelaziz Bouteflika being sworn as 
Algeria’s president for a fourth term in Algiers.

A February 2015 file picture shows an Egyptian Air Force fighter jet landing at an undisclosed location 
in Egypt following air strikes in Libya.

“Our country will be 
walking a very fine 
line when it thinks of 
the action it should 
take in Libya.”


