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Egypt turns to Africa in fight against terror
Amr Emam

Cairo

D 

eep beneath steps taken 
by Egypt to strengthen 
military cooperation 
with Sahel and Saha-
ran states is the Arab 

country’s desire to prevent mili-
tant groups in eastern, western and 
central Africa from coalescing with 
those in northern Africa, experts 
say.

Egypt also wants to return to Af-
rica after decades of absence and 
prevent Israel, an active player in 
the continent, from gaining more 
influence in it, they add.

“A merger between militant or-
ganisations active in western and 
central African states and others 
active in North Africa is a reality 
already,” political researcher Abdel-
Monem Halawa said. “This raises 
alarms in Cairo.”

Egypt recently hosted a two-day 
meeting of the defence ministers of 
28 Sahel and Saharan states amid 
reports that Cairo strives to form a 
shield that keeps North Africa apart 
from the rest of the continent.

The Egyptian effort comes after 
reports that militant organisations 
are sending fighters to Libya to join 
those operating with the Islamic 
State (ISIS), which has been gain-
ing presence in Libya for months, 
capitalising on the country’s tur-
moil and the fact that its political 
and military rivals are fighting each 
other.

ISIS has appealed to the members 
of al-Shabab, an al-Qaeda-linked 
organisation in Somalia and Kenya, 
to join its branch in Somalia.

This has created concern in Cai-
ro, where anti-ISIS fears are high. 
Egypt already fights an ISIS-linked 
group in the Sinai peninsula. Egyp-
tian military planners, working to 
beef up security along the country’s 
border with Libya, loathe seeing 
ISIS gaining more strength in Libya 
through additional fighters from 
western, eastern and central Africa.

At the end of the two-day meet-
ing in Sharm el-Sheikh, Sahel and 
Saharan defence ministers an-
nounced the creation of a coun-
terterrorism centre in Cairo. The 
centre is to devise plans to prevent 
terrorism from metastasising and 
coordinate efforts to do so.

Halawa said Egypt can help the 
militaries of other Sahel and Saha-
ran states in many ways.

“Egypt can offer training, arms 
and military technologies to the ar-
mies of these countries,” he said. “It 
can also help them in terms of stra-
tegic and military planning.”

Nevertheless, Egypt, which is 
trying to recover from a long po-
litical torpor in the wake of two 
popular uprisings, has political mo-
tivations behind the African drive, 
analysts say.

Egypt’s absence from Africa 
is costing it dearly and bringing 
about catastrophic consequences 
at home.

Five years ago, Ethiopia started 
construction of a multibillion-dol-
lar hydroelectric dam on the Nile. 
The dam would deprive Egypt of 

billions of cubic metres of water.
When it diplomatically protest-

ed, however, Egypt had few Nile 
basin supporters. Now, it can only 
comply with Ethiopian efforts to 
build the dam.

“Egypt paid little attention to its 
relations with other African states 
for a long time in the past, which 
caused extreme harm,” said Mo-
hamed el-Shazly, a retired diplomat 
and an expert on Egyptian-African 
relations. “Now, however, it is try-
ing to make up for this by taking 
intensive measures to mend fences 
with the same states.”

Over the past few months, Egypt 
has turned into a new mecca for Af-
rican leaders. In February, it hosted 
an investment conference of the 
Common Market of Eastern and 
Southern African States.

Many African leaders are travel-
ling to Cairo for consultations. Lo-
cal experts say Egypt’s Africa re-
awakening seeks to prevent Israel 
from gaining presence in the con-
tinent.

Israel provides development aid 
to a large number of African states 
and is said to have offered Ethiopia 
engineering and technological sup-
port for the Nile dam.

In February, six members of the 
Intergovernmental Authority on 

Development requested military 
assistance from Israel in the fight 
against Islamist terror, according 
to Israeli media. The request was 
reportedly presented to the Israeli 
government during a visit to Tel 
Aviv by Kenyan President Uhuru 
Kenyatta.

However, Cairo does not appar-
ently want the African states to co-
opt Israel to their struggle against 
terror. It is introducing itself as a 
strong backer in the struggle.

“African countries need support 
in this tough battle and Egypt can 
offer it,” Halawa said. “In doing 
this, our country will be serving its 
own national security interests in 
the first place.”

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

Egypt’s absence from 
Africa is costing it 
dearly and bringing 
about catastrophic 
consequences at 
home.

Egyptian Defence Minister Sedki Sobhi (L) and the Secretary-General of the Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD) Ibrahim Sani 
Abani in Sharm el-Sheikh, on March 24th.
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E 

gypt, Ethiopia and Sudan 
are to sign an agreement 
allowing two French con-
sulting firms to study the 
impact of a multibillion-

dollar hydroelectric dam being 
built by Ethiopia on the Nile.

It took the three countries al-
most two years to reach consensus 
on which firms should conduct the 
studies and the methodology and 
the time the firms will take to final-
ise them.

Meanwhile, Ethiopia is speed-
ing up work on the dam, which is 
about 60% complete. Filling of the 
first phase of the reservoir is ex-
pected to begin in July.

Filling the reservoir will signifi-
cantly reduce the amount of water 
reaching Egypt from the Nile, the 
country’s main source of water.

Egyptians claim Ethiopia is de-
laying negotiations on the project 
so that, by the time any conclu-

sion is reached, construction is so 
far advanced that no substantial 
changes can be made.

“Ethiopia has succeeded in stall-
ing and buying time to construct 
the dam and make it a reality,” 
said Mohamed el-Shazly, a former 
diplomat and a veteran of African 
politics. “The fact is simply that 
Egypt has already given up its wa-
ter rights by allowing Ethiopia to 
waste its time in useless negotia-
tions.”

Egypt has moved from denying 
the presence of the dam, to shock 
at the pace of construction and 
then to last-ditch attempts to re-
tain its water rights, which stem 
from a 1929 agreement that makes 
the construction of dams by Nile 
basin countries conditional on the 
approval of Egypt and Sudan.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has tried to move away 
from the language of force used by 
his predecessors, to diplomacy and 
cooperation.

He signed a declaration of prin-
ciples with Ethiopia in March 
2015, a document that recognises 
Ethiopia’s right to economic de-
velopment and, consequently, the 
construction of the dam, provided 
that it would not negatively affect 
Egypt’s Nile water share. The doc-
ument is, however, not binding, 
experts said.

Egypt receives 1.6 billion cu-
bic metres of water from the Nile 

every year. However, the country 
needs 2 billion cubic metres of 
water to meet domestic and agri-
cultural needs every year. Egypt 
is expected to be deprived of 280 
million-425 million cubic metres 
of water as Ethiopia fills its dam 
reservoir.

“This will be devastating to our 
country,” said Meghawry Shehata, 
an Egyptian water expert. “We are 
talking here about a catastrophic 

project that Egypt will pay very 
dearly for.”

Other experts said that, by the 
time the studies by the French 
consulting firms are finalised with 
Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan, the 
dam will have been completed.

“Ethiopia needs to halt the 
construction now. Otherwise the 
studies, when completed, will 
be useless and no changes could 
be introduced if the French firms 

prove that the dam design as it is 
will harm both Egypt and Sudan,” 
Shehata said.

This is not how Egyptian deci-
sion makers see the matter. Cairo 
seems to have realised that the 
dam has become a reality and is 
trying to figure out how it can 
compensate for the loss of water 
because of it.

On August 5th, 2014, Sisi almost 
acknowledged that. He said he 
could only negotiate with the Ethi-
opians over the time they need to 
fill the dam reservoir.

“We can only negotiate on 
whether this dam reservoir will 
be filled in three, five, seven or 12 
years,” Sisi said.

He accused his predecessors of 
“swimming against the tide [by re-
jecting construction of the dam]… 
because they did not know the re-
alities”.

“We will sign binding agree-
ments with our brothers in Ethio-
pia [on the dam],” Sisi said. “So, we 
must have thorough calculations 
on how we will compensate the 
water we will lose as they fill the 
dam reservoir.”

Building water desalination and 
sewage treatment plants as well as 
introducing modern water-saving 
irrigation systems are among Sisi’s 
alternative plans.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an 
Egyptian reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt wakes up to Nile dam fait accompli

Playing for time. Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukri (L), 
Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour (C) and Ethiopian 
Foreign Minister Tedros Adhanom (R) after a round of talks on the 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam project, last December.
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Egypt is expected to be 
deprived of 280 
million-425 million 
cubic metres of water 
as Ethiopia fills its 
dam reservoir.


