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Washington

U 

S Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter has no-
tified Egypt and Israel 
that the United States 
was considering reduc-

ing the number of US troops serv-
ing in the Multinational Force and 
Observers (MFO) unit in north Sinai 
because of the risks of attack by Is-
lamic State (ISIS) militants.

Carter suggested that increased 
reliance on remote-sensing tech-
nology could do the job of the 
troops, who have been subjected to 
attacks from ISIS affiliates.

ISIS-affiliated Wilayat Sinai (Si-
nai Province) fired a rocket at the 
MFO’s airbase at el-Gorah in the 
northern Sinai in June 2015. Two 
Fijian soldiers and four US person-
nel were wounded by a bomb on 
a road near an MFO checkpoint in 
northern Sinai last September.

Given that north Sinai is where 
ISIS is most active, the Pentagon is 
concerned that US troops will come 
under more attacks. A Pentagon 
spokesman said plainly: “It’s a situ-
ation there that has risk.”

The MFO was established in 1982 
to monitor the 1979 Egyptian-Is-
raeli peace treaty in the Sinai, spe-
cifically the number of troops and 
equipment that are allowed in the 
Sinai peninsula within specified 
zones. The MFO has successfully 
ensured the peace treaty between 
the two former belligerents has 
been adhered to even when rela-
tions between them went through 

periods of high tension.
The United States has been a 

major contributor of troops to the 
MFO contingent since its inception 
and accounts for 700 of the 1,700 
troops in the current contingent. 
The troops’ primary responsibil-
ity is to protect civilian observers 
monitoring troop and equipment 
levels as stipulated in the peace 
treaty.

However, as times have changed 
so, too, has the situation in the Si-
nai. The ISIS threat to Egypt and Is-
rael has brought about closer coop-
eration between the two countries 
and Israel has agreed to Egyptian 
requests to put more troops and 
military equipment near the Israeli 
border — beyond what the peace 
treaty officially allows — to bolster 
the counterterrorism effort.

But while Egyptian forces have 
sometimes responded success-
fully to ISIS attacks, they have not 
reduced the overall ISIS threat in 
Sinai in a meaningful way. There 
are enough disaffected Bedouins in 
north Sinai to replenish the ranks 
of ISIS fighters killed in Egyptian 
military operations to keep the 
threat at a high level for some time.

There has been some shifting of 
MFO troops in north Sinai because 
of the threats. For example, a few 
small, remote observer stations 
in the area have been closed. Al-
though the Pentagon wants to re-
duce the number of US troops in 
the “North Camp” and redeploy 
them to the southern Sinai, it is 
unclear how many troops are be-
ing considered in this drawdown. 
Some press reporting indicates 
that about 100 US troops may have 

already been shifted south.
There are downsides to reduc-

ing the number of US troops in the 
MFO.

Some Israeli and Egyptian offi-
cials have voiced concern that ISIS 
affiliates might be emboldened by 
what they would claim is a “re-
treat” by the United States. After 
talks about such reductions last 
November, an Israeli official said 
“it would reward terrorism… [and] 
encourage them to be more jihadi”.

Meanwhile, an Egyptian official 

said Cairo would oppose any re-
duction of US troops and referred 
to the MFO as “essential” to the se-
curity of the region.

Although 11 other countries 
contribute troops to the MFO, it is 
doubtful that any of them would 
keep their troops in North Camp if 
the United States decided to shift 
them south.

While it is understandable that 
Pentagon officials are seeking al-
ternatives to monitor the northern 
Sinai without a substantial number 

of US troops, the decision has rami-
fications beyond the scope of mere 
force protection.

The last thing the United States 
would want is to provide ISIS with a 
“victory”, even an ephemeral one. 
For political and strategic reasons, 
it would not want to create prob-
lems with both Egypt and Israel.

While the Pentagon seems seri-
ous about reducing the number 
of US troops in North Camp, other 
factors might come into play that 
would cause it to rethink the plan.
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Satellites to the rescue. An image captured by the International Space Station (ISS) shows the Nile 
river, the Nile river delta, the Sinai Peninsula and beyond.Carter suggested that 

increased reliance on 
remote-sensing 
technology could do 
the job of the troops.

An Egyptian official 
said Cairo would 
oppose any reduction 
of US troops.
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C 

alls are being made for 
the evacuation of large 
parts of the northern Si-
nai peninsula, site of in-
tense fighting between 

army troops and militants linked 
to the Islamic State (ISIS).

Independent military strate-
gists, political analysts and law-
makers say the army, which has 
been involved in guerrilla warfare 
against ISIS militants for more 
than two years, cannot vanquish 
militants hiding among civilians.

“The evacuation of some parts of 
northern Sinai will make it easy for 
the army to target the militants,” 
lawmaker Amal Tarabia said. “This 
evacuation will give the army 
freedom of movement and action 
away from civilians.”

Approximately 400,000 people 
live in Sinai, a triangular territory 
three times the size of Israel.

The Egyptian Army evacuated 
residents from the border area 
between Sinai and the Gaza Strip 
to demolish a network of smug-
gling tunnels. Also, in 1967, Egypt 
moved thousands of families from 
the Suez Canal cities of Port Said, 
Suez and Ismailia to protect them 
after Israel occupied Sinai.

The government has allocated 
$1.2 billion to develop the region, 
changes officials say would help 
quell extremism and help reverse 
decades of neglect. Some of those 
funds will be used to secure the 
loyalties of Sinai Bedouins in the 
fight against ISIS.

The army dug three huge tun-
nels under the Suez Canal into 
Sinai to link it with the western 
bank of the canal and ease move-
ment between Cairo and the rest 
of Egypt. One of the tunnels would 
allow Nile river water to irrigate 
thousands of hectares of Sinai ter-
ritory.

Tarabia said, however, militants 
must be obliterated before devel-
opment starts.

“You cannot spend money on 
projects that can be destroyed by 
the militants a short time later,” 
she said. “This is risky.”

Apart from angering residents, 
plans to evacuate parts of Sinai are 
opposed by experts who claim the 
move will give ISIS what it wants: 
turning Sinai into a no-man’s land 
and hinder development.

However, a recent mortar shell-
ing that killed 18 police officers at 
a northern Sinai security post led 
to calls for clearing civilians from 
the area to help Egyptian forces in 
the fight against ISIS. The army, 

using fighter jets, helicopters 
and drones, is escalating attacks 
against militant hideouts in Sheikh 
Zuweid, Rafah and al-Arish.

Scores of ISIS militants have 
been killed, including 50 on March 
30th, according to army spokes-
man Mohamed Samir. The ISIS 
second-in-command was report-
edly among the dead.

“The army has already start-
ed its all-out campaign against 
the militants to totally eliminate 
them,” retired army general Nabil 
Fouad said. “The latest escalation 
comes after the gathering of new 
intelligence data about militant 
hideouts.”

On March 31st, Egyptian troops 
destroyed what was described as 
the longest smuggling tunnel be-
tween Sinai and Gaza, a 3km-long 
structure used to transport arms 
and militants.

Part of the problem the army is 
facing in Sinai is that it cannot get 
Sinai Bedouins involved in fighting 
ISIS. Some tribal leaders fear retal-
iation from the militants and oth-
ers cannot pit their fighters against 
members of their own tribes who 
are fighting alongside ISIS mili-
tants.

If the military does not evacu-

ate militant hotspots, it will have 
to carefully strike the militants to 
avoid civilian casualties. Civilians 
have already been caught in the 
battles, according to the Sinai 24 
News site, which is operated by 
independent citizen journalists. 
On March 30th, 14 members of one 
family were killed when a shell fell 
on their house, the site reported.

Retired army general Alaa Ezz 
said the presence of civilians is 
what hinders the eradication of Si-
nai’s militancy.

“The army can easily strike the 

militants but it is only afraid that 
innocent civilians will be harmed,” 
Ezz said. “The army never targets 
areas inhabited by civilians.”

This is why Tarabia said civil-
ians need to be taken from areas of 
military operations.

“These areas can be evacuated 
for three or four months,” Tarabia 
said. “This will force the rats to 
get out of their hiding and face our 
troops.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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