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Cairo

T 

he Egyptian parliament 
is to consider legislation 
giving Egypt’s Copts the 
right to construct church-
es just as their Muslim 

compatriots can build mosques. 
There are fears, however, the 
measure could trigger opposition 
from radical Muslims that would 
politically destabilise Egypt.

Christian member of parlia-
ment Suzy Nashid said the bill, if 
passed, would “give Christians a 
right they have been struggling to 
attain for close to a century”. But, 
she warned the measure could be 
meaningless, even if enacted, if au-
thorities fail to enforce it.”

The growing number of Chris-
tians in Egypt has dwarfed the 
number of churches. Only a frac-
tion of the country’s more than 9 
million Christians — about 10% of 
the overall population — can fit into 
church pews.

The bill, which is expected to 
be referred to parliament for de-
bate in the next few weeks, allows 
Christians to file a request to build 
a church with the offices of provin-
cial governors for approval. It also 
allows them to request licences for 
the scores of unlicensed churches 
and houses of worship.

The bill is a milestone in the 
struggle of Egypt’s Christian Copts 
for equality with their Muslim com-
patriots who can easily construct 
mosques after filing a request with 

municipal authorities. Copts have 
long complained that they are un-
able to build churches or renovate 
older ones.

Church construction and renova-
tion have been regulated by rules 
in force since 1934. Authorities 
who formulated the rules were 
so keen to prevent the Christian 
minority from establishing new 
churches that they made them al-
most impossible to meet.

Christians who want to build 
a church currently have to dem-
onstrate that they own the land, 
that it is far enough away from a 
mosque and not close to a concen-
tration of Muslim residents. Other 
conditions include that there are 
no other churches nearby and that 
there are enough Christians in the 
area to make the construction of a 
church necessary.

Some Christians travel hundreds 
of kilometres each week to worship 
because of the lack of churches 
near their homes.

“Sometimes Christians have 
to make their churches look like 
homes or factories to evade these 
unbeatable church construction 
rules,” said Christian activist Ishaq 
Ibrahim.

Unlicensed churches have trig-
gered bloody clashes in Egypt, 
especially in southern provinces 
where radical Islamist groups have 
a strong following.

There are fears that the new bill 
could anger Egypt’s Muslim major-
ity fanned by radical Islamists who 
oppose freedom of faith.

Egypt’s Islamists, especially 
ultra-orthodox Salafists and the 

banned Muslim Brotherhood, op-
pose the presence of Christian 
houses of worship. They also say 
Christians should not occupy top 
government positions or serve in 
the judiciary.

Muslim Brotherhood supporters 
torched dozens of churches in July 
2013 after accusing Christians of 
being behind the overthrow of Is-
lamist president Muhammad Mor-
si. The army rebuilt the churches.

“The same propaganda can be 
used now but this time the current 
authorities can be accused by radi-
cals of paying the Christians back 
by allowing them to build new 
churches,” Ibrahim said.

Extremists have been behind the 
demolition of scores of unlicensed 
churches and the closure of others.

At least 48 churches were closed 
because their builders did not have 
construction licences but built 
them anyway, according to local 
non-governmental organisation 
Egyptian Initiative for Personal 
Rights. It faults the new bill for not 
referring to those churches, which, 
it said, means they could remain 
closed.

The bill is in line with Article 235 
of the constitution, which makes 
it necessary for parliament to pass 
a law to regulate the construction 
of churches. Under the new bill, 

governors can approve church con-
struction requests only after con-
sulting “concerned agencies”. Crit-
ics say these “concerned agencies” 
are Egypt’s security apparatus.

“The problem is that security 
should have nothing to do with 
church construction,” said Emad 
Gad, another Christian member of 
parliament. “Such a requirement 
will bring us back to square one 
where Christian religious life is 
controlled by the security appara-
tus.”

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

Cairo

T 

he killing of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) leader in Si-
nai by the Egyptian Army 
may weaken the militant 
group and raise army mo-

rale, but the jihadist group is likely 
far from defeated, experts said.

“ISIS Sinai has been receiving 
one blow after another from the 
army that will certainly weaken it,” 
said Hossam Suweilam, a retired 
army general and the former head 
of the Egyptian Army’s Centre for 
Strategic Studies. “The latest op-
eration not only led to the liquida-
tion of the ISIS leader, but also the 
destruction of most weapon de-
pots of the group in Sinai.”

ISIS Sinai leader Abu Duaa al-
Ansari was killed in an August 4th 
air raid along with at least 44 mili-
tants in the Egyptian peninsula, 
the army said. It said the air force 
had also bombed large caches of 
ISIS weapons in several parts of 
northern Sinai.

British intelligence reportedly 

intercepted a phone conversation 
a few months ago between Ansari 
and an ISIS leader in the northern 
Syrian city of Raqqa, ISIS’s self-
proclaimed capital. British intel-
ligence officers concluded that 
Ansari was directly linked to the 
bombing of a Russian passenger 
plane over Sinai last October.

He is among several ISIS Sinai 
leaders killed by the Egyptian 
Army in recent months.

“The fact is that militant groups 
like this one do not have an or-
ganisational structure but their 
survival mainly depends on the 
presence of a strong leader who 
mobilises his followers and gives 
them instructions,” said Kamal Ha-
bib, a former jihadist leader who is 
considered an expert on militant 
groups. “This is why the death of 
a leader like [Ansari] can augur the 
collapse of ISIS Sinai altogether.”

ISIS Sinai was originally a shad-
owy home-grown group called 
Ansar Beit al-Maqdis that swore 
allegiance to ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi in late 2014. ISIS Sinai 
has staged numerous attacks on 
troops and police. Ansari’s death 
came only days after his group 
posted a video in which it purport-
edly showed the killing of a police 
officer and a conscript.

Ansari was said to be behind the 
merger of Ansar Beit al-Maqdis and 
ISIS Syria and Iraq. His killing, Ha-
bib said, could cause his group to 
lose its balance.

“Whether the group will hold 

in the future depends on the man 
it selects to replace [him],” Habib 
said, “but history has it that mili-
tant groups that lose their leaders 
always derail and collapse.”

Military experts, however, 
pointed to difficulties in defeating 
ISIS Sinai.

One of the challenges, they said, 
was that the group enjoyed con-
siderable public support in Sinai, 
which is why its members live 
among ordinary people and get a 
continual supply of recruits from 
Sinai tribes.

“This is one reason why it is 
sometimes difficult for the army to 
target the militants, always fearing 

that civilians can be caught in the 
middle,” Suweilam said. “This de-
lays the defeat of the group.”

Other experts referred to the 
effect of the turmoil in Egypt’s 
neighbour Libya, the presence of 
hundreds of smuggling tunnels 
between Sinai and the Palestinian 
Gaza Strip and the porous border 

between Egypt and Sudan.
These conditions, they said, 

make it more likely for the group to 
keep receiving arms and recruits. 
It is thought ISIS fighters escape 
to Gaza through the tunnels after 
every attack they stage against 
Egyptian troops.

Fouad Allam, a retired general 
who led Egypt’s anti-terrorism ef-
forts for years, does not expect it 
to be easy to defeat ISIS.

“Defeating such a group inside 
Egypt does not necessarily mean 
that it will come to an end,” Allam 
said. “It will continue to come back 
to life so long as a lifeline is extend-
ed it from outside.”
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Egyptian Coptic Christians walk outside St Markos Church in Minya, south of Cairo, Egypt.
The Egyptian 
parliament is to 
consider legislation 
giving Egypt’s Copts 
the right to construct 
churches.

It is thought ISIS 
fighters escape to Gaza 
through the tunnels 
after every attack they 
stage against Egyptian 
troops.

Some Christians travel 
hundreds of 
kilometres each week 
to worship because of 
the lack of churches 
near their homes.

ISIS members live 
among ordinary 
people and get a 
continual supply of 
recruits from Sinai 
tribes.
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