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H 

amas is turning to Cairo 
for help in obtaining es-
sential supplies for the 
1.8 million residents of 
the Gaza Strip and end  

its isolation in return for pledges of 
tightening control on Gaza’s border 
with Egypt’s Sinai peninsula and 
cooperating in its fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and other mili-
tants.

A high-level Hamas delegation, 
headed by deputy leader Ismail 
Haniyeh, visited Cairo on January 
22nd, giving Egyptian intelligence 
officials a list of demands that in-
cluded a permanent opening of the 
Rafah Crossing on the border with 
Sinai. Hamas also called for reacti-
vating trade channels with Egypt 
and for Cairo to end a blockade of 
Gaza, which Hamas controls, said 
Youssef Rezqa, a senior Hamas offi-
cial.

“In return, Hamas pledged to 
tighten control on the border with 
Sinai,” he added. “Hamas views its 
relations with Cairo very highly, 
which is why it will do everything 
in its power to tighten control on the 
border and prevent possible infiltra-
tions.”

Cairo has accused Hamas of not 
doing enough to control Gaza’s Sinai 
border, allowing Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters to enter the territory and 
receive medical treatment there and 

turning a blind eye to smuggling of 
arms and explosives to Sinai mili-
tants.

Relations between Egypt and Ha-
mas, an ideological offshoot of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, deteriorated 
after the Egyptian Army moved to 
oust Muhammad Morsi, a long-time 
Brotherhood member, from the 
Egyptian presidency in July 2013.

Rezqa said an improvement in re-
lations between Hamas and Egypt 
would not come at the cost of any of 
Hamas’s other allies.

Hamas official Mahmoud al-Zahar 
told the pro-Hamas news site Alray 
that an agreement had been reached 
for tightening control of the border. 
Egypt’s Foreign Ministry did not 
comment on the matter.

Analysts said improved ties with 
Cairo can only benefit Hamas’s in-
terests.

“Living conditions in Gaza have 
grossly deteriorated because of the 
imposed Israeli siege on one hand 
and the closure of the Rafah Cross-
ing on the border with Egypt on the 
other,” said Mustafa al-Sawaf, a po-
litical analyst from Gaza. “A thaw in 
relations will partially improve the 
situation in Gaza, in case Egyptian 
authorities open the border point 
and allow basic supplies to cross 
into the strip.”

In his talks with intelligence offi-
cials, Haniyeh called for permanent-
ly opening the crossing and reacti-
vating trade cooperation with Cairo, 
Rezqa said.

Even before its leaders travelled 
to Cairo, Hamas showed signs of 
goodwill by clamping down on ISIS 
operatives in Gaza, media reports 
said. ISIS Sinai retaliated by hin-
dering the smuggling of supplies 

to Gaza from Egypt through under-
ground tunnels.

ISIS threatened to assassinate 
Haniyeh if he did not stop the crack-
down on its members, Israeli media 
reported. Haniyeh was to return to 
Gaza from Qatar earlier in January to 
prepare for Hamas elections in Feb-
ruary but changed his plans because 
of fears for his personal safety, the 
Israeli reports said.

Egyptian analysts said Hamas is 
short of options and must mend ties 
with Cairo.

“Traditional Hamas sponsors Iran, 
Turkey and Qatar are busy fighting 
their own wars,” said Tarek Fahmi, 

a political science professor at Cairo 
University. “This is why Cairo is Ha-
mas’s only option for support now.”

Other analysts said there were 
limits to what Hamas can offer 
Cairo. Hamas today, they said, suf-
fers internal rifts and deep financial 
problems, making it much weaker 
than it was previously.

A clampdown by Egyptian author-
ities on smuggling tunnels between 
Gaza and Sinai has deprived Hamas 
of an important source of income, 
analysts said. Egypt’s crackdown on 
Muslim Brotherhood funding chan-
nels also hurt Hamas, they said.

Hamas must, analysts said, walk 

a fine line between helping Egypt 
fight ISIS and not antagonising ISIS-
backing movements inside Gaza, 
including jihadist Salafis who can 
destabilise Hamas’s rule.

“This means that this movement 
does not have a lot to offer Egypt,” 
said Egyptian analyst Abdel Monem 
Halawa. “The other thing is that 
Egypt does not trust Hamas, which 
made many pledges in the past to 
better control its border with Sinai 
but failed to honour any of these 
pledges.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo

B 

y establishing a naval 
force in the Red Sea, 
Egypt aims for more than 
protecting navigation in 
the Suez Canal, a vital wa-

terway for international trade, mili-
tary experts said.

“The force will be the backbone 
of Egypt’s new Red Sea strategy,” 
former assistant Defence minis-
ter Hossam Suweilam said. “There 
is a marked surge of unrest in the 
southern entrance to the Red Sea, 
which needs an aggressive policy.”

The new force utilises recently 
acquired naval equipment, includ-
ing a French-made multifunction 
helicopter carrier.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi said the new force would 
help his country protect its coast. 
Defence Minister Sedki Sobhi said 
the force would help Egypt impose 
control on its territorial waters in 
the Red Sea.

Cash-strapped Egypt spent bil-
lions of dollars to upgrade its navy 
over the past two years. It bought 
two helicopter carriers from France, 
frigates from Russia and subma-
rines from Germany. Cairo does this 
for a purpose, military experts said.

In 2015, Egypt spent almost $8 
billion to dig a parallel channel to 
shorten transit time in the Suez Ca-
nal. It also dug tunnels under the 
canal to deliver water and ease the 
movement of people and goods to 
and from Sinai.

These huge investments are only 
part of Egypt’s vision for the Suez 
Canal region, one that cannot be 
implemented without proper secu-
rity in the Red Sea, experts said.

Egypt wants to turn the banks of 
the canal into an investment mag-
net where vast industrial zones, 
huge logistics areas and extensive 
service facilities are planned. Egypt 
plans to attract hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars in investments to 
the region. In 2015, revenues from 
the Suez Canal totalled $5.2 bil-
lion, which did a lot to buoy Egypt’s 
struggling economy.

Analysts in Cairo said Sisi does 
not squander the limited funds 
available at the central bank with a 
purpose in mind.

Last April 8th, Sisi ordered Prime 
Minister Sherif Ismail to sign a mar-
itime border demarcation agree-
ment with Saudi Arabia. The deal 
includes the handover of two dis-
puted Red Sea islands to Riyadh. 
Egyptians now debate whether the 
islands are Saudi.

Absent from the conversation, 
however, are the reasons Sisi insists 
to demarcate the maritime border 
with the Saudis. He has said Egypt 
cannot explore its territorial wa-
ters for oil without defining its sea 
boundaries.

He mentioned a similar agree-
ment with Greece and Cyprus. A 
few months after Egypt signed the 
agreement with both states, Italian 
state-owned petroleum company 
Eni announced the discovery of the 
East Mediterranean’s largest natu-
ral gas field off Egypt’s coast.

There is a strong probability of 

Egypt’s territorial Red Sea waters 
containing wealth so huge that Sisi 
is ready to risk angering his people 
with the maritime border demarca-
tion deal with Saudi Arabia.

“Such a potential wealth is badly 
in need of a military power to pro-
tect it,” said Nasr Salem, a lecturer 
at Nasser Military Academy, the 
army’s strategic and military sci-
ence institute. “We cannot leave 
the billions of dollars we spend on 
investments in the Red Sea without 
protection.”

Parliament is to debate the deal 
soon. Analysts expect that after 
deal approval, Egypt would offer 
concessions to international oil 
firms to explore Red Sea territorial 
waters.

Fear for these investments and 
potential wealth lies, meanwhile, 
more southward, near the coast of 
restive Yemen where the Houthi 
militia controls key port cities near 
the Bab el Mandeb strait, politi-
cal experts said. The Houthis have 
threatened Red Sea navigation 
many times.

The establishment of the new 
Egyptian naval fleet comes after 
pro-Saudi forces in Yemen failed to 
capture the country’s port cities.

The fear in Egypt is that the 
Houthis can threaten traffic in the 
strait, which would deal an irre-
versible blow to the Suez Canal.

Close to 4 million barrels of oil 
pass through the Bab el Mandeb 
strait en route to markets in Europe 

and the United States every day, 
most of which is moved through 
the Suez Canal, the US Energy In-
formation Administration said.

A disruption of traffic at the strait 
would be catastrophic to Egypt and 
the world.

“This is exactly why Egypt takes 
the security of this area very seri-
ously,” said Mohamed Kamal, a 
political science professor at Cairo 
University. “Whoever controls the 
southern entrance to the Red Sea 
will control the Suez Canal and 
Egypt cannot leave this control in 
the hands of anybody else.”

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

Hamas, seeking financial help, pledges anti-ISIS cooperation

Egypt boosts navy as part of Red Sea strategy

Ahmed Megahid

Amr Emam

A 2016 picture shows members of the Hamas’s security forces patrolling an area along the border 
between the Gaza Strip and Egypt.                                                                                                                          (AFP)

Hamas is short of 
options and has to 
mend ties with 
Cairo.

Hamas pledged to 
tighten control on 
the border with 
Sinai.”Youssef Rezqa,

a senior Hamas official

Egypt wants to turn 
the two banks of the 
Suez Canal into an 
investment magnet.

Cash-strapped 
Egypt spent billions 
of dollars to upgrade 
its navy.

The Mistral-class helicopter carrier Gamal Abdel Nasser (ex-Vladivostok) crosses the new section 
of the Suez Canal during the first anniversary of launching the New Suez Canal in Ismailia, Egypt, 
on August 6th, 2016.                                                                                                                                                 (Reuters)


