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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Sinai has carried out at-
tacks against Christians 
in North Sinai, creating 
Egypt’s first ISIS vio-

lence-induced internal displace-
ment crisis, experts said.

ISIS is apparently trying to em-
barrass Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi ahead of his planned 
visit to the United States and show 
that Egypt is incapable of protect-
ing its largest minority, despite 
Sisi’s promises to defend the Chris-
tians.

“The army has been fighting 
against Sinai militants for three 
years now, a period during which 
the militants had not singled Chris-
tians out for their attacks,” said 
Megahid al-Zayat, director of the 
National Centre for Middle East 
Studies think-tank. “They are do-
ing this only now, which shows 
that the timing of the attacks mat-
ters.”

Dozens of Christian families have 
left their homes in the North Sinai 
cities of El Arish and Sheikh Zu-
weid after militants killed several 
Christians.

Egyptian authorities said 118 
families had fled ISIS violence to 
Ismailia where they were given 
accommodations, their children 

admitted into schools and univer-
sities and elders offered financial 
support.

ISIS militants recently killed 
eight Christians, including a man 
and his son whose home in El Ar-
ish was burned with their corpses 
inside.

The attacks came a few days after 
ISIS threatened Egypt’s Christians, 
whom it calls “infidels”. Last De-
cember, ISIS claimed responsibility 
for bombing a Cairo cathedral, kill-
ing 26 people.

The events and the apparent lack 
of response from authorities left 
a bitter taste in the mouths of the 
country’s Christians.

“The situation of the Chris-
tians has become so precarious in 
Egypt,” said Christian researcher 
Ishaq Ibrahim. “State protection is 
becoming rare.”

There is no official figure for the 
number of Christian residents in 
North Sinai but independent es-
timates put them at 4,000. Some 
of the displaced Christians com-
plained that army troops and po-
lice personnel in North Sinai are so 
busy protecting their checkpoints 
from ISIS attacks that they have lit-
tle chance to defend civilians.

This can be true on the surface 
but the fact is that the army is scor-
ing huge victories against the mili-
tants, experts said.

Having killed and arrested scores 
of militants in recent weeks, the 
army, which has posted close to 
40,000 troops in its Sinai opera-
tions, is pushing into Mount Halal 
in the eastern Sinai and a no-go 
area for the military for years.

The mount is believed to be ISIS’s 
last refuge in the peninsula, which 
borders both Israel and the Pales-
tinian Gaza Strip.

“This operation will significantly 
undermine the terrorist group and 
destroy its command centre,” said 
Osama Radi, a retired army general 
and a member of the National Se-
curity Committee in parliament. 

“This is why I say ISIS’s anti-Chris-
tians drive aims to deflect attention 
from this operation and enshroud 
its success.”

The attacks on Christians also aim 
to strangle Egypt’s tourism sector, 
which had been showing signs of 
recovery after a number of countries 
lifted flight suspensions to tourist 
sites, other experts said.

In November 2015, ISIS downed a 
Russian passenger plane over Sinai, 
killing all 224 passengers and crew 
members aboard. Subsequent ac-
tions by various countries, including 
Russia and Britain, caused a large 
drop in Egyptian tourism, a sector 
that in 2010 was worth $12 billion in 
revenues. In 2016, tourism revenues 
were $5.6 billion and tourist inflows 
were down more than 60%.

The timing of the attacks against 
the Christians cannot be worse, ex-
perts said. Sisi has sent his Foreign 
minister to Washington to prepare 
for his first visit to the White House 
with US President Donald Trump.

Before the election Trump called 
Sisi a “fantastic guy” and expressed 
admiration of his “tough approach 
to wipe out the Islamists” when he 
travelled to New York in last Sep-
tember to meet the Egyptian presi-
dent, who was attending the UN 
General Assembly meeting.

“The displacement of scores of 
Christian families is a huge affront 
to a president who wants to project 
the image of a strong ruler heav-
ily and mercilessly cracking down 
on ISIS,” Zayat said. “The protec-
tion of the Christian minority mat-

ters highly for Egypt’s ties with 
the mainly Christian West, which 
is why such attacks were the last 
thing Sisi wants now.”

Sisi said the attacks were planned 
to divide Egyptians and lead Chris-
tians to think the army is not doing 
enough to protect them.

“Why this timing in particular?” 
Sisi asked on February 28th at a 
youth leadership programme or-
ganised by the presidency. “Are 
we going to make some [outside] 
visits? What is the message they 
[ISIS] want to deliver? Isn’t this 
the country that fights terrorism? 
[They want to make the world be-
lieve that because] these people 
were forced to leave their homes 
it proves that Egypt is not effective 
[in fighting terrorism].”
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Tough test for Egypt. Christian Orthodox worshipers read a book at the monastery of Saint Simon
in Cairo.                                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)  

A soft spot. An Egyptian Coptic Orthodox priest comforts a Christian woman who 
arrived to take refuge at the Evangelical Church in the Suez Canal city 
of Ismailiya, on February 25th.                                                                                             (AFP)

The protection
of the Christian 
minority matters 
highly for Egypt’s 
ties with the 
West.”Megahid al-Zayat, head of the 

National Centre for Middle 
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Trials and tribulations of the Copts in Sinai

T
he commotion created 
by Coptic families 
fleeing their homes in 
the Sinai town of El 
Arish lifted the veil on 
many political and 

security realities in Egypt. It 
showed that conditions in the 
country are complicated, espe-
cially when the government’s lack 
of experience and wisdom in 
dealing with them is considered.

Egyptian Copts have long been a 
target for the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
similar groups because they rep-
resent a weak link in the Egyptian 
political equation. For many years, 
Copts were the source of embarrass-
ment for the government on both 
the national and international lev-
els. The Copts found themselves, in 
one way or another, involved in the 
toughest crises in Egypt and were 
constantly used by outside parties 
to score points against the various 
governments.

The Egyptian government has 
been lax in addressing the plight 
of the Copts in the Sinai. Things 
were left to rot until the Copts fled 
their homes in El Arish for Ismailia, 
115km north-east of Cairo, in late 
February following a series of kill-
ings.

The government’s slow reaction 
suggested an uncertainty on its part 
on how to deal with the situation 
in Sinai. The Egyptian government 
had previously assured its citizens 
that it had regained full control of 
Sinai and that terrorist activities had 
become infrequent and no longer 
represented a threat to civilians.

The problem with the latest 
episode in the Coptic drama is that 
the scenes were typical and hard to 
forget. The sight of families trudging 
under the weight of their modest 
belongings immediately brought to 
mind images of refugees from other 
war zones in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and 
Libya. The visual link quickly estab-
lished Sinai as a war zone.

The unfortunate events have em-
barrassed the government by mak-
ing it look incapable of protecting its 
own citizenry and that was exactly 
ISIS’s objective when it threatened 
to target Copts in Egypt.

The Coptic Church is a major sup-
porter of the current government 
but it was quite annoyed by the way 
the authorities treated the Christian 
refugees. Now, the Egyptian Copts 

are angry at both their church and 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi. The church is under great 
pressure to adopt an uncompromis-
ing attitude and Sisi is seen as hav-
ing failed to keep his many promises 
regarding the Copts’ safety.

The reactions by many political 
forces in Egypt supporting the gov-
ernment were perhaps unnecessar-
ily exaggerated. They were quick to 
give material aid and accommoda-
tions to the refugees from El Arish. 
They could instead have worked 
more on presenting a better picture 
of national unity. The aid could have 
been given before conditions in 
Sinai deteriorated to this degree.

The latest crisis will certainly 
have more serious political, eco-
nomic and social repercussions. 

The timing of the crisis was most 
unfortunate. The regime has been 
going through a healing phase and 
regained good relations with a 
number of international powers. 
There were optimistic signs for 
tourism, especially in Sinai, and 
there was a societal agreement 
and determination to stand united 
in the face of extremist elements 
whose ideologies preach discrimi-
nation against Christians.

Quite naturally, a large segment 
of the intellectual and educated 
elites among the Muslims and the 
Copts are feeling very frustrated 
with the turn of events. They real-
ise that their bet on deepening and 
widening the sense of inclusive 
citizenship among all Egyptians 
comes with many risks.

The events in Sinai made it 
necessary to examine many aspects 
that had been taken for granted in 
the quest for national unity. They 
also exacerbated the feelings of dis-
appointment at the government’s 
programme for bridging the con-
ceptual and legislative gaps related 
to the notion of citizenship.

The government needs to take 
measures to reclaim its central 
role in Sinai. It must guarantee the 
safe return of the refugees to their 
homes there, which means elimi-
nating the terrorist threat.

A new strategy for fighting ter-
rorism in Sinai is needed. The old 
one of closing off Sinai is obviously 
not working. The government must 
also quickly move forward with its 
citizenship programme. It has be-
come obvious that anyone planning 
on destabilising Egypt will use the 
Copts, the soft spot in the country’s 
social fabric.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.
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The sight of fleeing families 
brought to mind images of 
refugees from other war zones.


