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A

surge in attacks by the
Islamic
State
(ISIS)
on Christians adds to
Egypt’s woes, lessens
chances for economic
recovery and makes it difficult for
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to
keep the country’s people united,
experts said.
“Repeated attacks spread frustration and scare investors away,” said
Sherine al-Shawarby, an economics
professor at Cairo University. “Investments are crucial for the economy to go back on track, job creation
and the execution of development
plans.”
ISIS claimed responsibility for suicide bombers attacking churches
in the northern coastal city of Alexandria and the Nile Delta city of
Tanta. The attacks April 9 killed 45
people and wounded 150 others.
In December, a suicide bomber
set off explosives in a Cairo chapel,
only metres from the Coptic Papal
Seat.
Apart from being a personal affront to Sisi the attacks dim chances for the recovery of the economy,
experts said.
Tourism was gradually rebounding in Egypt in recent months after
being devastated by flight suspensions following ISIS’s bombing of a
Russian passenger plane in November 2015 over Sinai.
An active tourism sector would
spur the economy and provide assurances about security, which altered the bitter realities of Egypt’s
economic conditions, experts said.
Egypt’s inflation rate has reached
32.5%, its unemployment rate
is 12.5% and poverty rate 27.8%,
among the highest in decades.
“These are shocking figures that
show the tough conditions of the
economy,” Shawarby said. “Security threats were actually the last

Compounded challenge. An armed policeman secures the Coptic church in Tanta.
thing Egypt needed.”
Sisi has not appeared in public
since becoming president in mid2014 without stressing the need for
public unity in the face of the dangers facing Egypt. He repeatedly
said he could not face these dangers
alone.
“The problem is that ISIS attacks
are focused on those who most
support the president, sowing the
seeds of anger among them,” said

Repeated attacks
spread frustration
and scare investors
away.

”

Sherine al-Shawarby, an
economics professor at Cairo
University

Samir Ghattas, a lawmaker and
an expert on Islamic militancy. “It
seems as if the radical group is punishing them for this support.”
Egypt’s Christians, around 10%
of the population, are among Sisi’s
most staunch supporters. However,
their support seems to be drying up
because of what some Christians
see as Egypt’s failure to protect
them.
Following the April 9 church attacks, Christians beat a senior security official and kicked him out
of the Tanta church that had been
bombed hours earlier. Some of
them chanted slogans critical of the
Egyptian president.
Sisi visited Coptic Pope Tawadros
II on April 13 to offer condolences
and vowed to eradicate terrorism.
At the meeting, the pope said ter-

rorism would fail in its efforts to divide the country and said harmony
and love are needed to ensure the
safety of Egyptians.
Nevertheless, added to tough
economic conditions, which are
having a toll on support for Sisi on
the streets, the attacks on Christians weaken the people’s unity,
experts said.
“This is very dangerous because
a disunited nation can be easily
broken, while it faces all these challenges,” Ghattas said, “but I am sure
Sisi can keep the people united despite all these challenges.”

deepen the rift with Russia triggered by the April 7 missile strike
on the forces of Putin’s ally, Syrian
President Bashar Assad. One-fifth
of Syria’s warplanes, the regime’s
main strike arm, were destroyed in
the US strike.
The fallout could be significant
in the Middle East, already dangerously riven by the Syrian war, with
major powers supporting the various factions in the conflict.

between Tillerson and Putin.
“We have reached a better understanding with each other after what we have done today and
hope contacts will be continued,”
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov said.
Despite his positive spin, major strategic differences remain,
with Moscow clearly determined
to stand by Assad, through whom
Russia has established military
bases in Syria as part of Putin’s
drive to restore Moscow’s Cold War
power, while Trump now favours
removing the Syrian dictator from
power to open the way for a peace
settlement.
“There is a low level of trust
between our two countries,” Tillerson admitted. “The world’s two
foremost nuclear powers can’t
have this kind of relationship.”

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

Syria conflict widens rift between US and Russia
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he meeting between US
Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson and Russian
President Vladimir Putin
on April 12 signally failed
to reduce tensions between Washington and Russia in the messy
aftermath of an April 4 chemical
weapons attack in Syria and a retaliatory US missile strike.
The political temperature in the
Middle East remains high, particularly as the US missile attack on a
Syrian airbase on April 7 — the first
direct US military intervention in
the 6-year-old Syrian war — was
followed by other US operations
that point to a sharp increase in its
military activity globally.
US President Donald Trump
dispatched a naval task force off
North Korea in advance of reported ballistic missile tests and, on
April 13, the US Air Force dropped

America’s most powerful non-nuclear bomb on Islamic State targets
in Afghanistan, the first time the
9,800kg bomb has been used in
combat.
The events are seen as a sharp
turn by the Trump administration

from its declared policy of “America First” to using the United States’
vast military power to enforce its
often stumbling diplomatic manoeuvres.
It is a development that could
widen the Syrian conflict and

Latest operations
point to a sharp
increase in the US
military activity
globally.

Low point. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) and US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson arrive for a news conference
following their talks in Moscow, on April 12.
(Reuters)

(Reuters)

Hopes that the Moscow meeting would reduce tensions between
Washington and Moscow, including
the United States claiming the Russians knew in advance of the alleged
chemical strike, were dashed despite
the 2-hour meeting in the Kremlin
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