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T 

he formation of a Supreme 
National Anti-Terrorism 
Council is a recognition 
by the Egyptian leader-
ship that state institutions 

have failed to act to protect minori-
ties against terrorism, experts said.

“The new body signals the presi-
dent’s desperation with state agen-
cies, especially al-Azhar,” said 
Sayyid al-Qemany, an author and 
outspoken critic of al-Azhar. “Al-
Azhar should have acted a long time 
ago to protect Christians against 
radicals.”

Since coming to power three 
years ago, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi has been calling on 
al-Azhar, Sunni Islam’s most pres-
tigious institution, to lead religious 
reform efforts.

Sisi’s calls came during a high 
wave of religious extremism that in-
cluded attacks against army person-
nel and police.

Hundreds of army troops and of-
ficers have been killed by extrem-
ists from an organisation affiliated 
with the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
smaller groups linked to the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Recent attacks have targeted 
Egypt’s Christian minority, which 
has staunchly supported Sisi.

Last December, an ISIS militant 
set off an explosive device in a Cai-
ro chapel, killing 26 Christians and 
wounding scores of others. On April 
9, ISIS suicide bombers attacked 
churches in the northern coastal 
city of Alexandria and in the Nile 
Delta city of Tanta, leaving 45 peo-
ple dead and 150 others wounded.

ISIS Sinai has repeatedly attacked 
Christians in the North Sinai city of 
al-Arish, forcing dozens of families 
to flee from Sinai.

These attacks and the failure 
of state institutions to act foment 
public anger and raise sympathy 
for the Christians. When ISIS hit at 
the churches on April 9, Muslims 
launched blood donation cam-
paigns to help the bombings’ vic-
tims.

A common trait of many terror-
ist attacks in recent years has been 
that the perpetrators were gradu-
ates of the schools and universities 
of al-Azhar.

“The curricula al-Azhar schools 
and universities teach to their stu-
dents are venomous and encourage 
the students to hate those following 
other beliefs,” Qemany said. “Al-
Azhar has done nothing to change 
these curricula despite repeated 
calls by the president.”

He referred to a book taught to 
first-grade students at al-Azhar Uni-
versity, whose author says fighting 

those who do not believe in Islam is 
the duty of every Muslim.

Al-Azhar’s failure to reform reli-
gious discourse is said to be causing 
friction with Sisi.

Sisi was vocal about his despera-
tion with al-Azhar in January when 
he addressed Grand Imam Sheikh 
Ahmed al-Tayyeb in public, saying: 
“You made me suffer.”

Tayyeb has resisted calls for 
branding ISIS a “bunch of apos-
tates,” even as he says the actions 
of the radical group have nothing to 
do with Islam.

Al-Azhar scholars said attacks 
against their institution were 
fuelled by ignorance about the 
work they did in renewing religious 
discourse and fighting extremism.

“We have initiated massive cur-
ricular change,” said Abbas Shou-
man, a senior official of al-Azhar. 
“The real problem lies with those 
clerics who appear on TV, although 
they do not belong to al-Azhar, and 
spread radical ideas.”

Sisi’s formation of the Supreme 
National Anti-Terrorism Council 
was announced only hours after 

the April 9 bombings. The council, 
which will include representatives 
of all ministries, will have the sole 
mandate of fighting terrorism, pres-
idential spokesman Alaa Youssef 
said.

In a way, experts said, the body 
would play the role state institu-
tions should be playing in the fight 
against terrorism and the protec-
tion of minorities.

Egypt’s parliament has not yet 
passed legislation to speed up the 
trials of individuals accused of stag-
ing and planning terrorist attacks. 
Sisi raised the issue in June 2015, 
following the assassination of Pub-
lic Prosecutor Hesham Barakat.

He said the country’s judges were 
limited by laws that slow the trials 
of terrorists.

“Lawmakers act as if they live 
in another country,” said Khaled 
Montaser, who writes on religious 
extremism. “How many Egyptians 
should die before state institutions 
acted to protect them?”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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I 

mposing a state of emergency 
may give Egyptian authorities 
additional powers to track and 
arrest suspected terrorists but 
fighting terrorism effectively 

needs more than that, experts said.
“By taking all the necessary secu-

rity measures, the state of emergen-
cy can help arrest terrorists, but this 
is something and eradicating ter-
rorism is something else,” said left-
ist politician Hussein Abdel-Razik. 
“Fighting terrorism should not be 
restricted to security, but should 
include an intellectual and cultural 
dimension.”

The state of emergency went into 
effect April 10, a day after two sui-
cide attackers set off explosive de-
vices inside churches in the north-
ern coastal city of Alexandria and 
in the Nile Delta city of Tanta. The 
bombings left at least 40 people 
dead and more than 150 others in-
jured.

Coptic Pope Tawadros II was in-
side Saint Mark’s Church in Alexan-
dria, minutes before a bomb was set 

off in the church.  By claiming the 
attacks, the Islamic State (ISIS) in-
dicated that its anti-Christian drive 
was still part of its overall plans.

With the state of emergency, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi seems to be seriously increasing 
security measures against terrorist 
groups. This comes with Roman 
Catholic Pope Francis planning to 
visit Egypt in late April.

A state of emergency has been in 
effect for three years in Sinai where 
Egypt is fighting a group affiliated 
with ISIS. The recent decree, how-
ever, marked the first time the state 
of emergency was being enforced 
outside Sinai since 2013 when Is-
lamist President Muhammad Morsi 
was ousted by the army following 
mass protests against his govern-
ment.

Security experts said the state of 
emergency would allow Sisi to re-
fer terrorism cases to special courts 
where judges can quickly adjudicate 
them. Rulings issued by these courts 
would not be subject to appeal, they 
said.

“This will achieve the purpose be-
hind enforcing the state of emergen-
cy,” said Farouk Megrahi, a retired 
police major-general. “Ordinary 
courts have problems issuing quick 
rulings in cases of terrorism partly 
because of laws regulating the work 
of these courts and partly because 
these courts are crippled with too 
much work.”

The state of emergency gives the 
president the right to ask the army 
to guard important state institu-
tions, impose tighter supervision on 
the media, decide when commercial 
shops can open and close, terminate 
fire arms’ licences and force resi-
dents to evacuate some areas.

These measures, experts said, will 
fight terrorists, not terrorism itself 
because the eradication of terrorism 
requires an ideological and cultural 
war as well.

“You cannot claim to fight terror-
ism while you allow the terrorists to 
spread their venomous ideas eve-
rywhere,” Abdel-Razik said. “Look 
at who controls the mosques and 
you will know why it is not easy to 
stem… the extremist tide.”

Mosque control has become a 
contentious issue as more of them 
have fallen under the control of Is-
lamist groups, including the ultra-
orthodox Salafists and the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

The Religious Endowments Min-
istry, a state agency, is responsible 
for supervising the country’s ma-
jor mosques but a large number of 

smaller mosques, especially in rural 
parts of the Nile Delta and southern 
Egypt, are said to be controlled by 
Salafists and the Muslim Brother-
hood.

“These are where the next gen-
eration of terrorists is groomed,” 
Abdel-Razik said of these smaller 
mosques.

The government has been crack-
ing down on the Muslim Brother-
hood since mid-2013. It, however, 
ignores the Salafists’ control of 
many mosques, including in Alex-
andria.

However, some Salafists preach 
hatred against non-Muslims, say 
women are unequal to men, insist 
that Christians do not have the right 
to assume positions of leadership in 
this country and bar Muslims from 
congratulating Christians on their 

religious occasions, experts said.
The Religious Endowments Min-

istry says it is not silent and is try-
ing to have all mosques under its 
control.

Apart from measures to prevent 
clerics not commissioned by it from 
preaching, the ministry added, it re-
moves extremist materials, includ-
ing books written by hardliners.

“[Control of mosques] is an im-
portant issue in fact because the 
ideas preached at the mosques de-
termine people’s understanding of 
their religion,” said Sheikh Ibrahim 
Moheieddin, a senior Religious En-
dowments Ministry official. “We 
realise that mosques are at the fore-
front of this country’s battle against 
terrorism and this is why we do our 
best to prevent extremists from 
controlling them.”
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Not enough. A police helicopter flies before the funeral of victims of the Palm Sunday bombings of 
Egyptian Coptic churches in Cairo, on April 10.                                                                                         (Reuters)    
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Under duress. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) observes a minute of silence for the victims of the church attacks with leaders of the Supreme Council of the 
Armed Forces and the Supreme Council for Police at the Al-Ittihadiya Presidential Palace in Cairo, on April 9.                                                                                                                              (Reuters)


