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Cairo

A 

major tribe is seeking to 
form a tribal coalition to 
fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Egypt’s 
Sinai Peninsula.

The Tarabin Bedouins, one of 
the largest tribes in the area with as 
many as 40,000 members, would 
urge the alliance’s participants to 
cease offering refuge to ISIS fight-
ers and suspend cooperation with 
the group, with the objective of 
driving it out of its North Sinai 
stronghold.

“We have embarked on forming 
a coalition of all tribes in Sinai to 
kick this venomous organisation 
totally out,” said Sheikh Ibrahim 
al-Ergani, a Tarabin chieftain. “All 
tribes are now ready to fight ISIS 
side by side with us.”

Fighting between Tarabin and 
ISIS was sparked in April by the 
killing of a tribal elder by ISIS 

militants. Tarabin reciprocated by 
lynching an ISIS militant. ISIS at-
tacked a Tarabin checkpoint with a 
booby-trapped car, killing six tribe 
members.

Tarabin has taken several ISIS 
militants hostage and killed oth-
ers. The tribe has posted record-
ings of its interrogation of ISIS 
militants on social media, with the 
ISIS fighters purportedly revealing 
information about their Sinai Prov-
ince leaders.

Efforts by Tarabin to unite Sinai 
tribes against ISIS, Ergani said, 
have included meetings with tribal 
leaders, the formation of a unified 
stance against the group and coor-
dination of battlefield operations 
against it.

“So far, we have struck deals 
with more than 50 tribes to fight 
ISIS,” Ergani said. “Some tribes 
have joined us, even without pub-
licly declaring this, lest their mem-
bers should be targeted by this tak-
firist group.

Animosity between Tarabin 
and ISIS could be good news for 

the Egyptian Army, which has 
been trying to obtain cooperation 
from Sinai tribes in the state’s war 
against the militant group.

Sinai tribes refused to cooper-
ate with the army, experts said, 
for reasons including fear of retali-
ation and the presence of shared 
business interests between ISIS 
and some tribes, particularly 
smuggling networks between Sinai 
and the Gaza Strip.

Sinai’s tribes have also gener-
ally been ambivalent towards the 
Egyptian government. Tribesmen 
have felt neglected by succes-
sive Egyptian governments, while 
Egyptian officials have tradition-
ally viewed the Bedouin, who have 

cross-border ties with tribes in Is-
rael, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, with 
suspicion.

ISIS has become an existential 
threat to Sinai’s tribes, seeking to 
silence some and threatening the 
business interests of others. ISIS 
has killed hundreds of Egyptian 
troops and policemen, driven most 
of North Sinai’s Christian families 
out and is trying to push outside 
Sinai, carrying out operations in 
Cairo and Alexandria.

Egypt’s powerful military has 
found it difficult to deal with ISIS’s 
hit-and-run tactics in the moun-
tainous Sinai region. The Sinai 
Peninsula is largely unknown to 
Egyptian Army troops, who were 
barred from entering some areas 
in the peninsula following the 1978 
Camp David Accords.

This, security experts said, out-
lines the need for cooperation be-
tween the army and local tribes in 
fighting ISIS in the Sinai Province.

Sheikh Issa al-Kharafin, a chief-
tain of the Rumailat tribe, one of 
the other major tribes in the Sinai 

Province, confirmed that his group 
has united with Tarabin in fighting 
ISIS. He also confirmed that Tara-
bin tribesmen are acting as scouts 
and guides for the Egyptian Army 
in the Sinai Peninsula, providing 
intelligence about ISIS positions 
and bases.

“We know exactly where these 
militants hide,” Kharafin said. “We 
share information in this regard 
with the army and coordinate at-
tacks against the militants with it.”

Cooperation between Sinai tribes 
and the army would represent a 
major turning point in Egypt’s fight 
against terrorism and the military 
group that has turned some parts 
of North Sinai into virtual no-go 
areas for Egyptian troops.

“This cooperation will surely 
end the ongoing war in favour of 
the army,” said Gamal Abu Zekri, 
the former assistant interior min-
ister. “In fact, the success of the 
army in arresting a large number 
of ISIS leaders and militants in the 
past weeks boils down to this co-
operation.”

Cairo

F 

ive Egyptian political par-
ties have joined forces 
to try to unseat Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi in next year’s presi-

dential elections.
“There must be an alternative to 

the incumbent president, who is 
performing poorly,” said Hamdeen 
Sabahi, the leader of the leftist Pop-
ular Current Party, one of the parties 
in the agreement. Sabahi, who bills 
himself as a Nasserist, was the sole 
candidate against Sisi in Egypt’s 
2014 presidential election, but took 
less than 5% of the vote.

“Political parties have ideas on 
how best this country can get out 
of the deteriorating conditions in 
which Sisi has mired the nation,” 
Sabahi said.

The agreement was signed in May 
by five broadly left-wing parties: the 
Popular Current, the Constitution 
Party, the Freedom Party, the Egyp-
tian Social Democratic Party and the 
Justice Party. The five parties were 
all formed after the 2011 revolution, 
although many have ties to longer-
standing political movements.

“Our initiative is peaceful and 
aims to put an end to poverty and 
bring about justice for all Egyp-
tians,” said Khaled Dawoud, head of 
the Constitution Party. “We want to 
convince Egyptians that there can 
be an alternative to Sisi who can 
solve their problems.”

Prospective candidates include 
Sabahi, Egyptian-American space 
scientist and former presidential 
adviser Essam Heggy and former 
head of Egypt’s Central Auditing 
Organisation Hisham Geneina, who 
was removed from office by Sisi.

Although Egypt’s presidential 
elections are not due until mid-
2018, there has been considerate 
media speculation after Sisi, in late 
April, said: “I swear by God that I 
will not stay in office for a second 
(more) if the people do not want me 
to.”

“I swore an oath to respect the 
constitution,” he said during an 
Egyptian youth conference.

Egypt’s constitution limits a 

presidency to two 4-year terms. A 
pro-Sisi member of parliament in 
February submitted a constitutional 
amendment to increase presidential 
terms to six years. That move was 
quickly dropped under public pres-
sure but served as an indication of 
the growing division that surrounds 
Sisi, who previously enjoyed huge 
public support.

Several officials from President 
Hosni Mubarak’s government, over-
thrown in 2011, are expected to try 
to make political comebacks in the 
2018 presidential election. Among 
them could be Ahmed Shafiq, civil 
aviation minister under Mubarak 
who stood against Muslim Brother-
hood candidate Muhammad Morsi 
in Egypt’s 2012 presidential elec-

tions, observers said. There have 
been rumblings that former Egyp-
tian Army chief Sami Anan could 
also stand for president.

Despite worsening day-to-day 
conditions for average Egyptians 
following the flotation of the na-
tional currency and the slashing of 
subsidies, few expect Sisi to face 
any real challenge in next year’s 
elections.

“Like all other parties in this 
country, the parties that made the 
deal have no actual presence on the 
streets,” said Tarek Fahmi, a politi-
cal science professor at Cairo Uni-
versity. “Polls are not only about 
the economy. Sisi knows that his 
popularity is no longer as high as 
it was four years ago but he made 
achievements that will speak loudly 
for him.”

Sisi cites the launch of infrastruc-
ture projects worth billions of dol-
lars, including a new capital on the 
outskirts of Cairo and the Suez Ca-
nal project as accomplishments that 
will boost the economy. The popu-
lar former army chief also points 
to the presence of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in the Sinai Peninsula as rea-
sons to retain him as the country’s 
leader.

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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Tribes to the rescue. Egyptian tribesmen head towards an area where ISIS militants are believed to be hiding.                (Facebook page of the Sinai Tribes Federation)

Prospective candidate. Former presidential candidate Hamdeen 
Sabahi attends a protest in Cairo against restrictions on the media, 
on May 4.                              (Reuters)
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Tribesmen are acting 
as scouts and guides 
for the Egyptian Army, 
providing intelligence 
about ISIS positions 
and bases.

A number of Mubarak-
era officials are 
expected to try to 
make political 
comebacks in the 2018 
presidential election.


