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gypt’s military retaliation 
against training camps in 
Libya following a terror-
ist attack against Coptic 
Christians could result in 

further domestic and regional insta-
bility, experts warned.

“Opening new fronts outside na-
tional borders within the war on 
terrorism will necessarily be risky,” 
said Samir Badawi, a former Egyp-
tian assistant defence minister. 
“The terrorist groups that are tar-
geted will seek retaliation.”

Egypt outlined its new anti-ter-
rorism strategy after at least 28 Cop-
tic Christians were killed May 26 as 
they travelled to a desert monastery 
in the central province of Minya. 
The Islamic State (ISIS), which has a 
presence in Libya and Egypt’s Sinai 
Peninsula, claimed responsibility 
for the attack.

After the attack, 60 fighter jets, 
including newly acquired French-
built Rafales, attacked training 
camps affiliated with ISIS and al-
Qaeda in the north-eastern Libyan 
city of Derna.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, in a televised address, said 
the gunmen who carried out the at-
tack near Minya received training 
in Libyan terrorist camps. Analysts 
speculated that the arms and equip-
ment used in the attack could have 
been smuggled from Libya.

“Egypt will never hesitate to 
strike terror camps anywhere… If 
it plans attacking Egypt whether 
inside or outside the country,” Sisi 
said in an announcement that sig-
nalled a shift in Egypt’s defence 
policy.

Egypt continued air strikes on 
Libya in coordination with the Lib-
yan National Army, which is led by 
Libyan Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
and opposes the UN-backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord. Haftar, 
however, is an ally of Cairo.

“Anyone sponsoring terrorism 
will be punished no matter where 
they are. We have not announced 
the cessation of military operations 
against terrorist training camps,” 
military spokesman Colonel Tamer 
al-Refaei told Egypt’s state-owned 
Al-Ahram newspaper.

Libyan militia commanders con-
firmed that strikes targeted two 
groups affiliated with al-Qaeda, not 
ISIS. Explaining targeting terrorist 
groups linked to both al-Qaeda and 
ISIS, Refaei said that Cairo makes no 
distinction between the two in the 
wider fight against terrorism.

“The realisation strategists in 
Cairo are reaching is that they can-
not cut off only one head of the 
hydra that is terrorism and leave 
other heads moving freely in other 
places,” said political analyst Abdel 
Momen Halawa.

“To eradicate terrorism, Egypt 
must have a comprehensive strat-
egy to bring it to an end inside and 
around it once and for all,” he add-
ed.

Western experts warned that fo-

cusing on the fight against ISIS in 
Libya could leave Egyptian security 
and military forces stretched in the 
fight against the terror group in Si-
nai. ISIS in Sinai — known as Sinai 
Province — has strengthened its 
presence in the northern Sinai Pen-
insula.

Attempts to enlist local Bedouin 
tribes in the fight against ISIS have 
borne some fruit but experts warn 
that Egypt’s military could find it-
self fighting a war on two fronts.

“Militias targeted by the air strikes 
will inevitably react, either directly 
or indirectly, both inside and out-

side Egypt,” Badawi warned.
In 2015, ISIS killed 21 Egyptian 

Copts in Libya, apparently in re-
taliation for Egypt’s crackdown on 
Sinai Province and its support for 
Haftar.

There are fears that Egypt’s reac-
tion to the latest attacks on Copts 
will set off a new cycle of vengeance 
affecting Egyptian interests inside 
and outside the country.

The Interior Ministry placed all 
security directorates on high alert 
and sacked security chiefs in 14 
provinces amid preparations for a 
new security plan to protect Coptic 

Christian sites.
There are expectations that fu-

ture military strikes could include a 
wider bombardment of tunnels be-
tween the Gaza Strip and Sinai and 
even air strikes in Sudan.

“The Egyptian leadership is 
mindful that there will be reper-
cussions to military action abroad,” 
said retired army General Hossam 
Sweilam. “This action will neces-
sarily be coupled with measures to 
prevent any backlash.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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War on two fronts. An Egyptian fighter jet takes off from an undisclosed location in Egypt to strike 
militant hideouts in the Libyan city of Derna, on May 26.                                                                                 (AP)

There are fears that 
Egypt’s retaliation 
will set off a new 
cycle of vengeance 
affecting the 
country’s interests.

Libyan militia 
commanders 
confirmed that strikes 
targeted two groups 
affiliated with 
al-Qaeda, not ISIS.

Egypt’s bolder approach in the war on terror

F
or Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the 
possibility that terrorist 
attacks in Egypt were 
connected to poles 
outside Egypt was 

always present. The Egyptian 
authorities, however, were 
helpless against them lest they 
would be accused of infringing on 
the sovereignty of another 
country.

In early 2015, following the 
slaughter of 21 Egyptian Copts in 
Sirte, Libya, at the hands of Islamic 
State (ISIS) elements, the Egyptian 
Air Force conducted air strikes 
against them in Libya and Egypt 
was criticised for transgressing 
international law.

Egyptian authorities have 
revealed that it had conducted 
several air strikes against training 
camps belonging to the Shura 
Council of Mujahideen in Derna in 
eastern Libya. The strikes came as 
a response to the attack on buses 
in Minya in central Egypt that had 
killed at least 28 Copts and injured 
many others.

This time, there was no criticism 
levied against Egyptian authorities, 
who seemed satisfied with the 
air strikes and threatened that it 
would continue to pursue terrorists 
outside Egypt.

Such a bold step taken by Egypt 
was long overdue. It had not 
been possible previously because 
influential countries protected 
extremist groups in the region 
because these countries think that 
their interests are best served by 
these groups.

That spell has been lifted. 

Interested parties are realising 
that too much extremism and 
terrorism in the Middle East is 
a threat to Western countries. 
Terrorist attacks, such as the one 
in Manchester, England, recently 
and others before it in France, 
Belgium and Germany, tipped the 
scales against extremist groups. 
With Donald Trump in the White 
House, the war on terror will target 
countries providing financial 
backing or safe haven for terrorist 
groups.

In his speech at the Riyadh 
summit, Sisi clearly and frankly 
indicated that the best way to 
eradicate terrorism is by dealing 
with its sources first. Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates had 
taken a very critical stand of Qatar’s 
lenient policies towards extremist 
Islamist movements. Speaking at 
the Twitter forum in Riyadh, UAE 
Foreign Minister Abdullah bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan and Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir made 
explicit references to countries 
sponsoring terrorism and insisted 
that cutting off that support was the 
first step in eradicating terrorism.

Egyptian authorities must have 
had those considerations in mind 
when they ordered the air strikes 
against extremist groups in Derna. 
Their action marks the start of a 
new phase in the war on terror. The 
2015 operation in Sirte was hastily 
put together as a quick reaction 
to take revenge for the massacre 
and to send a reassuring message 
to Coptic Egyptians but the Derna 
strikes could set a precedent for 
further actions.

Cairo had secretly backed Libyan 
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar and 
the Libyan Army in eastern Libya. 
There is no need for secrecy 
anymore and coordination efforts 
with Haftar are readily visible. 
Previous warnings against getting 

directly involved in the Libyan 
crisis have died out as support 
from abroad for extremist groups in 
Libya has waned.

Thanks to the tremendous 
progress by Egyptian security 
forces in their battle against 
terror cells in Egypt, the country’s 
authorities can turn their attention 
to outside sources of terror. During 
the last two years, the Egyptian 
government has signed weapons 
deals with countries in the East and 
in the West. While still concerned 

about support coming to terrorist 
groups in Egypt from rogue zones 
in neighbouring Libya and Sudan, 
the authorities have nevertheless 
succeeded in equipping Egyptian 
security forces with the latest 
weapons and equipment needed 
to track down and pursue terror 
groups.

In dealing with its enemies, be 
they other countries or terrorist 
groups, Egypt seems to have 
freed itself of the traditional 
prudent approach where external 
reactions seem to weigh a lot. It 
is now taking a bolder approach 
and will continue to take the 
initiative. The older approach 
was bogged down in a myriad of 
internal considerations that had 
given Egypt’s enemies the chance 
to continue undermining the 
country’s security while thinking 
that the state is incapable of 
controlling the situation.

By changing its strategies in the 
war on extremist groups, Egypt 
will confuse its enemies. They 
have always opted for violence 
knowing that the government’s 
reaction would not go beyond the 
usual statements of condemnation. 
But now, Egypt is part of a wider 
understanding among the major 
powers of the urgency of the war on 
terror and is likely to widen its anti-
terror operations to include zones 
beyond its borders with Libya.

To succeed in its new strategy, 
the Egyptian government must 
first ensure public support for its 
choices by working towards easing 
up the economic and social crises. 
It must also decisively win its 
war on terror groups in Sinai and, 
finally, ensure international support 
for its anti-terror operations beyond 
Egypt’s borders.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.
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View point
Such a bold 
step taken 
by Egypt 
was long 
overdue.

By changing its strategies in the 
war on extremist groups, Egypt 
will confuse its enemies.

New phase. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi gives an address after the attack on 
Christians in Minya, on May 26.                  (Reuters)


