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gyptian air attacks against 
radical Islamist targets in 
Libya have Algerian lead-
ers bristling over Cairo’s 
expanding scope of action 

in North Africa. Egypt’s strikes have 
also raised fears among Libyans 
about a new regional game of influ-
ence that could leave their country 
cut up by neighbours and foreign 
powers.

After Egyptian jet fighters 
bombed bases held by radical Is-
lamists, in retaliation for the May 
26 massacre of Egyptian Christians, 
the Algerian Foreign Ministry an-
nounced that the diplomatic gath-
ering in June would “assess the 
situation in Libya in the light of the 
recent developments at the politi-
cal and security levels.”

The killing of 29 Christian Copts 
in Egypt and the massacre of 22 
people at a pop concert in Eng-
land in the same week by a suicide 
bomber with ties to radical Islam-
ists in Libya refocused attention on 
Libya as a springboard for jihadists.

Nowhere is this concern felt more 
acutely than in Egypt, where per-
petrators of previous attacks have 
been identified mostly as locals. 
Cairo has, however, expressed great 
anxiety over extremists entering 
Egyptian territory from Libya.

The jihadists who attacked 
Egypt’s Christians had trained in 
Libyan Islamist militant camps, 
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry told US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson.

Libya, which has been mired 
in conflict and lawlessness since 
the ouster of dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011, has proven an easy 

location for the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and various radical Islamist fac-
tions to establish bases. Their pres-
ence has brought frightening impli-
cations for Libya and heightened 
fears among its neighbours.

Tunisian jihadists trained in 
camps in Libya before sneaking into 
their home country to carry out at-
tacks in 2015, including the killing 
of 38 tourists at a Tunisian beach.

While Libya has received lim-
ited foreign assistance to stem the 
expansion of radical Islamists, it 
has transformed into a crowded 
field of foreign protagonists that 
are backing, through intelligence 
assistance, money, weapons or air 
strikes, one or more of the vari-
ous militias and political forces in-
volved in the conflict.

In 2016, various foreign powers 
were engaged in a battle between 
ISIS fighters and Libyan forces in 
Sirte. The United States conducted 
air strikes, Britain provided intelli-
gence and logistical support and It-
aly helped with medical assistance.

The United States also sent jet 
fighters to strike an ISIS base in Sa-
bratha in 2016, killing an estimated 
40 operatives.

Egypt’s recent moves added a 
dimension to the web of foreign 
intervention and triggered specu-
lation that Cairo’s ally in eastern 
Libya, Field Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar, who leads anti-Islamist forces, 
could gain support.

Security observers pointed out 
that Egypt had yet to announce the 
end of its air campaign, which tar-
geted Islamist bases that Haftar had 
been trying to take over for months.

The head of Libya’s Government 
of National Accord (GNA), Fayez al-
Sarraj, and his backers feared the 
raids could embolden Haftar to join 
militias vying for control in Tripoli.

Such a development would draw 
other countries to side with rival 

forces in western and southern 
Libya, effectively turning Libya 
into another battlefield in the war 
against “Islamist extremism.”

Military experts said that Libya’s 
geography, Arab rivalries and divi-
sion between the United States and 
Europe in the West make any mili-
tary solution to the Libyan conflict 
unlikely.

Libya’s GNA, especially, was re-
portedly angered by Egypt’s strikes.

Diplomats in the Maghreb speak-
ing on condition of anonymity said 
Sarraj called Algerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika’s Chief of Staff 
Ahmed Ouyahia in the middle of 
the night to ask Algiers to plead 
with Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi to stop the air strikes

“The air strikes in Libya will not 
solve the security issues of Egypt,” 

Bouteflika told Sisi in a written 
message, two diplomats in the re-
gion said.

Algerian security analysts said 
Sisi was using the attack on Egyp-
tian Christians to turn Egypt into 
a “night vigil state” in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

“The Egyptian president, whose 
country badly needs US aid, has 
clearly accepted to be the military 
subcontractor of the Americans,” 
Algerian security analyst Sadek 
Sahraoui said. “The attack against 
the Copts appeared to have given 
the pretext for the Egyptians to 
endorse the policy to be the police-
men in the region.”

Alilat Yazid, another security an-
alyst, said the Egyptian air strikes 
prompted Algeria to call for the 
June meeting.

Diplomats from Algeria, Egypt 
and Tunisia have been trying to 
broker a solution to the Libyan con-
flict and have convened multiple 
times in recent years. The three 
countries’ foreign ministers met in 
Tunis early this year to urge Libya’s 
military and political factions to-
wards reconciliation. However, the 
foreign ministers of Egypt and Tu-
nisia did not show at a ministerial 
meeting on Libya hosted by Algiers 
in May.

“Libya has reached a crossroads. 
It faces the danger of fragmenta-
tion or the spectre of colonisation 
or domination by neighbouring 
countries whether they are Arab or 
African of parts of Libya under the 
pretence of fighting terrorism and 
securing their borders with Libya,” 
said Libyan writer Wafa al-Baraki.
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Reservations. Algeria’s Minister for African and Maghreb Affairs Abdelkader Messahel (C) attends 
the meeting of Libya’s neighbouring countries in Algiers, on May 8.                                                       (Reuters)

Egypt’s recent moves 
added a dimension to 
the web of foreign 
intervention.

Algerian analysts say 
Sisi is using the 
attack on Egyptian 
Christians to turn 
Egypt into a “night 
vigil state.”

F
ollowing an attack on 
Egyptian Coptic 
Christians in Minya for 
which the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility, Cairo 

began a campaign of air strikes 
against militants in Libya. Egypt 
said the strikes on Derna in 
eastern Libya and Jufra in the 
south were self-defence against 
militant training camps that pose 
a direct threat to Egyptian 
national security.

However, the strikes, which 
were coordinated with Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan 
National Army (LNA), will 
complicate efforts to achieve a 
peaceful settlement in the 
conflict in Libya.

ISIS has a presence in Egypt 
and has carried out several 
attacks in the country. ISIS has 
recently targeted Coptic Chris-
tians, exacerbating sectarian 
tensions.

Cairo has had limited success 
against the militant insurgency 
within its borders and experts 
noted that the strikes in Libya 
were likely part of a domestic 
effort to present a strong reaction 
in response to the Minya attack. 
Despite Egypt’s claims, the 

strikes in Libya appeared not to 
target those responsible for the 
Minya attack.

The strikes in the east targeted 
the Shura Council of Mujahideen 
in Derna, which denied attacking 
inside Egypt. The group’s 
activities have been largely 
limited to the city of Derna, 
where it has been fighting forces 
loyal to Haftar.

In the south, the LNA has been 
fighting militia forces linked to 
the UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli. 
Fighting escalated in southern 
Libya when militias aligned with 
the GNA attacked Haftar’s forces 
at the Brak al-Shati airbase.

While a show of strength 
domestically was certainly part 
of the equation, Egypt’s motiva-
tions for the air strikes are more 
complex. Egypt has rhetorically 
expressed support for the 
UN-backed process and the GNA 
while simultaneously providing 
support to Haftar in his fight 
against Islamists throughout the 
country.

Some suggested that Egypt’s 
coordination with the LNA 
indicated that the strikes were 
planned before the Minya attack 
to bolster Haftar’s position. The 
air strikes in effect killed two 
birds with one stone by allowing 
Egypt to claim a strong response 
to the Minya attack while dealing 
a blow to Haftar’s enemies.

Critically, Egypt’s actions could 
hinder recent, albeit limited, 
progress made towards reaching 
a deal between Haftar and GNA 

Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj 
after the two met in Abu Dhabi 
on May 2. Following on the Brak 
al-Shati escalation, Egypt’s 
attacks could provide Haftar with 
a pretext to continue his military 
campaign in Libya. Cairo’s clear 
decision to coordinate directly 
with Haftar displayed a purpose-
ful sidestepping of the GNA, 
which rejected the attacks as a 
breach of Libya’s sovereignty.

Egypt had appeared to be 
adopting a policy more in line 
with that of the international 
community by hosting Sarraj in 
Cairo and engaging in regional 
efforts to reach a peaceful 
settlement in Libya. Yet the 
strikes demonstrate that Cairo’s 
commitment to a negotiated 
effort in line with the UN-led 
process is by no means defini-
tive.

Egypt is seeking to benefit 
from an ultimate settlement to 
the Libyan conflict that would 
preferably be made on Cairo’s 
terms. The strikes allow Egypt to 
reassert its influence in Libya 
and strengthen its ties with 
Haftar over that of the United 
Arab Emirates. This is unlikely to 
be the last time domestic 
Egyptian interests coincide with 
an opportunity to strengthen 
Haftar’s position.

Finally, Egypt’s efforts to 
bolster ties with US President 
Donald Trump played an impor-
tant role. Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi immediately 
called on Trump to support the 
strikes following the Minya 

Egyptian strikes in Libya reflect entrenched interests
attack. Cairo is likely attempting 
to play to the administration’s 
focus on counterterrorism and its 
rhetoric in support of the 
Christian minority in the Middle 
East to solidify what it views as a 
much more advantageous 
relationship with the United 
States than that under the Obama 
administration. This spells, even 
more, complications for efforts 
to find a solution in Libya.

The United States is unlikely to 
condemn Egypt’s strikes. Rather, 
the strikes by the strong US ally 
play well to Trump’s stated goal 
of defeating Islamist extremists 
in Libya and his reluctance to 
take up a role there beyond the 
realm of counterterrorism. The 
United States has failed to call 
out Egypt’s failed counterterror 
efforts within its borders and the 
Trump administration is likely to 
view Egypt’s strikes as a positive 
counterterror effort.

It is unclear how Egypt’s strikes 
in Libya will affect efforts to 
reach a negotiated settlement in 
Libya. The GNA has been 
strengthened by defeating rivals 
in Tripoli and consolidating its 
hold over the city, which could 
put Sarraj in a stronger position 
to negotiate with Haftar. How-
ever, the Egyptian strikes make 
clear that Cairo’s domestic and 
international interests are firmly 
entrenched in Libya.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the 
Middle East.
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View point
The Trump 
adminis-
tration is 
likely to 
view Egypt’s 
strikes as 
a positive 
counterter-
ror effort.

The air strikes allowed Egypt to 
claim a strong response to the 
Minya attack while dealing a 
blow the enemies of its Libyan 
ally Haftar.


