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Cairo

A 

n Islamic State (ISIS) at-
tack on a military check-
point in the Sinai Pen-
insula in which at least 
23 Egyptians were killed 

raised fears the terrorist group is 
showing renewed strength after a 
perceived lull in violence.

“By all measures, this was the most 
violent attack against army troops in 
Sinai in months,” said retired army 
general Hamdi Abu Hashema. “The 
scale and the strength of the attack 
are really worrying.”

On July 7, ISIS fighters in 24 SUVs 
charged a checkpoint in the remote 
village of el-Barth, south-west of the 
border town of Rafah. In addition to 
the 23 Egyptian soldiers killed, 40 
attackers died. Surviving militants 
looted the checkpoint of weapons 
and ammunition.

Cairo appeared to be making 
gains against ISIS in Sinai in recent 
months, including securing agree-
ments with Bedouin fighters to try 
to remove ISIS from the territory. 
The el-Barth attack shows the set-
backs have not hindered ISIS’s abil-
ity to coordinate large-scale attacks 
in the Sinai Peninsula.

Egyptian forces retaliated by at-
tacking an ISIS training camp in 
Egypt’s eastern province of Ismailia 
on July 8, killing 14 ISIS militants. 
Funerals for the Egyptian soldiers 
killed in the el-Barth attack were the 
same day and many Egyptians ex-
pressed anger about the assault.

Despite the setback, Egypt seems 
to be winning the fight against ISIS. 
In the first half of 2017, there were 
fewer terrorist attacks across Egypt 
than in previous years, including 
fewer attacks on Egyptian military 
targets in the Sinai Peninsula.

Military experts attributed the 

drop in terrorist operations in Si-
nai to a multilevel military strategy 
that has significantly weakened ISIS 
in Egypt. While ISIS has executed 
headline-grabbing attacks, such 
as the el-Barth assault or actions 
targeting Egypt’s Coptic Christian 
minority, its day-to-day operations 
have been significantly disrupted.

“Apart from alienating ISIS mili-
tants in most of Sinai, the army 
killed a large number of the group’s 
leaders and cut off the militants 
from supply routes,” said Reda Ya-
coub, another retired army general.

“Unrelenting army raids, the 
demolition of hundreds of smug-
gling tunnels along the border with 
Gaza and winning Sinai tribes to the 

army’s side were all measures that 
paid off.”

The objective of the el-Barth at-
tack was not just to send a message 
to Cairo, analysts said, but also to 
hinder rapprochement between the 
Egyptian government and Hamas. 
Egyptian media said some of the 
ISIS gunmen who took part in the 
attack were former members of Ha-
mas.

Following the attack, Hamas Dep-
uty Interior Minister Tawfiq Abu 
Naim said the group would further 
increase security along the border 
“to prevent any cases of wanted 
fugitives attempting to sneak into 
Gaza from Egypt.”

“If anything, this means that Ha-

mas is not in full control of the Pal-
estinian territory,” Egyptian secu-
rity analyst and ex-military official 
Samir Badawi said.

The el-Barth attack came after vic-
tories by the Libyan National Army 
against Islamist militias, including 

ISIS, in the north-eastern Libyan 
city of Benghazi after almost three 
years of fighting.

Although ISIS continues to have 
a presence in other Libyan cities, its 
defeat in eastern Libya is significant 
and will cut off ISIS in Egypt from 
one of its major supply routes. With 
increased security along the Egyp-
tian-Gaza border, ISIS supply lines 
are being squeezed from both sides.

“ISIS wants to say that although 
it is losing territories, it is far from 
dead,” Badawi said. “The attack 
aimed to present living proof of its 
strength.”

Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.

Cairo

E 

gypt is short on options 
to halt or circumvent the 
construction of Ethiopia’s 
Grand Renaissance Dam, 
which experts said will 

have negative effects on Egyptian 
access to Nile waters.

“Time is running out and the dam 
is about to become a fact on the 
ground. Egypt cannot stop it,” said 
Talaat Musallam, a retired army 
general and strategic analyst.

He ruled out the prospect of a 
military solution to the issue, say-
ing that, given that Ethiopia intends 
to start filling the dam this year, Cai-
ro’s room for manoeuvre is limited.

“The remaining diplomatic 
and legal options are inadequate 
because the project has already 
reached the point of no return,” he 
said.

Ethiopia hopes to fill the dam in 
five years but Cairo hopes to extend 
that period to seven years or more.

Legal experts suggested Cairo 
take the issue to the UN Security 
Council to seek a temporary halt 
in the construction of the multi-
billion-dollar hydroelectric project 
until further technical studies can 
be completed. Egyptian political 
experts also recommend mediation 
from international players, such as 
the United States, China or Russia.

Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance 
Dam is expected to reduce Egypt’s 
annual water quota from the Nile 
from 55 billion cubic metres to 40 

billion cubic metres, which would 
severely aggravate existing water 
shortages. Egypt, with a rapidly 
growing population, has a water 
deficit of 20 billion cubic metres.

The loss of an additional 15 billion 
cubic metres a year would have a 
debilitating effect on Egyptian agri-
culture, including the potential loss 
of 400,000 hectares of farmland.

Lower agricultural production 
would require more food imports 
for Egypt, the world’s largest wheat 
importer with 12 million tonnes an-
nually. Lower production would 
pressure the national budget, al-
ready showing deficit of almost 
30%.

“These are all catastrophic sce-
narios for our country,” said water 
and irrigation expert Ahmed Nour 
Abdel Monem. “Ethiopia is moving 
ahead with the project, although it 
is fully aware of the enormous harm 
it will cause to Egypt.”

The view in Addis Ababa is that 
the dam will cause no harm to 
downstream countries such as 
Egypt and Sudan.

In March 2015, Egypt, Ethiopia 
and Sudan signed a declaration of 
principles that included a pledge of 
cooperation based on “common un-
derstanding” and “mutual benefit” 
and to “take all appropriate meas-
ures to prevent the causing of sig-
nificant harm in utilising the Nile.”

The three countries had earlier 
hired an international firm to con-
duct technical and environmental 
studies on the dam but the results 
of the studies have yet to be pub-
lished, even as construction of the 
dam nears completion.

The mood in Cairo regarding the 
dam is gloomy, with general calls 
for Egyptian authorities to take ac-
tion but little hope that anything 
can be done.

A leaked recording purportedly 
of former President Hosni Mubarak 
emerged in June and revealed his 
preparedness to bomb the planned 
dam. Muslim Brotherhood leader 
and former Egyptian President Mu-
hammad Morsi, in a 2013 strategy 
session with key advisers that was 
unknowingly broadcast live, ap-
peared to consider throwing sup-
port to Ethiopian rebels to pressure 
Addis Ababa.

With the dam almost complete 
and a new political reality for Cairo, 
scenarios such as this are unlikely to 
play out.

“The current Egyptian admin-
istration has built bridges of trust 
with Ethiopia and will not resort to 
any violent scenario to resolve the 
issue,” Musallam said.

Egypt will have to adapt to acute 
water poverty while working to al-
leviate that as much as possible. 

Cairo has begun implementing an 
ambitious national water desalina-
tion and treatment strategy, which 
is expected to cost $50 billion in the 
coming decade.

The strategy, which includes the 
construction of sea-water desalina-
tion and sewage treatment plants, 
aims to make up for the expected 
drop in Egypt’s water resources.

Irrigation Minister Mohamed Ab-
del Aty said Egypt would need 114 
billion cubic metres of water every 
year to meet the needs of its grow-
ing population and move ahead 
with agricultural expansion and 
food production plans.

“Adaptation will prove very costly 
but it is the only way ahead for us to 
avoid the destructive consequences 
of the construction of this dam,” 
said Fawzi Diab, a researcher at the 
Egyptian state-run Desert Research 
Centre. “We must depend on desali-
nating seawater, treating and reus-
ing sewage and upgrading irrigation 
methods to save water to be able to 
survive.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian re-
porter in Cairo.
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Still deadly. Egyptian soldiers carry the coffin of a soldier who was killed in the Sinai Peninsula, on July 8.                                                    (AFP)

Shortfall. People line up with empty containers and bottles as 
they wait to collect filtered water in Toukh, Qalyubia governorate, 
north-east of Cairo.                                                                                (Reuters)
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With increased 
security along the 
Egyptian-
Palestinian border, 
ISIS supply lines are 
being squeezed 
from both sides.

Egypt will have to 
adapt to acute water 
poverty while 
working to alleviate 
that as much as 
possible. 

In general terms, 
Egypt seems to be 
winning the fight 
against ISIS.

Time is running 
out and the dam is 
about to become a 
fact on the ground. 
Egypt cannot stop 
it.”Retired army general 

Talaat Musallam


