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Cairo

E 

gyptian officials are re-
cruiting Christian volun-
teers to increase security 
around churches in the 
country following attacks 

by the Islamic State (ISIS) targeting 
Coptic Christians.

The move, observers said, was 
an indication of the size of the 
challenge of securing the coun-
try’s churches but it has polarised 
Egypt’s Christian community and 
raised suspicions that protecting 
churches from attack was not a pri-
ority for the government.

“Protecting the churches is the 
job of the security agencies, not of 
Christian civilians,” Christian ac-
tivist Kamal Zakhir said. “A move 
such as this will lead to more evil 
than good.”

The plan includes the Egyptian 
Interior Ministry training Chris-
tian civilians to provide security 
around churches, including on how 
to conduct searches and liaise with 
local security authorities. Egypt’s 
churches often post volunteer se-
curity guards alongside armed po-
lice officers on holy days and cel-
ebrations.

The Christian volunteers would 
not be given firearms but would 
screen those entering the church 
to ensure they were not carrying 
weapons or explosives. The plan 
was unveiled by Bishop Marcos of 
the Shoubra al-Khema Diocese in 

Cairo and a former spokesman of 
the Coptic Orthodox Church.

Bishop Marcos said Christian 
volunteers were receiving security 
training. Given that security volun-
teers would already be part of the 
local congregation, they would be 
best equipped to recognise suspi-
cious figures entering the church.

Opponents said, however, that 
— apart from opening the door to 
accusations from Egypt’s power-
ful Islamist movements that the 
churches are starting to have their 
own “armed militias” to defend 
them — the plan would pit church 
volunteers against attackers.

“It is as if the government is tell-
ing us that we have to confront the 
radicals who attack our churches 
ourselves,” Zakhir said.

Egypt’s Christians, approximate-
ly 10% of the Egyptian population, 
have been caught in the country’s 
fight against terrorism. ISIS, in par-
ticular, has sought to target Chris-
tians to spread sectarian strife.

ISIS claimed responsibility for 
several attacks on Egyptian church-
es in Cairo, Alexandria and the Nile 
Delta city of Tanta, as well as on a 
bus carrying Christian worshippers 
in May.

Coptic Christians in Egypt’s res-

tive Sinai Peninsula, where an 
entrenched ISIS is facing off with 
Egyptian troops backed by Bedouin 
fighters, fled their homes following 
repeated ISIS attacks and threats.

The strategy appeared to pay off 
when a man, hiding a knife in a 
bag, tried to enter a church in Al-
exandria. Another man in civilian 
clothes, apparently a security vol-
unteer, prevented the person from 
going into the church and alerted 
security officers.

The attacker used the knife to 
slash at the guard’s neck before 
being overpowered by churchgo-
ers and other volunteer security 
guards.

Given the increased threats fac-
ing Egypt’s churches, not just in 
terms of coordinated attacks by 
ISIS but also low-level knife attacks 
inspired by the terrorist group, 
many are welcoming any measure 
that provides greater security and 
safety.

“The Christians are full of fear 
because of repeated attacks against 
their churches,” said Naguib Ga-
briel, a lawyer for the Coptic Ortho-
dox Church. “The authorities are 
doing whatever they can to secure 
the churches but the presence of 
additional support from Christian 
volunteers will help a lot in this re-
gard.”

The Coptic Orthodox Church has 
instructed Christian worshippers 
to cancel church visits and avoid 
leaving churches in groups. Father 
Polis Halim, the official spokesman 
of the church, said the instructions 
were issued because of “current se-

curity conditions.”
The church cancelled seminars, 

gatherings and events scheduled 
in July at churches. It is not clear 
whether usual activities at Egypt’s 
2,900 churches will return in Au-
gust with trained Christian volun-
teers boosting security efforts.

“Christian volunteers, especially 
those familiar with those who at-
tend to the churches for masses, 

will help a lot in preventing stran-
gers from entering the churches,” 
said security expert Khaled Oka-
sha. “This does not mean that the 
state is shirking its responsibility 
for protecting the churches. Church 
protection is the job of everybody 
in this country.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist  based in Cairo.

Cairo

T 

he announcement of the 
liberation of Benghazi by 
Libyan National Army 
(LNA) commander Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar 

could be a turning point for the 
North African country, Egyptian 
experts said.

“This finally gives hope that one 
party can end the conflict in Libya 
in its favour,” said Zyad Akl, a re-
searcher at Egypt’s Al-Ahram Cen-
tre for Political and Strategic Stud-
ies. “Benghazi’s liberation can be 
a model for similar military suc-
cesses in other areas in the future.”

The second largest city in Libya, 
Benghazi was historically Libya’s 
economic capital. The north-east-
ern city was declared free of Islam-
ist militias on July 5. “After a con-
tinuous struggle against terrorism 
and its agents that lasted more 
than three years… we announce 
to you the liberation of Benghazi,” 
Haftar said.

Together with neighbouring 
Tobruk, Benghazi can form the 
nucleus of what Haftar and politi-
cians aligned with him call “Free 
Libya.” The aim is to push Islamist 
militias, including those aligned 
with al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS), towards the south and 
west.

Even after Haftar’s declaration 
of victory, fighting continued in 
the eastern city as pockets of fight-

ers refused to surrender. The re-
maining resistance is expected to 
be easily brushed aside but dem-
onstrates the scale of the chal-
lenge faced by Haftar and the LNA.

“One of the challenges is for 
Haftar and his army to fill in the 
void left by the Islamist militias 
in Benghazi,” said Libyan politi-
cal analyst Ezzedine Akil. “There 
is also uncertainty about whether 
Haftar will use this victory as a 
morale-boosting force for his army 
to extend its control to other cit-
ies.”

LNA spokesman Colonel Ahmed 
al-Mesmari said Benghazi would 
serve as a starting point to gain 
control over 80% of Libyan terri-
tory.

In his speech announcing the 
“liberation” of Benghazi, Haftar 
said residents of the north-eastern 
city could start enjoying a new fu-
ture of peace and security.

This, experts said, was easier 
said than done.

Benghazi is a sprawling city, 
twice the size of Baghdad, inhab-
ited by 500,000 Libyans who have 
experienced severe conditions 
since the 2011 revolution. Subse-
quent conflict in the city between 
Haftar’s forces and Islamist mili-
tias resulted in damages that will 
require major work to repair.

Even after Haftar’s success in 
Benghazi, the fight to liberate the 
rest of Libya remains.

“True, Haftar is building a pro-
fessional army with officers and 
pilots receiving training in Egypt 
and other countries but he has 
other rivals,” Akil said. “These ri-
vals will make his push into other 
parts of Libya, including Tripoli, 
very difficult.”

Haftar in March alluded to his 
plans to make Tripoli his next tar-
get. He said his army would help 
the capital’s residents, warning 
militias controlling the capital 
against staying.

He said his victory in Beng-

hazi did not mean that his battle 
against what he called “terrorism” 
had come to an end. “The battle 
will not end before we root this 
terrorism out of all Libyan territo-
ries,” Haftar told the Russian news 
agency Sputnik.

The road to Tripoli is difficult, 
with the presence of ISIS in a num-
ber of cities, including Sabratha, 
Derna and Msallata, along the way.

“The troops of the internation-
ally recognised Fayez al-Sarraj 
government are also present in — 
apart from Tripoli — areas outside 
the capital and will prevent Haftar 
and his army from reaching it,” 
Akil said. “Islamist militias are also 
present and strong in Misrata.”

Growing international sup-
port for Haftar, particularly from 
neighbouring Egypt, could decide 
the future of Libya.

Egypt, the United Arab Emir-
ates and Russia invested heavily in 
Haftar and his army, despite a 2011 
UN arms embargo.

Libya’s unrest has deeply affect-
ed the security situation in Egypt. 
Authorities said most of the arms 
that fall into the hands of militants 
fighting the army in the Sinai Pen-
insula were from Libya.

Egyptian air strikes in May tar-
geted ISIS and al-Qaeda positions 
in several Libyan cities, includ-
ing Derna, after militants killed 
28 Egyptian Christians as they 

travelled to a monastery in south-
western Egypt.

Egypt’s military said that it 
foiled dozens of infiltration at-
tempts from Libya every month 
but  that the border with Libya is 
expected to pose less of a security 
risk as more of eastern Libya falls 
under Haftar’s control.

“Most of the arms and explo-
sives used by ISIS militants in Sinai 
and other parts of Egypt against 
the army come from Libya,” said 
political analyst Saeed al-Lawindy. 
“With most of eastern Libya com-
ing under Haftar’s control, Libya 
will gradually stop being a di-
rect national security menace to 
Egypt.”
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Major challenge. Security forces stand outside the Tanta Coptic 
church that was bombed last April.                                                                         (Reuters)

Sinai perspective. Members of the self-styled Libyan National Army, loyal to the country’s eastern 
strongman Khalifa Haftar, ride on a tank in the eastern city of Benghazi, on July 5.                                     (AFP)
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