
9September 17, 2017

Cairo

F 

ollowing the recent killing 
of 18 soldiers in North Si-
nai by Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters, Cairo is facing 
rising calls to deploy more 

military forces against the group. 
They come despite legal restric-
tions limiting the number and type 
of forces that Egypt can maintain 
on the restive Sinai Peninsula as 
part of the 1979 peace treaty with 
Israel.

“True, the army has managed 
to reduce the capabilities of the 
Sinai terrorists… but Egypt needs 
to walk a long way until it declares 
the peninsula totally free of the 
terrorists,” said Samir Badawi, a 
retired army general. “This makes 
it necessary for the army to deploy 
heavy military equipment and 
more troops into Sinai, something 
currently prohibited by the secu-
rity arrangements included in the 
peace treaty.”

The calls come after 18 Egyptian 
soldiers were killed in an ambush 

by ISIS fighters in North Sinai on 
September 11.  A bomb targeted an 
Egyptian armoured convoy trav-
elling 30km west of El Arish, the 
capital of North Sinai, followed by 
a gun battle with ISIS militants. 
Just a few days later, two Egyptian 
soldiers were killed in a suicide at-
tack on a North Sinai checkpoint.

Following the incident, Prime 
Minister Sherif Ismail said Egypt 
was committed to fighting ISIS 
with its “full force.” Egyptian secu-
rity experts have called for Cairo to 
deploy heavy equipment and more 
troops to the Sinai Peninsula to 
combat ISIS, particularly in north-
ern Sinai despite the Egyptian-
Israeli peace treaty that explicitly 
enshrines the demilitarisation of 
the area.

“This is becoming an imperative 
as the army and police face this 
tough war from the ISIS terrorists,” 
said Ahmed Abdel Halim, a mem-
ber of the Egyptian Council for 
Foreign Affairs, a union of Egypt’s 
strategists and former diplomats.

The 1979 peace treaty between 
Cairo and Tel Aviv — the first 
between an Arab country and  
Israel — enshrined a demilitarised 

zone on the joint Egyptian-Israeli 
border. The treaty also divides Si-
nai into three distinct zones and 
places limitations on the types of 
forces that Egypt can deploy into 
each area.

ISIS is primarily concentrated in 
central and northern Sinai, Zone 
B. According to the treaty, “Egyp-
tian border units of four battalions 
equipped with light weapons and 
wheeled vehicles will provide se-
curity and supplement the civil 
police” in Zone B. Many Egyptian 
security experts have said ISIS 
would never have been able to gain 
a foothold in the peninsula were it 
not for the military restrictions.

Currently, security coordination 
between Egypt and Israel in Sinai 
is said to be at its highest in three 
years, allowing Cairo to deploy 
more troops in Sinai than strictly 
permitted by the treaty.

In January, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced 
the deployment of 20 army bat-
talions in Sinai to fight ISIS. This 
amounts to between 20,000 and 
25,000 troops. Tel Aviv has also 
permitted Cairo to deploy troops 
and heavy equipment in Zone C, 
the area closest to the border with 
Israel. According to the treaty, 
no Egyptian military presence 
should be permitted in this area, 
with only Egyptian civil police 
armed with light weapons allowed  

to operate there.
Many in Egypt have called for 

an amendment to the peace treaty 
to formally allow Cairo to deploy 
more troops and heavy equipment 
to the Sinai Peninsula. This would 
have a positive effect on the na-
tional security of both Israel and 
Egypt, analysts said.

“This is why it is necessary for 
the army to have the necessary 
means to defend the security of 
the peninsula,” Badawi said.

Nonetheless, legal experts say 
there are limits to what Egypt can 
demand as far as the peace treaty 
with Israel is concerned. Bilateral 
agreements cannot be amended or 
changed unilaterally.

“This means that Egypt must get 
Israel to approve an amendment of 
the treaty if Cairo wants that,” said 
Nabil Helmy, the former dean of 
the College of Law at Zagazig Uni-
versity in the Nile Delta. “Under-
standings between Cairo and Tel 
Aviv in the past months led to the 
presence of more troops in areas 
banned by the treaty.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo facing calls to increase Sinai military presence

Ibrahim Ouf

A long way to go. Army trucks carry Egyptian tanks in a military convoy in El Arish, Egypt’s northern Sinai Peninsula.                                    (AP)
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Egypt needs to walk a 
long way until it declares 
the peninsula totally free 
of the terrorists.

Samir Badawi, a retired 
army general

D
espite US President 
Donald Trump’s 
close embrace of 
Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
earlier this year, rela-
tions between the 

two countries appear to be on a 
downward path.

In August, the Trump adminis-
tration suspended $195 million in 
US military assistance — out of the 
usual $1.3 billion per year — largely 
because Congress already was 
planning to restrict aid over Egypt’s 
human rights violations and lack of 
democratic progress. The admin-
istration also decided to transfer 
about $96 million in economic aid, 
some of which has been held up for 
years because of Egyptian bureau-
cratic obstacles, to other countries.

Under US law, the executive 
branch must withhold 15% of the 
$1.3 billion in military aid if the 
State Department cannot certify 
that Egypt is making progress on 
human rights. Although the law 
carries a national security waiver, 
the Trump administration chose 
not to exercise it as a signal of its 
unhappiness with certain policies 
of the Sisi government.

Trump also was concerned 
about Egypt’s military relation-

ship with North Korea. Although 

the Egypt-North Korea relationship 
goes back to the Cold War era, it 
apparently angered Trump, who 
wants to put maximum pressure 
on North Korea over its nuclear 
and missile tests. Trump conveyed 
this concern directly to Sisi in a 
telephone call, according to various 
press reports.

The US Senate committee respon-
sible for appropriation of foreign aid 
proposed only $1 billion in military 
assistance and only $75 million in 
economic aid to Egypt for fiscal 
year 2018, a decrease from $1.3 bil-
lion and $112.5 million, respectively 
from 2017. In addition, the Senate 
bill calls for increasing the with-
holding of aid to 25% unless the 
State Department determines that 
Egypt is making tangible progress 
on human rights and allowing civil 
society organisations to function 
without interference.

So why the shift?   First, Trump 
wants to show that while he regards 
Sisi as an ally in the fight against 
terrorism, he will not be oblivious to 
aspects of Egyptian behaviour, such 
as its relationship with North Korea, 
that interfere with his agenda.

Second, although Trump has had 
differences with Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson on several matters, 
he appears to be letting Tillerson 
run the Egypt portfolio for the time 

being. Tillerson has been reflecting 
the State Department’s institutional 
frustration with Sisi over domestic 
issues, which mounted when Sisi 
signed the restrictive NGO law that 
had been in limbo for many months.

Third, influential US senators 
who most closely follow the US-
Egypt relationship, such as Lindsey 
Graham, R-South Carolina, and Pat-
rick Leahy, D-Vermont, long have 
been frustrated with Sisi’s poor hu-
man rights record and his unwill-
ingness to change it. They are in 
powerful positions to do something 
about the situation. Trump appar-
ently did not want another fight on 
his hands.

The problem for the bilateral 
relationship is that US pressure, 
and particularly using aid as a lever, 
has not worked in the past and is 
not likely to work now. Egypt is one 
of those prideful countries with 
an ancient civilisation where such 
pressure can often backfire, as the 
Obama administration discovered.  
When former US President Barack 
Obama decided to withhold a large 
portion of military aid to Egypt 
in October 2013 in response to the 
regime’s violent crackdown on the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the regime 
did not bend and even doubled 
down on repression.

US aid does not have the same 

bang for the buck it once had.  Be-
cause the annual $1.3 billion in US 
military aid has been constant for 
over three decades, its value has de-
clined in real terms when adjusted 
for inflation.  US economic aid, 
which was once $800 million a year, 
now hovers around $100 million.

Sisi has also shown he can play 
the international game quite well: 
He has broadened economic ties 
with China and renewed military 
ties with Russia. He retains the po-
litical and economic support of the 
Saudis and the Emiratis, and his de-
cision to join these wealthy states 
in boycotting Qatar earlier this year 
was largely aimed at maintaining 
this support.

Although Sisi can be accommo-
dating to Trump to some degree — 
he has reportedly distanced Egypt 
from North Korea and has moved 
closer to South Korea in the past 
couple of weeks — the administra-
tion and Congress are not likely 
to see an improvement in human 
rights or democratic progress 
simply because Washington is 
withholding a portion of US aid and 
using it as leverage.

No matter how tempting it is for 
US officials to use aid as a lever, it 
will not work in Egypt’s case. In the 
meantime, the once close US-Egypt 
relationship is fraying.
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