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Cairo

E 

gyptian authorities are 
revising street names in 
Cairo, addressing calls 
to change historical Ot-
toman-era street names 

amid growing Egyptian-Turkish 
antipathy.

The calls gained strength after 
a report by an Egyptian academic 
branding the Ottoman rulers “col-
onisers” led to a street named for 
Ottoman Sultan Selim I to no long-
er be called in his honour.

Deputy Cairo Governor Moham-
ed Ayman said he supports the 
moves. “It is totally illogical that 
our streets be called after Ottoman 
figures when our country has peo-
ple who deserve this honour much 
more,” he said. “We must change 
these street names.”

The Street Naming Committee 
in Cairo is to present a plan to the 
Egyptian cabinet to rename streets 
with Ottoman or otherwise non-
Egyptian sounding names. The 
committee is creating a database 
of suspect street names. The list is 
expected to include hundreds of 
streets.

Authorities assured residents 
they would be part of the process 
of choosing new street names. One 
of the proposals was to rename 
streets after Egyptian Army and 
police personnel killed in the war 
on terrorism.

The dispute over Cairo’s street 
names comes as Egypt’s relations 
with Turkey deteriorate. Relations 
worsened after the Egyptian Army 
backed a popular uprising against 
Islamist President Muhammad 
Morsi in 2013. Since then, Cairo 
and Ankara have faced several is-
sues, including Egypt accusing 
Turkey of supporting the outlawed 
Muslim Brotherhood and seeking 
to interfere in its domestic affairs.

Ankara said it considered a 2013 
Egyptian-Cypriot maritime demar-
cation agreement over the eastern 
Mediterranean invalid. Cairo react-
ed angrily to the perceived Turkish 
threat to its interests in the east-
ern Mediterranean. An Egyptian 
Foreign Ministry statement said 
that Cairo would “confront” any 
attempts to infringe or diminish 
Egypt’s rights in the area.

Mohamed Sabri al-Dali, a profes-
sor of history at Helwan University, 
published a study highlighting the 
bloody record of Selim I in Egypt, 
leading Cairo Governor Atef Abdel 

Hamid to order Selim I Street in 
north-eastern Cairo renamed.

Selim I was the Ottoman ruler 
who conquered Egypt in the 16th 

century. Dali described him as 
Egypt’s “first coloniser.”

“The Ottomans made catastro-
phes during their five centuries of 
presence in our country,” Dali said. 
“They left us a dastardly legacy 
that turns them into criminals, not 
heroes who deserve to be glori-
fied.”

While some might criticise the 
street renaming project as an at-
tempt to rewrite history, many in 
Egypt support a nationalist trend 
sparked by Egypt’s war on ter-
rorism and various regional chal-
lenges.

Egypt’s regional standing was 
weakened by years of unrest fol-
lowing the 2011 revolution against 
longstanding President Hosni 
Mubarak. A year of Islamist rule 
after the revolution threatened 
further instability and challenged 
Egypt’s perceived nationalist and 
pan-Arab identity.

Following the ouster of Morsi, 
there has been a return of tradi-
tional nationalist sentiment in 
Egypt and having street names 
honouring Ottoman-era figures ap-
pears to contradict that trend.

Ayman denied the move has to 
do with political differences be-
tween Cairo and Ankara and more 
to do with Egyptian attempts to 

express patriotism. Many Egyptian 
lawmakers have spoken publicly in 
support of the renaming process 
and linking it to regional tensions.

MP Mohamed al-Komi, who said 
he would lead a move in parlia-
ment to pressure administrative 
officials in all Egyptian provinces 
to change foreign street names, 
asserted that Egypt’s Ottoman his-
tory is far from bright.

“They came here as occupiers 
and left our country in devasta-
tion and backwardness,” he said. 
“Why should we name our streets 
after those who colonised and de-
stroyed our country?”

Opponents warned that seeking 
to change street names is short-
sighted, particularly if it was based 
on temporary political tensions.

“History is history and the peo-
ple behind the street naming 
campaign should know this,” said 
Ahmed al-Sherbini, a professor of 
modern history at Cairo Univer-
sity. “We might differ on the legacy 
of some of the figures after whom 
the streets are named but this dif-
ference should not open the door 
for changing facts about these fig-
ures.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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gypt launched a large-
scale operation to root 
out Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants entrenched 
in the Sinai Peninsula, 

where fighting between the gov-
ernment and various Islamist ter-
rorist groups has been going on for 
more than five years.

“The army has never launched 
an operation of this scale before in 
Sinai,” said retired army General 
Sameh Abu Hashema. “For the first 
time, all military branches are par-
ticipating, including the navy, the 
air force and ground troops.”

Comprehensive Operation Sinai 
2018, begun February 8, has the 
goal of eradicating terrorism and 
securing control over all Egyptian 
borders, military spokesman Colo-
nel Tamer al-Refaai said.

Operations have not been lim-
ited to central and northern Sinai, 
where ISIS has an entrenched pres-
ence, but also took place in the Nile 
Delta, the Nile Valley and the West-
ern Desert.

The operation came after Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
in late November, gave the military 
three months to “secure and stabi-
lise” the Sinai Peninsula, follow-
ing an attack on Al-Rawda mosque 
in Sinai that killed more than 300 
people.

In addition to tens of thousands 
of troops, the military is using F-16 
fighter jets, attack helicopters, 
tanks and armoured vehicles to 
secure areas in northern and cen-
tral Sinai. The Egyptian Army said 
dozens of militants had been killed 
and hundreds more arrested.

Egypt has been fighting militants 
in the Sinai Peninsula since the 
2011 revolution. However, the in-
surgency took a major turn in 2013 
following the ouster of Islamist 
President Muhammad Morsi.

Both al-Qaeda-linked militants 
and ISIS are known to operate in 
the Sinai Peninsula, which has 
suffered decades of neglect from 
the central government, leading 
to disenchantment among local 
tribes. Al-Qaeda and ISIS have 
even fought each other, with 
ISIS’s branch — known as Sinai  
Province — believed to be encour-
aging foreign fighters to go to the 
region.

Military analysts said the army 
in recent months collected intel-

ligence about terrorist hideouts, 
arms depots and supply routes to 
plan a massive multipronged op-
eration across the country.

On February 10, military troops 
took control of ISIS’s local media 
centre in what many deemed a ma-
jor blow to the organisation. The 
centre, media reports said, con-
tained valuable information about 
militants and their combat plans.

Despite statements from the 
Egyptian Army announcing suc-
cessful missions, questions remain 

as to whether Operation Sinai 2018 
will end ISIS’s presence in Egypt. 
ISIS and other Islamist militant 
groups have been operating in Si-
nai for years and previous military 
operations failed to dislodge them.

“This means that they are totally 
familiar with the vast deserts of 
the peninsula and its mountains, 
which gives them an advantage,” 
said Sameh Eid, a former member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood and an 
expert on Islamist terrorist move-
ments. “Some of the militants are 
also highly trained and have very 
advanced weapons.”

In late December, ISIS destroyed 
a military helicopter shortly after 
it touched down at Al-Arish Mili-
tary Airport. The attack narrowly 
missed killing Egypt’s defence and 
interior ministers, who had just 
disembarked from the helicopter.

The precision of the rocket fired 
on the helicopter and the intelli-
gence required to carry out the at-
tempted assassination of two min-
isters — who were secretly visiting 
Sinai — offered insight into ISIS’s 
increasingly sophisticated capa-
bilities.

Many ISIS militants fleeing Syria 
and Iraq are believed to have trav-
elled to Sinai. Hardened by years 
of fighting, these foreign militants 
are believed to be behind the re-
cent terrorist attacks in Egypt, 
including the mosque massacre. 
Witnesses to the attack said the 
gunmen spoke Levantine Arabic.

A second objective of the op-
eration, the military said, was to 
secure Egypt’s borders and the 
timing of Operation Sinai 2018 
was meant to send a message as 
Cairo faces regional challenges,  

analysts said.
The operation coincides with in-

creasing tensions between Egypt 
and Turkey over maritime bor-
ders and natural resources in the 
eastern Mediterranean. Cairo is 
also dealing with a crisis with Ad-
dis Ababa and Khartoum over Nile 
water rights and Ethiopia’s con-
struction of the Grand Renaissance 
Dam.

“Some regional powers are mis-
takenly thinking that they can en-
croach on Egypt’s borders easily 
and without problems,” said Samir 
Ghattas, a member of the Egyptian 
parliament. “To these powers, it 
must be clear that Egypt has an 
army that can defend its interests 
and its borders with all force.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Massive effort. Egyptian Army armoured vehicles on a highway to North Sinai during a launch of a major assault against militants, on 
February 9.                                                                                      (Egyptian Ministry of Defence)
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