
    

                      

Egypt: The latest terrorist incident will be used to justify political repression
Event: The government has labelled an explosion that killed 20 people and wounded 47 in
central Cairo on August 5 as a terrorist act.
Significance: The Interior Ministry has blamed the Hasm movement, a small militant group, for
the incident. It says that a car laden with explosives was involved in a collision with other
vehicles that resulted in a premature explosion outside a cancer hospital, which was not the
intended target. Following the Interior Ministry statement, President Abdel Fatah el-Sisi said the
state is determined to "pull out terrorism by the roots."
Analysis: The terrorist threat to mainland Egypt has been limited to occasional small-scale
attacks against tourists over the past two years. Hasm emerged in mid-2016 and claimed some
targeted attacks against officials in 2017, notably the state mufti and the assistant public
prosecutor, but has been largely inactive since then as a result of pressure from the state.
In July, President Sisi claimed that the authorities have been successful in combatting terrorist
groups in Egypt by destroying their infrastructure and bases. His speech came days after the
Interior Ministry claimed it had broken up a major plot by the Muslim Brotherhood, which Cairo
classifies as a terrorist organisation, to incite riots and other violence in a campaign that it said
was orchestrated through social media and satellite television channels. According to a 2018
report from the Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy (TIMEP), over 27,000 arrests have been
made since the Sisi government declared a war on terror, with half of those held belonging to the
Muslim Brotherhood.
Last month, the government extended its national state of emergency for an additional three
months, the ninth time it has done so since April 2017. The state of emergency provides the
president with extraordinary powers over all domestic media and the exercise of individual rights
to movement and assembly.
At the same time, the authorities continue to use terrorism as a justification for cracking down on
political dissent by broadening the definition of terrorism to include most forms of political
opposition. In addition, independent reporting of terrorism issues in Egypt can bring charges of
supporting terrorism, with carry severe penalties including capital punishment and long prison
sentences.
The main terrorism threat in Egypt emanates from North Sinai. Islamic State's (IS) Wilayat Sinai
has carried out a steady stream of ambushes, bombings and assassinations targeting security
forces, Sufis and Christians since 2014. IS preachers have accused Sufis of heresy, sorcery and
cooperation with security forces to justify attacks against them, most notably the 2017 attack on
the Rawda Sufi mosque that left over 300 dead.
The authorities have tried to reduce the terrorist threat in North Sinai. Figures from Cairo show
some 3,000 terrorists killed in Sinai since the beginning of the insurgency, although this number
is either inflated or includes innocent victims of security operations. An additional 9,000 residents
have been arrested on suspicion of being members of IS or other terrorist groups, with most
arrests focussed on a small part of the North Sinai governorate that has a total population of
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approximately 450,000 and where the number of residents killed or arrested as terrorists is far in
excess of the possible number of IS operatives.
The Egyptian Army is using informants -- manadeeb ("delegates") -- in an effort to improve its
intelligence in North Sinai, although most of those it selects tend to be alienated from tribes and
local communities. This makes them easier to co-opt, but not necessarily reliable.  Usually
wearing masks and dressed in army camouflage, the manadeeb identify terrorist suspects with
little corroboration and participate in their interrogation and even summary executions. The
security forces will often fail to distinguish between real terrorists and victims of informants with
personal grudges
The army is also hampered by Egypt's deeper problems in tackling the problems of North Sinai.
Most Sinai Egyptians are Bedouin who are distrusted by the government. They are kept out of
the security services and largely excluded from any but the most minor economic activity and
development. Moreover, many of North Sinai's 450,000 people have roots in Palestinian Gaza,
just across the border, and see little reason to integrate with Egyptian society at large.
This situation is exacerbated by the state's policies in the region. Demolition crews have been
razing buildings, homes and farms, both as a collective punishment and as an attempt to reduce
available cover for insurgents through the creation of unoccupied 'buffer zones'. Thousands of
houses in the city of Rafah (70,000 residents) are affected because they fall under a new two-
kilometre buffer zone established on the border with the Gaza Strip.
Lack of health services and schools have been among the main grievances of Sinai residents,
where public services are scarce and investment for regional economic development even
scarcer. Profitable tourist facilities in south Sinai prohibit employment of local Bedouin and have
been built on land seized from Bedouin owners. Bedouin are also excluded from Interior Ministry
forces.
This resulting distrust of the state, and the difficulty in infiltrating insular communities that have
distinct dialects and accents, results in poor levels of operational information that leave the
military's abundant weaponry of little practical use in the absence of credible and actionable
intelligence. The overuse of often poorly trained conscripts further undermines security efforts.
Despite this, it is unlikely that the government under President Sisi will amend its policies in the
Sinai to shift the emphasis towards development. This political stagnation will continue to foment
opposition that can now find few forms of expression other than violence.
Looking ahead: Terrorist attacks in mainland Egypt will remain infrequent, with tourist locations
being the most likely targets, as the government confines the main threat to North Sinai. Egypt
will keep using the threat from terrorism to justify heightened levels of political repression.
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