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De-Securitizing Counterterrorism in the
Sinai Peninsula
Sahar F. Aziz1
On October 22, 2016, a senior Egyptian army
officer was killed in broad daylight outside his
home in a Cairo suburb.2 The former head of
security forces in North Sinai was allegedly
murdered for demolishing homes and killing
a number of residents in Sinai.3 Since 2011,
hundreds, if not thousands, of civilians,
soldiers, and militants have been killed by
waves of state and non-state violence that
have transformed the Sinai Peninsula into a
conflict zone.4
The Sinai has been a focal point of political
and security concerns for over four decades.
Occupied by Israel after the 1967 Arab-Israeli
war and returned to Egypt following the 1979
Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty, the Sinai Peninsula
stands at the center of tensions between two
regional powers. Although the two countries
agreed to the de-militarization of the Sinai
and subsequent oversight by the Multinational
Force and Observers, the peninsula became
highly securitized through aggressive Egyptian
policing against residents. Moreover, the
Sinai’s remote and rough terrain offered an

ideal location for lucrative human, drug, and
weapons smuggling (much of which now
comes from Libya), and for militant groups to
train and launch terrorist attacks against both
the Israeli and the Egyptian governments.5
Egypt’s January 2011 uprisings created a
political vacuum throughout the country that
furthered destabilization in Sinai.6
This policy briefing examines how the myriad
political and socioeconomic challenges in
the Sinai have contributed to conflict and
instability.7 The briefing argues that Sinai’s
security crisis is due in large part to a potent
combination of hyper-securitization of
governance, state neglect, and poverty. As
such, the response to the deteriorating security
situation should not be more militarized
policing, but rather more development that
meaningfully includes the local population,
particularly the Bedouin tribes. That is,
inclusive
bottom-up
development—not
securitized counterterrorism—will provide
sustainable solutions for preventing violence in
Sinai.

Sahar Aziz is a former nonresident fellow at the Brookings Doha Center and professor at Texas A&M University School of Law. This policy
briefing is based, in part, on her article, “Rethinking Counterterrorism in the Age of ISIS: Lessons from Sinai,” Nebraska Law Review 95, no.
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for their exceptional support. She also thanks the BDC staff for their work reviewing, editing, translating, and publishing the briefing.
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To be clear, this policy briefing's focus on the
political, economic, and social problems in
Sinai should not be interpreted as detracting
from similar problems in other parts of Egypt.
Because the Sinai currently serves as the physical
base of more terrorist activity than other parts
of Egypt, however, it warrants special attention
and recommendations tailored to its unique
circumstances. Indeed, transforming the Sinai
into a safer and more economically prosperous
governorate would not only benefit Egypt,
but also a region from which transnational
terrorist groups actively seek to attack targets in
Europe and beyond. The consequences of what
happens in Sinai are no longer limited to Egypt
and bordering nations.
Fertile Ground for Terrorism
Though often overlooked in the international
media, the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) in
the Sinai Peninsula demonstrates the failure
of securitized counterterrorism as a strategy.
The political violence that has transformed
Sinai into a conflict zone is rooted more in
local grievances festering for decades than in
ideological motivations. Had such grievances
been meaningfully addressed by past Egyptian
regimes, as well as their Western allies, the
violence debilitating the peninsula arguably
could have been prevented.
Although three times the land mass of the Nile
Valley and Delta, Sinai’s 550,000 residents
comprise less than one percent of Egypt’s

population.8 Three-fourths of residents live
in North Sinai, where most of the violence is
taking place. Seventy percent of Sinai residents
are Bedouin comprised of 15 to 20 tribes who
live throughout Sinai.9 Cultural and linguistic
factors connect Bedouin in North Sinai with
Arab residents of present-day Gaza and Israel.
These tribes live on both sides of the EgyptIsrael border, making political alliances
and economic interests less restrained by
nationality.10
When Sinai was under Israeli control from 1967
to 1982, the Bedouin’s livelihood transitioned
from semi-nomadic pastoral to low-wage
work in charcoal manufacturing, shopkeeping, camel transport, hunting, fishing,
and guiding pilgrims at Mount Sinai.11 Upon
regaining possession of Sinai, Egypt converted
over 200,000 acres of tribal desert land into
agricultural land. Consequently, Bedouin
who owned arable land were forced to accept
lower quality land in the interior of Sinai and
stripped of the core livelihoods that defined
their Bedouin identity.12 Tribes owning land
in South Sinai’s coastlines were also coerced to
sell it or accept an exchange of lower quality
land to make way for wealthy businessmen
from elsewhere in Egypt to build luxury hotels.
Although some of South Sinai’s tribes benefited
from peripheral tourism activities, employers
primarily recruited Egyptians from the Nile
Valley as they openly discriminated against
Sinai residents.13 Meanwhile, the centralized
government in Cairo spent little on developing
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Sinai’s infrastructure, schools, and economy
for the benefit of the local population.14 As
a result, South Sinai’s level of food poverty is
nearly double that of Egypt, and North Sinai is
Egypt’s poorest governorate.15
With no steady source of income and exclusion
from legal employment in Sinai’s thriving
tourism sector, many Bedouin turned to
smuggling.16 Members of Sinai tribes whose
land crossed the Israel-Egypt border leveraged
their relations to smuggle goods, people,
weapons, and drugs into Israel and Gaza.17
Israel’s blockade of Gaza, starting in 2007,
made smuggling the primary means for goods
to enter Gaza, thereby increasing profits.18
Additionally, unemployment in Rafah, a
Palestinian city on the Egypt-Gaza border,
decreased from 50 to 20 percent in 2008 due to
a rise in work related to cross-border tunnels.19
The lucrative $500 million annual enterprise
enriched multiple stakeholders in Israel, Gaza,
and Egypt. Egyptian police, for example, were
reportedly actively involved in the drug trade
while other government officials took a cut of
profits along the production and distribution

chain.20 This may partially explain why the
Mubarak regime ignored the smuggling routes
established by Sinai Bedouin and Gazans.21
Nonetheless, Bedouin bore the brunt of the
state’s punitive security practices. By the early
2000s, groups such as “Tawhid wal-Jihad”
had established themselves in North Sinai,
where they recruited disaffected Bedouin
and Palestinian youths motivated by local
grievances.22 When these groups carried out a
string of terrorist attacks from 2004 to 2006 in
South Sinai, the regime subjected the Bedouin
to an aggressive counterterrorism crackdown.23
Authorized by Egypt’s emergency law, security
forces arbitrarily arrested hundreds of Sinai
residents, often torturing them and leaving
them to languish for years without charge in
inhumane prisons.24 Police would even arrest
women and children to secure the surrender of
male tribal members—a grave and incendiary
violation of tribal traditions.25 The security
forces also destroyed hundreds of homes and
farms in raids, often without warning, likely
killing civilians, under the pretext that terrorists
owned the property.26

Jeremy M. Sharp, “Egypt: Background and U.S. Relations,” Congressional Research Service, March 24, 2017, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/
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Sinai residents have accused security personnel
of stealing their money, jewelry, clothes, and
furniture, before burning down their homes.27
These shortsighted and rights-violating
approaches to counterterrorism ultimately
caused many innocent civilians to radicalize,
triggering a cycle of revenge-seeking violence.28
To be sure, not all members of the diverse
Bedouin tribes responded to their harsh
circumstances and treatment in the same
way.29 Some rejected militant groups, refusing
to join or aid them, which often led to violent
retribution. Some Bedouin profited from
militants, getting paid to serve as guides and
hide them from security forces in Sinai’s rough
terrain. And some joined militant groups,
often either to avenge the death or torture of
their relatives by security forces, or out of an
ideological commitment to overthrow what
they believe is a repressive and illegitimate
regime.30
Changes in Egyptian government policies and
practices to make them rights-protective—
both in Sinai and other parts of Egypt—can
minimize the ability of militant groups to
recruit and strengthen their operations in the
Sinai. Gainful employment and a cessation
of abusive security practices against innocent
civilians could eliminate the financial and

dignity factors that allow militants to leverage
the local populations’ vulnerabilities and
grievances toward their violent goals.31
More political freedom and less state violence
against residents, combined with an increase in
employment opportunities, could potentially
transform local residents from victims of
militant terrorism or government repression
to equal citizens and partners with the state
who have a common interest in making Sinai
a prosperous and safe governorate. Achieving
this, however, requires a paradigm shift
from securitized counterterrorism toward a
development-driven strategy that meaningfully
addresses the residents’ basic needs: jobs, food,
infrastructure, education, equal citizenship
rights, and safety from state and non-state
violence.
From Securitized Counterterrorism
Sustainable Development

to

The Egyptian government’s coercive, rather
than collaborative, method of governance
throughout Egypt has exacerbated security
threats in Sinai. Violence has increased,
government relations with local residents
remain poor, and militants exploit social,
economic, and political hardships to recruit
disgruntled residents.32

Ismail Alexandrani, “The War in Sinai: A Battle Against Terrorism or Cultivating Terrorism for the Future?,” Arab Reform Initiative 19, March
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30
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The prevailing reactive approach aims merely
to prevent the next attack, rather than resolve
the underlying problems that fuel militancy
and terrorism inter-generationally.33 Had
the government treated the Bedouin more
humanely and as citizens rather than criminals,
the number joining militant groups arguably
would be significantly smaller. Being partners
with the government, as well as having
alternative lawful sources of income, would
give Sinai’s residents a vested interest in
weakening the militants.34 Instead, securitized
counterterrorism strategies treat Bedouin as
part of Sinai’s security problem. It is, thus, long
overdue to allocate government resources and
foreign aid toward improving the lives and
treatment of the Bedouin through long-term
sustainable development.
Although the government has undertaken
development initiatives in the Sinai, they have
been poorly funded, of limited scope, and
managed by disengaged Cairenes.35 Rarely have
Bedouin tribal leaders and other Sinai leaders
been included in the negotiations and project
selection for developing the Sinai.36 Nor are
Bedouin in elected offices representing the Sinai
in setting development strategies.37 On the rare
occasions when Egyptian officials have invited
local residents to discuss their grievances, their
recommendations have been disregarded.38

For example, in 1995, the government
announced the National Project for the
Development of Sinai (NDPS). NDPS
committed to invest $20.5 billion into Sinai
between 1995 and 2017. A key component of
the project was to increase Sinai’s population
of a few hundred thousand primarily
Bedouin inhabitants to three million through
labor migration from the Nile Valley.39 The
government’s message that it would “bring
3 million from the Delta to Sinai,” offended
Sinai’s residents because it implied that Sinai
was a land without a people.40
Moreover, Egyptians from the Nile Valley—
not Sinai’s residents—were the targeted
beneficiaries of development incentives.
The Nile Valley migrants who accepted the
government’s subsidies to start businesses or
began farming did not hire Sinai residents, but
instead brought friends and family from their
hometowns to work.41
Moreover,
promises
for
substantive
development were broken. Commitments to
improve infrastructure, deliver clean water,
provide proper medical treatment, and improve
education to Sinai residents proved to be little
more than lofty rhetoric.42
Instead, so-called development translated into
the Mubarak regime selling large tracts of land

Gold, “Securing the Sinai, 19.
William Booth, “Ancient Monastery Closed to Visitors Amid Sinai Unrest, but Bedouin Neighbors Protect It,” Washington Post, October 4,
2013, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/an-ancient-monastery-in-sinai-is-isolated-again/2013/10/04/ef426cc8-2ad411e3-b141-298f46539716_story.html?utm_term=.b33b154505c2; Josh Goodman, “Shades of Sinai’s Instability,” Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace, March 15, 2012, http://carnegieendowment.org/sada/?fa=47529; Staton, “How Drop in Tourism,” Al-Monitor,
February 6, 2017, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/02/egypt-sinai-bedouin-mountains-tourism-jobs.html.
35
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36
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37
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38
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39
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40
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in South Sinai to his friends.43
This only further impoverished the Bedouin by
pushing them out of their coastal tribal lands
into the barren interior of Sinai.44
Similarly, the al-Salam Canal project was
supposed to provide water to Sinai farms that
employed local residents.45 After the government
reportedly spent $685 million, the project
abruptly ended in 2006 and transformed into
an impervious dam in 2010.46 Farmers were
disappointed yet again by the government’s
broken promises. Another failed development
project was the Ismailiya-Rafah railway project.
It was to lay tracks from al-Ferdan Bridge in
Ismailiya to Bir al-Abed in North Sinai. Again,
the government unexpectedly ended the project
after a few months without explanation.47
During former president Mohammed Morsi’s
brief year in office from 2012 to 2013, he
attempted to shift Sinai policy from an
adversarial approach to one that engaged in
dialogue with tribal leaders.48 Despite facing stiff
resistance from security and military personnel
who disagreed with a de-militarized approach
and viewed Morsi as soft on terrorism, Morsi
allocated $270 million toward development
and infrastructure projects.49 However, Ahmed

Sakr, a former assistant to the head of the Sinai
Development Authority, resigned because “as
far as I could see no serious work to promote
development in Sinai was being done.”50
Sakr and other critics expressed concern over
the government’s securitized approach to
development, with its focus on “cleansing
Sinai of terrorists” as opposed to dealing with
the local populations’ legitimate economic and
political grievances.51 That militants continued
to target and kill soldiers made it all the more
difficult for the Morsi regime to persuade the
security and civil service apparatuses to depart
from a militarized governance model in Sinai.
When the military forcibly removed
democratically elected president Mohammed
Morsi in July 2013, militant groups intensified
their offensive. The militants pointed to Morsi’s
ouster as vindication of their claims that armed
resistance is the only viable response to a
repressive state.52 Attacks against civilians and
government targets increased at an alarming
rate. Ansar Beit al-Maqdis (ABM) claimed
credit for bombings in North and South Sinai,
an assassination attempt on the Egyptian
interior minister in 2013, and attacks on
security buildings in the Cairo, Dakahliya,
Ismailiya, and Sharqiya governorates.53 ABM
also targeted the natural gas pipeline that

Gamal Essam El-Din, “What Happened to the Money?” Al-Ahram Weekly, September 2012, http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/Archive/2012/1112/eg8.htm.
44
Walton, “Conflict Exclusion and Livelihoods,” 4; Revkin, “Triadic Legal Pluralism,” 47; Hassan and Bayoumy, “Bedouins Drawn.”
45
Hillel Frisch, “The Egyptian Army and Egypt’s ‘Spring,’” Journal of Strategic Studies 36, no. 2 (2013): 185.
46
“Sinai Ignored in Egypt Development Plans,” Al-Monitor, May 1, 2014, http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/04/sinai-egyptresidents-anger-empty-government-promises.html.
47
Ibid.
48
Heidi Breen, “Egypt: Freedom and Justice to the Bedouins in Sinai? A Study of the Freedom and Justice Party s Policy Towards the
Bedouin Minority in Sinai” (Master’s Thesis, University of Oslo, 2013), 78, http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-43459.
49
“2012-13 Budget Allocates EGP 1 Billion for Sinai Development,” State Information Service, August 12, 2012, http://www.sis.gov.eg/
Story/63396?lang=en-us; Elad Benari, “Egyptian Officials Say Released Terrorists Behind Sinai Attack,” Arutz Sheva, August 26, 2012,
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/159268.
50
Dina Ezzat, “Sinai: The Challenges Ahead,” Al-Ahram Weekly, June 2012, http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/News/10379/17/Sinai--The-challenges-ahead.aspx.
51
Walton, “Conflict Exclusion and Livelihoods,” 7; Waheed Abdel-Meguid, “Egypt’s Sinai: Development Versus Security,” Ahram Online,
August 30, 2012, http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsPrint/51615.aspx; Ibid.
52
Mara Revkin, “Egypt’s Power Vacuum is Radicalizing the Sinai Peninsula,” Washington Post, August 29, 2013, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/egypts-power-vacuum-is-radicalizing-the-sinai-peninsula/2013/08/29/77c427d2-10bb-11e3-bdf6-e4fc677d94a1_story.html.
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crosses the Sinai Peninsula, providing gas to
Egypt’s industrial zones, Jordan, and Israel.54
In November 2014, ABM declared allegiance
to ISIS and changed its name to Wilayat Sinai,
the Sinai Province of ISIS.55 Most recently,
ISIS has begun to target Egypt’s minority
Christian population. Murders and threats
forced dozens of Christian families to flee
El-Arish in February 2017, and bombings at
churches in Cairo in December 2016 and in
Alexandria and the Nile Delta city of Tanta in
April killed dozens, prompting President elSissi to declare a 3-month state of emergency
to aid the military’s “long and painful” war
against terrorists.56

informants for Israel.59 In the spring of 2015,
a member of the Tarabin tribe refused to
distribute a Wilayat Sinai flyer. That same day,
militants went to his house and killed him.60
Other Bedouin have been targets of violence
for speaking out against the militants.61
Meanwhile, in January 2017, the Egyptian
government’s claim that it killed ten militants
was disproven by reports that six of those killed
were youths who had been reported missing by
their families in 2016 (and were reportedly in
police custody for weeks before their deaths).62
Human rights organizations believe abusive
police killed the youths and moved their bodies
to cover up their deaths.63

Consequently, Sinai’s residents are trapped
between
an
unpopular
government’s
indiscriminate counterterrorism approach and
the militants’ violence.57 For example, militants
killed eight Bedouin within two days in
December 2013 for allegedly collaborating with
the army.58 In August 2014, ABM decapitated
four men in North Sinai for allegedly being

As journalists reported on the militants’ success
in killing more soldiers, the Egyptian military
imposed a media blackout.64 Since October
2013, communication networks, phone lines,
and the internet have been cut off 6 to 12
hours per day.65
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Designating North Sinai a military zone,
the military prohibits Egyptian and Western
journalists from entering.66 Consequently,
accurate and up-to-date information about
events in Sinai from non-government sources
is hard to find. Critics argue the government
is trying to hide that its military campaign is
failing to secure Sinai.
In addition, the military has closed main
roads and checkpoints now pervade the road
between el–Arish, the capital of the North
Sinai governorate, and Rafah, making the
35-minute ride a three to four-hour trek.67 The
military clampdown is creating drinking water
and food shortages, and causing inflation to
skyrocket.68
After more than two years of conflict, the
Egyptian government initiated “Operation
Martyr’s Right.” The operation began with a
16-day military and police offensive to “destroy
the main hideouts and gathering points used
by the terror and criminal elements in Rafah,
Sheikh Zuwayyed, Arish, and North Sinai.”69
By the end of the operation on September
22, 2015, the army announced that over 500

militants had been killed and 320 arrested.70
Whether these individuals were in fact militants
or innocent civilians remains unknown, due to
the military-imposed media blackout.
Operation Martyr’s Right came on the heels of
another major military operation in the border
town of Rafah that angered residents. Seeking
to eliminate tunnel smuggling, the military
razed all homes within 1000 meters of the
border and flooded the tunnels with sea water.71
Residents were given only 48 hours’ notice to
pack their belongings and leave their homes.72
Between 1,200 and 2,000 homes have been
destroyed, hundreds of hectares of farmland
razed, and 3,200 families forcibly evicted over
the past two years.73 Residents did not receive
sufficient compensation for their homes and
none at all for their farmland.74 Nor did they
have any effective means to challenge their
evictions, the demolitions, or the amount of
compensation awarded.75 Critics pointed out
that had the government used sophisticated
tunnel-detecting technology, such punitive
measures would have been unnecessary. Instead,
the military pursued a policy in violation
of basic due process and human rights and
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exacerbated the economic and political factors
that contribute to Sinai’s instability.
Notably, the Sissi regime has also considered
development projects. It announced plans to
build tunnels linking Sinai to Port Said and
Ismailiya, as a means of tying the peninsula
to the nation’s economic grid. Moreover,
discussions of creating free trade zones in ElArish, Rafah, and Nuweiba are promising steps
toward job creation.76 To ensure such projects
are not counterproductive, the government
should make certain that Bedouin and other
Sinai residents directly benefit from them.
Because a portion of Egypt’s development funds
comes from the United States and Europe, they
play a role in how Egypt’s development strategy
is shaped and implemented. For example, the
European Union donated €64 million euros
for the South Sinai Regional Development
Program from 2006 to 2011.77 Similarly,
the United States Agency for Development
contributed $50 million toward development
projects in Sinai from 2012 to 2013.78 But
Western states’ interest in development projects
in Sinai appear to be constrained by their narrow
focus on preventing attacks against Israel rather
than promoting sustainable development that
addresses the root causes of political violence.79
That being said, Western states are limited

in their ability to influence the Egyptian
government’s repressive and counter-productive
policies because such attempts are decried as
improper interference with state sovereignty.80
Moreover, Egyptian security restrictions
prevent Western consultants from accessing
Bedouin communities, further impeding
effective development and implementation
plans that serve Sinai’s residents.81 New and
ongoing development projects are unlikely to
be effective so long as Bedouin and other Sinai
residents are not involved to ensure that they
meet local needs and benefit local residents.
Preventing
Terrorists

the

Next

Generation

of

As the violence in Sinai persists, Egypt and
the international community can no longer
afford to continue with business as usual.
Rather than focus on stopping the next attack,
counterterrorism strategies and policies should
aim to stop the evolution of terrorist groups in
future generations. As such, two components
of the current securitized counterterrorism
approach warrant scrutiny and reform.
First, preventing violent extremism should
not be a short-term endeavor that focuses
on preventing terrorism on Western soil,
containing terrorism within remote areas, or
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eliminating a particular terrorist group. Even
if these goals are met, the underlying political,
social, and economic conditions that give rise
to politically motivated violence will remain. As
a result, the elimination of a particular terrorist
group merely sets the stage for a new terrorist
group to exploit populist dissatisfaction with
the status quo.82
Second, human development should not be
applied through a security lens wherein planning
and implementation is driven primarily by
the state’s security forces.83 Instead, human
development should be the purview of officials
that will prioritize building civil institutions,
infrastructure, and democratic processes from
the bottom up over strengthening military and
security agencies with a track record of human
rights violations and political repression.84
Accordingly, this policy briefing makes
three recommendations to the Egyptian
government. First, the government and its
Western donors should commit to a long-term,
rights-based development plan that prioritizes
human development, recognizing that it is a
prerequisite for sustainable security. Second,
Egyptian laws and policies should mandate
that Sinai residents be included in making and
implementing development strategy. Third,
the government should enact affirmative action
and quotas for Sinai residents’ participation in
local and national governance. Such measures
are necessary to produce the self-governance
needed to empower the population to
contribute to improving Sinai’s future.

While some recommendations may appear
impractical, the Egyptian government is at a
crossroads. Those stubbornly committed to a
failed, hyper-militarized approach not only
endanger the lives of Egyptian soldiers and
civilians in Sinai, but also place the entire
nation’s security at risk if the conflict spreads.
And unlike the last decade of the Mubarak
regime, the economy is at its lowest point in
decades as Egyptians struggle to meet their most
basic needs while experiencing unprecedented
political repression.85 Arguably, such discontent
could trigger a new round of mass uprisings
that target the military as Egypt’s governors.
Thus, a transformative shift in Egypt’s Sinai
strategy may well be an essential component of
the regime’s ability to retain popular support.
Prioritize Rights-Based Development
Sinai faces serious and complex security threats
that cannot be solved overnight. Although
human and physical development alone is no
panacea for the violence, its value has been
misguidedly discounted in Egypt’s Sinai policy.
Militant groups need recruits willing to
violently oppose the state. Such recruits are
hard to come by when the local population has
its basic needs met and is gainfully employed,
educated, and treated with dignity by its
government. Furthermore, dragnet arrests,
torture, and trials with minimal due process
create a culture of fear and violence, where the
means of resisting oppression is through more
violence. The angrier and more disaffected the
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population, the bigger the pool of potential
recruits, who need little prodding to join the
militants.
Indeed, militants are the biggest winners of
an aggressive counterterrorism policy that
humiliates and violates citizens’ rights.86
The predominant “security first” approach,
therefore, should be replaced with developing
long-term, sustainable policies for decreasing
both politically motivated violence and state
violence that violates human rights.87
As a threshold matter, the military should not
be crafting or managing development projects.
The military is not trained in development.
Nor are its personnel equipped with the skills
attendant to reconciliation, mediation, and
negotiation—prerequisites for working with
a rightfully distrusting population.88 Egypt’s
generals have also tainted their reputation,
as the new security force practices the same
harsh tactics of Mubarak’s Ministry of Interior
and the police. The paradigm shift, therefore,
requires granting private development experts
and qualified officials in the ministries of local
development, education, health, and housing a
leading role in converting Sinai from a conflict
zone into a safe and prosperous governorate.
Equally important, Western nations that fund
Middle East governments and international
organizations’ preventing violent extremism
efforts must candidly address the role of
authoritarianism and its externalities in
producing terrorism.89 This may require
placing conditions on aid that direct funds to
long-term terrorism prevention by addressing

economic and political triggers.90 An important
first step is for the Egyptian government and
international community to stop treating
North Sinai as a military zone.
Moreover, citizens should be encouraged, rather
than punished, for petitioning their government
about their grievances. The government should
not interpret dissent as disloyalty to the nation
or sympathy with militant groups. On the
contrary, the government should seek out Sinai
residents as partners willing to work through
the political system to effect change. Finally,
without meaningful legal, economic, and
political reforms in law and in practice, Sinai
residents will remain skeptical of development
initiatives as public relations ploys riddled with
broken promises.
Include Residents in Development Strategy
The crucial missing component in past
development efforts was the absence of
meaningful inclusion of local leaders in the
crafting and implementation of development
programs and the de-securitization of
governance in Sinai. As a result, past
development projects in Sinai have minimally
benefited Bedouin and other Sinai residents.
The government objectifies Sinai residents as
recipients of aid who lack agency to shape the
objectives and sustainability of development
programs.
Without contractual and policy mandates
requiring involvement of Bedouin and other
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Sinai
residents
in
negotiating
and
implementing development programs, wellintended international aid will continue to be
restrained by Egypt’s securitized and centralized
governance.
A threshold requirement for providing
foreign development aid directed at Sinai,
therefore, should be the imposition of quotas
mandating that all businesses who benefit from
development or government aid must hire
Sinai residents. Although employing migrants
from the Nile Valley alleviates Egypt’s overall
high unemployment, Sinai warrants special
treatment due to the ongoing security crisis.
The development funds invested into the
Sinai will reap benefits for the entire country,
because a safer Sinai makes for a safer Egypt. As
Bedouin and other local residents experience
the benefits of development, they will be
more inclined to protect their communities
from militants’ infiltration and less willing
to join them. In addition, their participation
in shaping and implementing development
strategies will give them a sense of ownership
over the projects and the benefits reaped.
Quotas for Bedouin in Political Office
Locally based political representation is a
prerequisite for making Sinai’s development
programs effective. Because Sinai’s Bedouin
did not have the right to vote or run for
political office prior to 2007, parliamentarians
representing the Sinai governorates were

perceived as outsiders.91 For presidentially
appointed governors, Mubarak selected
political loyalists from mainland Egypt, most
of whom were former military officers.92 These
officials implemented policies created by a
centralized government based in Cairo that
treat Bedouin and other Sinai residents as
second-class citizens, due in part to stereotypes
that they are disloyal criminals.93
If the Egyptian government and its Western
allies are serious about transitioning Sinai into
a less violent and more stable governorate, they
must include the Bedouin in governance. Such
efforts can be accomplished in four ways: 1)
quotas in parliament, 2) quotas in local councils,
3) political appointment of Sinai residents, and
4) amending the public education curriculum
to depict Bedouin culture as part of the
Egyptian national identity. Only Sinai residents
should be permitted to run for parliamentary
seats representing North and South Sinai, with
Bedouins having a separate quota.
Quotas are not foreign to Egypt’s electoral
system. Before the 2011 uprisings, 64 seats in
the lower house of parliament were reserved
for women due to structural gender biases that
impeded women from being elected to office.94
In 2015, election laws were amended to mandate
the following quota for each closed party list in
districts with 15 seats: 3 seats for Christians, 2
seats for farmers or workers, 2 seats for youth
aged 25 to 35, 1 seat for disabled persons, and
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1 seat for Egyptians living abroad.95 In districts
with 45 seats, the quota numbers are triple
for each category. Although the president has
discretion to appoint Bedouin for 5 percent
of parliamentary seats, he is not required to
exercise this authority in the Sinai.96
Notably, the 2015 parliamentary elections were
a promising step toward political inclusiveness
in Sinai. For example, in the run-off elections
for seats in el-Arish, candidates from North
Sinai Bedouin tribes competed with candidates
from Upper Egyptian families living in Sinai.97
South Sinai was also among the governorates
with the highest voter turnout at 41 percent
compared to 28 percent nationwide, due in
large part to clan and tribal mobilization in
favor of particular candidates.98
Local councils are another avenue for local
participation in governance. Article 180 of
Egypt’s 2014 constitution establishes elected
local councils, 25 percent of which must be
allocated to youth between the ages of 21 and
35, 25 percent for women, and at least 50
percent for workers and farmers.99 Although
the constitution grants the local councils the
authority to implement national development
plans in their respective jurisdiction, Egypt’s
highly centralized government based in Cairo
impedes local councils’ ability to carry out
that mandate. Thus, policymakers should
amend applicable laws to grant local councils
meaningful authority, as well as ensuring

Bedouin are adequately represented in Sinai’s
local councils.100
Moreover, the president should appoint Sinai’s
governors from among the local population,
based on leadership experience and credibility
among the constituency. The el-Sissi regime
has continued the tradition of appointing
retired army and police generals as governors.
In furtherance of de-securitizing development
and governance in Sinai, military and security
personnel should not serve as governors.
Similar to other governorates with civilian
governors, military officials can work with a
democratically elected civilian governors to
transition Sinai out of its failing status into a
stable, developed region.
In conclusion, the case of Sinai demonstrates
that
securitized
counterterrorism
is
counterproductive. Suffering from chronic
discrimination, neglect, and abuse by the state,
Bedouin tribes are rightfully disgruntled. For
decades, they have been subjected to scorchedearth counterterrorism campaigns, resulting in
the arbitrary arrest and torture of thousands
of innocent people. Their lands have been
confiscated and they are prohibited from
owning coastal territory reserved for wealthy
businessmen who build luxury hotels along
South Sinai’s Red Sea shores. Exacerbating
the Bedouin’s economic marginalization is the
tourism sector’s refusal to hire them, due in
large part to the dominant discourse in Egypt,
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which engages in reductionist portrayals of
the Bedouin as primitive, uneducated, and
criminal. Over time, these domestic conditions,
coupled with regional developments, have
facilitated the establishment and growth of
militant groups in the Sinai.
Thus, the Egyptian government and its
Western allies should shift their resources
from the current military-driven model that
criminalizes and oppresses Sinai’s residents, to
a development-driven model that incorporates
them and empowers them to become partners
in both weakening terrorists and improving
the quality of life in Sinai. Current securitydriven counterterrorism agendas that focus
merely on short-term prevention of violent
extremism without meaningfully addressing
the underlying political, social, and economic
conditions are failing. Using military force to
eliminate a particular group merely creates space
for a new group whose legitimacy comes from
local grievances arising from state oppression,
thereby perpetuating the inter-generational
cycle of state and non-state violence. So long
as “preventive counterterrorism” is limited to
stopping the next attack rather than the next
generation of terrorist groups, neither Middle
Eastern nor Western nations will be safe.
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