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EGYPT’S SECURITY AND HAFTAR:
AL-SISI’S STRATEGY IN LIBYA

GIUSEPPE DENTICE

T

he Egyptian military response through heavy
air strikes on the cities of Darnah and Sirte – as
a consequence of the kidnapping and beheading
of 21 Egyptian Copts by a Libyan cell affiliated to the
Islamic State (IS) in February 2015 – represents so far
the peak of Egypt’s involvement in the Libyan affaire.
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Since Qaddafi’s fall in 2011, insecurity in Libya – especially in the Eastern costal region of Cyrenaica – has
been perceived as a direct threat to Egyptian national
security. Indeed, the precarious situation in Cyrenaica
deteriorated by Jihadist attacks and the continuous flow
of militants across the eastern border has threatened
Egypt’s stability and internal security. First, Libya’s
eastern border could become a relatively safe haven for
Islamist militias, where illegal weapons and militants
could flow freely from Libya to the Sinai Peninsula.
Moreover, the presence of many Jihadist groups in both
countries, such as Wilayat Sinai – considered the most
dangerous and lethal organization in the Sinai Peninsula
and in the Egypt mainland – Mohammed Jamal Network (MJN), Islamic Youth Shura Council or Jamaat
al-Murabitoun has forced Egyptian authorities to use all
necessary measures to secure their border, in order to
prevent any spillover effects in Western Egypt.

For all of these reasons, the Egypt’s intervention in
Libya reflects a specific foreign and domestic security
policy approach. The main objective of the Egyptian
involvement in Libya is the containment of Islamist and
Jihadist militias in the Sinai Peninsula to avoid their
spread along the Western Desert. Moreover, these actions are aimed to eradicate a deeper proliferation of
illicit traffics (illegal immigration, arms and drugs
smuggling) through Libya to Egypt and vice versa.
In the last few years, the violence has exponentially
increased in Cyrenaica and along the Libya-Egypt border. Many Egyptian Salafi-Jihadi groups joined radical
Libyan organizations operating in these areas to lead
combined attacks, such as the assault on the US consulate in Benghazi on September 2012, where MJN operating with not well identified Egyptian Salafi groups
killed the US Ambassador Christopher Stevens1. This
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strategy also led to an escalation in the number of attacks against military checkpoints in both sides of the
eastern border (such as in al-Farafra, al-Wahat, Marsa
Matrouh and al-Naqab, all occurred between July 2015
and January 2017). The extreme heterogeneity of these
attacks has demonstrated once again the high risk posed
by these Salafi-Jihadi groups and the resulting Egyptian
fear for the growth of terrorist connections along the
Egyptian-Libyan axis.

(i.e. Egypt is sending weapons to Libya in violation of
the UN Security Council Resolution 1970/2011 on arms
embargo). Another evidence of the strong relation between Haftar and al-Sisi, confirming the high priority
that Egypt places on stability of the Western border, is
represented by the three official visits of the Libyan
General to Cairo during the past year.
Furthermore, Egypt has taken independent measures to
counter the growing and asymmetrical threats along the
1.200 kilometers of shared border with Libya, such as
the deployment of a third field army in support of the
second field army in its counterterrorism mission3 or the
launch of a huge military exercise “Raad 24” in the
Western Zone, near the Salloum checkpoint, at the end
of October 20154. At the same time, President al-Sisi
visited the military Headquarters in Egypt’s Western
Region and along the Libyan border on different occasions during the last few months. All these political and
military actions show not only that the border with
Libya is one of Egypt’s major security concerns, but
also that the deterioration of security along the Libyan
frontier could potentially leave Egypt vulnerable to attacks on multiple fronts.
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For the Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, in particular, the Libyan crisis represents a relevant challenge
to domestic stability and political legitimacy. Despite
his official declarations, in which al-Sisi defends the
sovereignty of Libya and its territorial integrity, he is
putting high pressure on international community to
turn a blind eye on the Egypt’s intervention in Libya,
more likely in coordination with regional and international allies (United Arab Emirates, Russia and France).
The aim of the intervention would be to create a sort of
Egyptian protectorate in Cyrenaica against extremist
groups and to contribute to the stabilization of Libya,
having beneficial effects on the peace process. At this
point, al-Sisi could also receive support from his Libyan
allies inside the Tobruk Parliament (House of Representatives) and, in particular, from Libya’s strongman
Khalifa Haftar. Since his return to Libya and the launch
of Operation Dignity (May 2014) against Islamist militias in Benghazi and Cyrenaica, Libya’s renegade General has benefited from the support of the Egyptian
leadership and its military force. In an interview released to the Egyptian newspaper al-Ahram Weekly,
Haftar admitted his close cooperation with Egypt, especially on intelligence sharing and military assistance2

Besides its military and security dimension, the relevant
intervention of Egypt in Libyan affairs also relies on
economic factors: first among all, the presence of several Egyptian workers living in Libya. It has been estimated that, before Qaddafi’s fall in 2011, up to 1.5 million of Egyptians, mainly Copts, were working in Libya,
for a total inflow remittance of around 33 million of US
dollars per year. The reduction of the number of Egyptian migrant workers in Libya (750,000 people in 2015)
and the loss of their remittances have provoked serious
effects on the Egyptian economy, in terms of both bi-
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lateral trade (in 2015, the volume of Egyptian exports to
the Libyan market fell by 75 percent) and an expected
downgrading Egypt's GDP growth rate. This unfavorable economic condition threatens to explode under the
blows of the already high national unemployment rate
(12 percent and more than half are young people under
the age of 25)5.

volvement in Libya’s affairs directed only at protecting
its domestic interest would not be immune from counter-indications. The consequences of Cairo’s support of
Haftar could be unforeseeable. Moreover, the increase
of radicalization of Islamist groups and the opening of
another front of the War on Terror in Libya should be
considered too, because they could drag Egypt into a
long war against an unclear and not specific enemy.
Lastly, because of the redefinition of the balance of
power with the other regional actors – more specifically
with the Gulf monarchies involved in the Libyan crisis –
an unforeseen scenario may occur. The power vacuum
in Libya and the growing insecurity in Western Egypt
are posing a serious threat to the stability of Egypt and
for this reason the Egyptian involvement in Libya could
represent an important testing-ground for al-Sisi’s foreign policy ambitions in North Africa and in the Arab
Levant.

The energy-factor it not less important: starting from
2013, Egypt has become a net importer of energy and its
debt with foreign energetic companies is at least 3.5
billion US dollars6. In this framework, once stabilized
and placed under the government of its Libyan allies of
Tobruk, Libya could potentially represent a solution for
Egypt thanks to its oil and gas that could be sold to
Egypt at a lower price than in the domestic market.
The Libyan crisis has a relevant impact on both the national and regional dynamics of Egypt and a broad
spectrum of consequences. First of all, an Egyptian in-
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