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INTRODUCTION

3

The purpose of this paper is to examine Violent Extremism (VE) in contemporary Egypt post 2013 to
date. In particular, this paper seeks to explore the relationship between the various state institutions
involved in countering VE, their strategic roles and the policies adopted and implemented. The method
in which major civil organizations participate in, and contribute to, this objective will also be addressed.
The findings of this paper are the results of the research conducted by Dr. Maye Kassem (PI) and a
team composed largely of Political Science graduates on behalf of the American University in Cairo
(AUC) over a period of three months (April – June 2022) and that culminated in the writing of this report
in May/June 2022. This research has been conducted as part of a wider research by H2020-funded
project CONNEKT (Contexts of Violent Extremism in MENA and Balkan Societies). Comprising three
different stages of research and fieldwork, the objective of CONNEKT is to produce a consolidated
framework of the drivers of VE, the manner in which such drivers interact, and subsequently provide
policy recommendations regarding the prevention of radicalisation and violent extremism in the
aforementioned regions. This project focuses on three levels of research (Macro, Meso, and Micro) to
analyse and better fathom each country under study. This analytical paper comprises the first level
(macro-level) of research, which, put simply, examines the dynamics and workings of State institutions
and their agencies. As such, the theoretical approach of neo-institutionalism constitutes the framework
of analysis in this paper. In other words, identifying the policies, dynamics, and implementations of
these policies by State institutions and top tier organisations, will allow us to better comprehend the
approach in which the stakeholders tackle the issue of VE in Egypt and to what ends. As one scholar
states:
Institutions are important, because, as entities, they form such a large part of the
landscape, and because modern governance largely occurs in and through institutions.
Institutions also matter because they (or at least actors within them) typically wield
power and mobilize institutional resources in political struggles and governance
relationships. Institutions are also said to matter because they are seen as shaping and
constraining political behavior and decision making and even the perceptions and powers of
political actors in a wide range of ways (Bell, 2005).
It must be emphasised here that for the purpose of this project, historic, current, and potential future
VE in Egypt needs to be considered against the underlying background of the circumstances of, and
influences on, the more than 25 million youth between the ages of 15 and 30 years old (or more than
35 million between the ages of 12-30 years old). The sheer number of youth in the qualifying ages of
the project and the geographic scale of the country (over one million square km) means that simplistic
‘one size fits all’ interpretations and recommendations are unlikely to be valid. Instead, as CONNEKT
project progresses phase by phase, it will become necessary to adopt finer-grained analyses. The need
for further analysis in the case of Egypt’s demographics is also apparent when one compares the total
populations of the MENA countries selected for CONNEKT to that of Egypt’s population of 102 million:
Morocco 37 million, Tunisia 12 million, and Jordan 10 million.
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This paper will focus on the different efforts undertaken by major institutions and organisations within
Egypt in tackling radicalisation and VE drivers, with specific emphasis not only on the combative-security
perspective, but equally important on the economic, political, social, and ideological fronts. The results
and conclusions produced in this paper are derived from numerous forms of research that include – but
are not limited to – current laws pertaining to the subject matter of this paper, firsthand reports
produced by official institutions and organisations, scholarly articles and journals, media coverage (both
print and broadcast), and presidential and public figure speeches. These various methods of research
were intended for the purpose of not only acquiring and framing the information available, but also as
a fundamental preparation stage in order to create an informed base from which to conduct the indepth interviews. Consequently, twenty-two in-depth (20 in-person and 2 online) interviews were
conducted with numerous specialists and stakeholders. Chosen on the basis of their expertise in their
respective fields, all interviewees have played and/or continue to play an active leading role in helping
combating radicalisation and VE in Egypt –whether directly or indirectly– through the institutions and/or
organisations they represent. The interviewees include, but are not limited to, deputy ministers,
generals, religious scholars, directors of programmes, policy advisors, and professors of practice.
The purpose of these interviews was to consolidate the three principal research questions of this paper:
1. What are the most significant drivers of radicalisation and VE in contemporary Egypt
2. What are the strategies adopted by macro-level stakeholders to address these drivers in
post- 2013 Egypt?1

4

3. Do institutional stakeholders identify relevant correlations among VE drivers?
The interviews were conducted based on semi-structured research questions, the content of which was
guided by the participants’ specialisations and experience within their fields, and of course, their ability
to further expand on the themes discussed. The respondents’ professional and personal insights greatly
contributed towards developing a much deeper understanding of the topics addressed, providing
additional avenues and generating new ideas that shaped the research findings. The data collection
followed a qualitative approach which allowed for the identification of recurrent themes, opinions and
beliefs that are presented in this paper.

1

Post-2013 Egypt witnessed the rise of VE following the ousting of former President Mohamed Morsi and the dissolving of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s (MB) legal political wing, the Freedom and Justice Party (FJP). It should be noted that in 2014 the State went on to officially
declare the entire MB a terrorist organisation.
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CONNEKT MACRO APPROACHES (WP 4) IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW NUMBERS AND METHODOLOGY

In-depth Interviews

In-person

State Institutions

9

Online

Sub-total
9

Total number of Ministries covered: 4
(Social Solidarity/Defense/Interior/Foreign Affairs)

Religious Institutions

5

5

Total number of Religious Institutions covered: 1
(Al-Azhar: Observatory for Combating Extremism)

International Organizations

1

1

Total number of International Organizations covered: 1
(Save the Children International)

Intergovernmental
Organizations
5

1

1

2

Total number of Intergovernmental Organizations covered: 2
(USAID and WHO)

NGOs

1

1

2

Total number of National NGOs covered: 2
(CDS and CIHRS)

State Media

1

1

Total number State Media Agencies: 1
(Egyptian Media Production City)

Academia

2

2

Total number of academics: 2
(Academics from the High Military Academy)

Total number of individuals interviewed

18

Total number of actual interviews conducted with the above individuals*
*Three individuals have been interviewed twice on separate occasions

22
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INSTITUTIONAL OVERVIEW

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND ON THE RISE OF VIOLENT EXTREMISM IN EGYPT
It is worth noting that VE in Egypt is not a new phenomenon. It has predominantly been linked from the State
perspective to various forms of Islamic political ideologies stemming from the creation of the Society of
Muslim Brothers (Muslim Brotherhood). The Society was established and licensed as a charitable organisation
in Egypt in 1928. Through charitable endeavors, the initial aim of the founder Hassan El Bana was to “guide
Muslims back to the true religion [of Islam], and away from the corrupt aspirations and conduct created by
European dominance” (Zubaida, 1992). The establishment of the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) is a unique
milestone in this context and for future Islamist organisations that followed both within and outside Egypt in
that it transformed the political thoughts and ideas of reformist Islamic scholars2 into the arena of active
political participation (Mitchell, 1969). Affiliate organisations or ones inspired by the Egyptian MB subsequently
arose and remain active in one form or another in Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
and Turkey.
The establishment and expansion of the MB in the political sphere directly contributed to the rise of an

6

extremist political Islamic ideology, through a fragmentation that led to a reinterpretation of the concept
of jihad or ‘Holy War’ in post-1956 Egypt. Sayyid Qutb, a senior MB member, interpreted the ruthlessness
implemented towards him and his fellow MB members under Nasser’s rule as the epitome of jahiliya.3 On
this basis, Qutb called for the undertaking of jihad on the justification that man-made laws by political
leaders had replaced God’s shari’a.4 By 1966, the MB was all but extinguished from the Egyptian political
sphere in Nasser’s Republic of Egypt and Qutb was executed. However, his writings5 survived and most
importantly, “marked the starting point of the road along which the militants of the Islamic movement
would travel” (Sullivan and Abed-Kotob, 1999).
The writings of Qutb began to be visibly adopted in late 1967 initially by a small clandestine group
calling itself Harakat al Jihad.6 More VE groups emerged in the 1970s such as Islamic Liberation
Party (ILP) (Hanif, 2012)7 and Al Takfir wal Hijra (Excommunication and Exile).8 However, it was namely

2

The ideological platform on which Hassan El Bana created the MB stems largely from the ideas of early Islamic thinkers such as Gamal Al Din
Al Afghani, his disciple Mohamed Abdou and Abdou’s disciple, Rashid Reda. These thinkers, in particular, attributed Western colonial domination
to the ignorant, corrupt and fragmented nature of Islamic territories.
3

Also known as the age of ignorance, it is an Islamic concept that refers to the pre-610 CE time period in Arabia where Paganism prevailed.

4

Based on the Holy Quran and the Hadith, it is a body of Islamic religious law that constitutes the foundation of Muslims’ conduct and morals.

5

Following an assassination attempt on Nasser in 1954, the regime ruthlessly cracked down on the MB leading to mass arrests, torture and
executions of its members. Qutb was sentenced in 1955 to 15 years in prison but was freed in 1965 only to be rearrested and sentenced to death
in 1966. During his time in prison, and having witnessed the atrocities inflicted on fellow political prisoners, Qutb wrote and smuggled writings
on radical political theology, highlighting the use of violence in the name of Islam that later became the gospels of the VE groups. The most
prominent of his works are Fi Zilal al-Qur’an, Ma’alim fi al-Tariq, Hadha al-Din, Al-Mustaqbal li Hadha al-Din and others.
6

Following the defeat of the 1967 War and what appears to be a conciliatory act by Nasser, some Islamists were released from jail. It would
appear that these Islamists along with some disillusioned youth felt that the 1967 ‘catastrophe’ (the term used by most Egyptians to refer to the
1967 war in which Israel occupied Egypt’s Sinai) was punishment from God for deviating from Islam; thus, reinforcing Qutb’s work and adopting
his call for jihad. However, it is worth mentioning that the organisation was not politically influential by any means under Nasser. However, the
seeds were sown and ultimately grown during the Sadat era.
7

This group was infamous for its 1974 attack on the Military Technical College. The aim was to assassinate President Sadat and other Egyptian
officials attending a nearby event and announce the birth of an Islamic State under the leadership of Hizb ut-Tahrir.
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Jihad that managed to expand with independent branches rising predominately in Cairo and Upper
Egypt throughout that decade. By 1979, Mohamed Faraj, Jihad’s Cairo leader, managed to unite
Jihad’s other branches to create what was to become Tanzim al-jihad. This organisation quickly rose
to both national and international notoriety following its 1980 public unification with another
homegrown VE organisation, Al- jama’a al islamiya (The Islamic Group).9 The Alliance (Al-jihad al
jama’a), under the spiritual guidance of Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, was co-headed by Faraj with
Al- jama’a’s leader, Karam Zohdy. The violent confrontations between the State and this VE alliance
reached its peak during the Sadat era with their assassination of the President in October 1981.10
The rise of VE as a phenomenon in Egypt did not truly emerge until Vice President Hosni Mubarak
ascended to the Presidency following Sadat’s assassination. In the immediate aftermath of Sadat’s
assassination, Islamists linked to the attack were arrested en masse. Although only six were found to
be directly linked to the assassination of Sadat and sentenced to execution, many more were sentenced
to life imprisonment with hard labor, or were ultimately released but remained under heavy intelligence

7

monitoring. Mubarak, however, did not and arguably could not, employ Nasser’s tactic of wholesale
eradication. Instead, a strategic decision was made to allow the least militant of the groups ascribing
to the Islamist ideology to continue their presence in the social, economic and even political arenas as
a viable alternative to radical Islam. As such, within the constraints of the law (being a generally tolerated
yet legally unrecognised group), the MB not only continued and expanded their charitable endeavors
in Egypt’s most underprivileged communities, but also started to participate in the formal political
arena. In fact, from as early as the 1980s until Mubarak’s last years in power, it was not uncommon to
find their members elected to the boards of professional syndicates as well as the People’s Assembly.
In parallel to this, the rise of VE was becoming increasingly evident throughout the 1980s.11 However,
by the 1990s, Al-Jihad al Jama’a, had emerged as the most prolific and devastating group within the VE
sphere. The systematic and prolonged battle within Egypt differentiated it from the more sporadic
attacks by smaller and much weaker VE groups. These attacks initially targeted senior government and
police officials, but subsequently expanded to target both civilians and tourists. The degree to which
the battle between VE and the State affected civilians’ lives is reflected most prominently during the
1990-1993 time in which 1,164 casualties were directly linked to politically motivated VE (Ibrahim, 1996).
The massacre of 62 tourists and Egyptian tour guides in Luxor in 1997 and the overwhelming public
backlash that ensued proved a turning point in VE strategy. The realisation of this huge miscalculation

8

The group called themselves Jama’at al-Muslimin (The Muslims’ Group). Its demise was as swift as their rise following the kidnapping and
murder of former government Minister of Religious Endowments Muhammad al-Dhahabi.
9

Sadat’s policies and in particular the 1977 Peace Treaty with Israel led to widespread opposition with the most vocal protestors being the
youth members of his Islamic university associations, which he empowered as a way to combat Nasserism. In retaliation for these protests, he
shut down all these associations which led to the thousands of members across Egyptian universities to unify into one underground movement
- Al- Jama’a al Islamiya.
10

The rise of Islamists in the political arena was encouraged by Sadat upon his ascent to the Presidency in 1970. This logic was to weaken the
Nasserite ideology in order to pursue his vision of moving towards a more Western (particularly U.S.) alliance. Sadat believed that as conservatives,
Islamists would support the move away from the more socialist policies of his predecessor in favor of a more liberal market economy.
11

Two incidents worth mentioning by another VE group called Al Najun Min Al Nar (Saved from the Inferno) are the attempted assassination of
two former Egyptian Ministers of Interior (Hassan Abu Basha and Al Nabawi Ismail) in May and August 1987 respectively. The organisation was
alleged to have been funded by Iran and amongst its members were Hussein al-Zawahiri and Yasser Borhami; both of whom were arrested at
the time. The groups link to Iran accelerated Egypt’s decision to sever ties with the country and eradicate the group.
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led to the Al-Jama’a leadership, (most of whom were in prison or in exile abroad), to formally declare
a ceasefire in March 1999. Al-Jihad leadership, on the other hand, perceived this discourse as a
surrender to the Egyptian government. The most vocal being Ayman al-Zawahiri who subsequently
announced in a joint declaration with Osama bin Laden the merger of Egyptian Islamic Jihad (Tanzim
al-Jihad) into al-Qaeda in February 1998.12
Following these events, the intensity and frequency of VE attacks during the remainder of Mubarak’s
rule certainly diminished. Nevertheless, occasional attacks did arise, most of which were concentrated
in the Northern part of the Sinai Peninsula.13
The fact that anti-regime protesters chose the 11th of January in 2011 – an annual public holiday to
celebrate National Police Day – is not a coincidence. Over time, the sweeping powers, and heavy-handed
actions of the police apparatus under the guise of security and counteracting VE, extended to being
arbitrarily imposed on wider society – culminating in the breaking point of the 2011 protests. The inability
of the police to disperse the mass turn out of protesters nationwide ultimately led to the wholesale retreat
of the police from the streets and eventually, the resignation of President Mubarak. The subsequent
burning of the Ministry of Interior Headquarters, in March of the same year, further diminished what was
perceived by many Egyptians as the ultimate symbol of the brutal repression of the State.

8

The subsequent electoral rise of the MB to power both in parliament and, later and more importantly, to
the Presidency, did little to assist or rebuild the Ministry of Interior. Rather, the historical tumultuous
relationship between the two reinforced mutual mistrust. In turn, the lack of police presence contributed
to a sharp increase in crime leading communities and individuals from all socio-economic levels to take
security matters in their own hands. Mistrust of the MB during the Morsi Presidency extended to all State
institutions,14 albeit in a less visibly evident manner than in the Ministry of Interior. Invariably, this doubleedged sword accelerated its own demise: (1) by ruling almost autonomously from State institutions, it
became unable to implement the policies promised to the masses and in turn; (2) it became too late to turn
towards State institutions, as a means to consolidate power and shield itself from the impatient and
disillusioned protesters.

12

After fleeing Egypt in 1985, Ayman al-Zawahiri became the leader and second (and last) emir of the Egyptian branch of Tanzim al-Jiihad while
Abbud al-Zumar, the founder and first emir of Tanzim al-Jiihad, was serving life imprisonment in Egypt following Sadat’s assassination.
13

The most prominent attacks during that period include the 7 October 2004 Southern Sinai bombings which entailed three bombs exploding
simultaneously at hotels in Taba, resulting in 34 killed and 171 injured. The Egyptian authorities claimed that it was a Palestinian failed mission
to enter Israel. In addition, on 23 July 2005, a series of bomb attacks in Sharm El Sheikh (Southern Sinai) killed 88 people and left 150 wounded.
A group calling itself Abdullah Yusuf Azzam Brigades, another group called Tawhid and Jihad Group in Egypt and a third group with the name
Mujahedeen of Egypt all separately claimed responsibility. In addition, on 24 April 2006, three bomb attacks in the tourist resort city of Dahab
(Southern Sinai) left 23 people dead and around 80 wounded. The Egyptian government stated that the Islamic terrorist organization Jama’at
al-Tawhid wal Jihad were responsible. Cairo also witnessed a few attacks including the April 7 (at Khan al-Khalili) and April 30 (6 of October
Bridge and another near The Citadel) 2005 bombings. Apart from the perpetrators, three innocent people were killed. Again, the Mujahedeen
of Egypt and Abdullah Yusuf Azzam Brigades both claimed responsibility as retaliation for the government clampdown in Sinai following the 2004
bombings.
14

It is worth noting that during this period, a process of “Brotherhoodisation” took place across several State institutions whereby leadership
posts were assigned to those considered loyal to the MB. This tactic alienated the majority of employees within government institutions from
the MB affiliated leadership. While all prior Egyptian Presidents personally appoint loyal political elites, it was usually a gradual and tactical
process and recruitment tended to be from the limited pool of existing elites, a maneuver the MB appeared to have overlooked.
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The role of institutions and their deeply embedded roots is of utmost significance and should not be
underestimated in the study of contemporary Egypt. More importantly perhaps, the ability of a President
to consolidate his authority over, and equally important, the way he utilises these institutions are imperative
in better understanding the dynamics and direction of politics in Egypt in any given period and under any
given leadership.

INVOLVEMENT OF MAIN INSTITUTIONAL STAKEHOLDERS SINCE 2014
Since the rise of Defense Minister Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to the Presidency in 2014 to present, Egypt has
witnessed an unprecedented increase in VE. Most of the VE attacks are predominantly concentrated
in the Northern part of the Sinai Peninsula. The Matrouh Coast (which incorporates the Egyptian-Libyan
borders) is also, albeit to a lesser degree than north Sinai, a significant area of VE operations. While the
current VE operations in these areas share similar characteristics to the VE attacks in south Sinai in the
2000s following the split of Tanzim al-Jihad and al-Jama’a, the context, the scale, and the motives
behind these attacks are on a much more intense and complicated level than previously witnessed in
Egypt.15 During the research conducted for this paper, it would appear that the following institutions
play the most prominent role in addressing the current drivers of VE in Egypt.

9

Executive Office of the President
It must be stressed that all major State policies and initiatives emanate from the Executive Office of the
President with the personal approval and support of the President. It is the role of State institutions to
follow these directions and implement, expand, and refine them according to their respective capacity
and resources. Since coming to Office in May 2014, President Sisi has adopted comprehensive
strategies and initiatives aimed at targeting efforts to address VE; these strategies are based on the
involvement of different institutional bodies. Indeed, two months into office (July 2014), President Sisi
put forward the “Renewal of Religious Discourse” initiative with the objective of correcting extremist
religious discourse and the misconceptions that it produces. Religious Institutions, as we will see,
became tasked with leading this initiative (Egypt Today, 2021). On 24 February 2016, President Sisi
announced the most comprehensive and collaborative, multi-institutional, sustainable development
strategy to date, the “National Strategy for Sustainable Development, SDS: Egypt’s Vision 2030”.16
Since its initiation, it has served as the national umbrella under which all relevant institutions participate

15

In addition to Tanzim al-Jihad which seemed to have taken on a new purpose after the political vacuum that emerged directly following the
fall of Mubarak in 2011. New terrorist groups also emerged during this period. In chronological order, the main groups comprise: Ansar Bayt alMaqdis (Supporters of the Holy Land), this group was formed largely by Hamas and MB convicts who escaped from prisons in 2011 following
the wholesale break-out from prisons in Cairo during the protests. Most of these convicts escaped to north Sinai to hide and formed this branch.
In 2014, following the fall and imprisonment of Morsi, more MB members escaped to north Sinai thus expanding this branch and they would later
pledge their allegiance to ISIS and changed the name from Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis to Wilayat Sinai (Islamic State in Sinai). The change in name
also indicated the change in political objectives: moving from the focus of an Islamic Palestinian narrative to the focus on the establishment of
an Islamic State in Egypt. The clampdown on MB leaders in 2013 and the resulting decentralisation of the group, younger members started to
form their own splinter organisations such as Liwa al-Thawra and Hassm. These groups have carried out hit and run terrorist attacks in mainland
Egypt. These terrorist attacks are predominately directed at military and police officers as well as some regime officials including the attempted
assassination of the former Grand Mufti of Egypt.
16

It should be noted that in 2015 the United Nations adopted the “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”. The aim of which is “to provide
a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity” and to call on States to act and recognise that ending poverty and other forms of deprivation must
be implemented in parallel to strategies that focus on improving health and education, reducing inequality, and stimulating economic growth.
It is within these parameters that Egypt – in collaboration with UN agencies, the private sector, and NGOs – and in coordination with the national
projects that the country had already embarked upon since 2014 – streamlined its “Vision 2030”.
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and co-ordinate national socio-economic development programmes. As we will see in this paper, it
appears that the aforementioned agenda is not simply a developmental plan but also, in the process,
a means to address the drivers of VE in its various forms.
State Security Institutions
1. Ministry of Defense: The Egyptian Ministry of Defense is the institution responsible for managing
the affairs of the Egyptian Armed Forces. It also handles the affairs of military colleges, the
recruitment and mobilisation of veterans, and the management of military production in Egypt.
Another role played by the Ministry of Defense is managing national projects that aim at aiding
the development of Egypt. With specific regards to VE, the Ministry of Defense remains the most
dominant institution in detecting, confronting, and combating terrorist organisations.
2. Ministry of Interior: The Egyptian Ministry of Interior supervises law enforcement and internal
security, including the Public Security Sector Police; the Central Security Force; the National
Security Sector; and the Passports, Immigration, and Nationality Administration. The National
Security Sector of the Ministry is responsible for internal security threats and counterterrorism
along with other security services. The Ministry of Interior plays an important role in protecting
national security through monitoring extremist and terrorist organisations, investigating terrorist
incidents and combating money laundering and other organised crime.
10

Religious Institutions
1. Al-Azhar Al Sharif: Al-Azhar, established in 970 AD, is the oldest of the leading Islamic institutions
in the world and one of the main reference bodies in Islamic affairs. With specific regards to VE,
Al-Azhar has taken tangible measures since 2014 to directly tackle the rise of extremism and
create a counter narrative against radical ideologies through its various entities and through
spreading a moderate discourse of Islam.
2. Dar al-Ifta al Misriyyah: Dar al-Ifta was established in 1895. It is Egypt’s formal governmental
Islamic advisory and regulating body. Prior to becoming an independent State institution in its
own right, Dar al-Ifta was the Islamic branch of the Ministry of Justice. Its main role is to issue
legitimate Islamic edicts and advise the government to ensure that potential State laws and
policies do not contradict or violate Islamic Shari’a. It is headed by the Grand Mufti.
3. Ministry of Endowments and Islamic Affairs (Awqaf): This institution was established in 1835.
The role of the Ministry of Endowments is two-fold. First, it is responsible for the creation and
investment of Islamic assets that comprise endowments with the aim of providing socioeconomic assistance. Such assistance is usually on a community-needs basis such as building a
hospital or providing a piece of land for the government to use to establish a school or public
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housing project.17 Second, the Ministry of Endowments is responsible for overall supervision and
regulation of mosques in Egypt.
Socio-Economic/Developmental Institutions
1. Ministry of Housing, Utilities and Urban Communities: The Ministry is responsible for the
construction and infrastructure of urban communities and utilities in Egypt. Since 2014, the
Ministry has been undertaking major initiatives to develop the country’s housing infrastructure.
This includes the current construction of new cities and public housing projects to replace the
informal settlements in and around the major urban areas.
2. Ministry of Social Solidarity: Established in 1939 (as the Ministry of Social Affairs), its objective
is to provide sustainable socio-economic safety networks for Egypt’s underprivileged citizens
(International Journal of Middle East Studies, 2013). Since 2014, the Ministry of Social Solidarity
has undertaken several projects intended to assist and improve the quality of life to the
vulnerable segments of society (The Ministry of Social Solidarity official website).

11

17

Endowments are established with the help of charitable donations, State assistance, assets of deceased Muslims who have no heirs to claim
them, etc. It is worth noting that, up until the 1950s, the Ministry was the main source of funding for Islamic institutions such as al-Azhar, as well
as the building and funding of independent mosques nationwide. Its financial independence as well as that of al-Azhar and large mosques
became regulated by the State much more prominently following the establishment of the Republic.
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MACRO-LEVEL CONTEXT IN EGYPT

The objective of this section is to identify key underlying macro issues and themes. The section begins
with a discussion of the attitudes of youth in an attempt to identify the underlying issues which impact
Egypt’s youth and could potentially influence their receptiveness to VE messages. It should be noted
that, while it has been difficult to identify and quantify the number and/or percentage of youth that are
either active perpetrators of VE or indeed, the youth who provide assistance to those individuals, it
seems reasonable to assume from the limited number of incidents reported by international institutions,
that only a very small percentage of the millions of Egyptian youth are actively involved (IEP annual
Global Terrorism Index). The section continues with a comprehensive discussion of the actions taken
as envisaged by the State and its agencies to address existing and potential VE.
OVERVIEW OF YOUTH ISSUES
The growth in the size of Egypt’s youth population has coincided with structural changes to the
country’s employment market. This has placed exceptional pressures on the ability of youth to make a
satisfactory transition from education to employment (World Bank, J-PAL).

12

The structural readjustments which resulted in the reduction of public sector recruitment materially
reduced employment opportunities for new graduates. It is thought that these declined from 75% in
the mid-1970s to 25% in the 2010s (Suleman, 2022). This decline in public sector employment
opportunities has not been compensated for by a corresponding increase in formal private sector
employment. As a consequence, employment in the informal private sector has witnessed substantial
growth. This sector currently accounts for approximately 40% of Egypt’s GDP and encompasses 85%
of small and medium sized enterprises. Government statistics suggest that almost half of all informal
workers in Egypt live below poverty line (Ibid, p.20). It is possible that the informal sector is
disproportionately susceptible to economic downturns in activities such as tourism. Employment
statistics suggest that the informal sector is the first, and often only, choice for youth with poor
education attainment levels.
It can be argued that youth unemployment can potentially increase crime in society and is likely to be
a driver of radicalisation and VE. Further research in our subsequent papers will attempt to provide a
fine-grained investigation of the extent to which limited employment opportunities that do not meet
youth expectations, or non-existent employment opportunities, are likely to precipitate youth onto a
‘journey’ towards further political grievances and potentially increased radicalisation and VE. Given
the millions of young people in Egypt and their diverse circumstances, there are likely to be multiple
and different ‘trigger’ factors that influence the process of radicalisation.
Against this pessimistic employment background, the comprehensive survey conducted by the
Population Council of over 11,000 youth in Egypt confirmed expectations that their overwhelming
priority is to raise their living standards. As reflected below, this aspiration was endorsed by 71.5% of
respondents.
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Source: Population Council SYPE 2014 report – pages 113 and 114.

13

In short, there appears to be some justification for the interpretation that the majority of Egyptian youth
are focused on their future wellbeing and security. These issues, along with others, will be examined
in more depth in WP5 and WP6.

OVERVIEW OF STATE INITIATIVES POST-2014
As noted above, it is possible that security-focused actions by the State might have exacerbated the
State’s fragile relationship with youth (Trauthig, 2021). It is perhaps linked to this, that the State is
currently attempting to develop, alongside its traditional security-based approach, a more
comprehensive, development-driven approach as a means to counter terrorism. As such, there appears
to be a highly visible increase of State efforts to address terrorism and VE in post-2014 Egypt. These
various approaches are predominately evident in the following pillars: security; legal; religious; and
socio-economic development inter-linked with State-civil society partnerships.
Security Pillar
1. Ministry of Defense
The role of the Egyptian military in combatting VE increased significantly following the fall of Morsi’s
presidency in 2013. VE and terrorist attacks in general become more intense and regular as according
to official sources the MB turned to violent attacks as a means to regain their power. It would appear
that the MB leadership overestimated their own power in comparison to the Egyptian Military. The fact
that the military started to lead Egypt’s combative strategies is directly related to the geographical
locations through which VE operations and terrorist attacks predominately take place. The
concentration of VE terrorist attacks since 2013 has been evident most intensely and systematically
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within the Northern region of the Sinai Peninsula – the borders of which is shared with Israel and the
Palestinian Territories, where Hamas stands out as a staunch supporter and ally of the MB.
Further attacks linked to the phenomenon of VE–albeit to a lesser scale perhaps than Northern
Sinai–also emerged conspicuously in Matrouh, the Coastal parameters of the Western Desert –
which incorporates the Egyptian-Libyan borders.18 Furthermore, in view of this socio-geological
environment, the isolation of the Egyptian military bases guarding the borders make them easy and
direct targets for many terrorist attacks. Egypt’s most immediate and direct response was the launch
of various and fierce military counterattack operations intended not only to destroy the terrorists but
to eliminate the infrastructure that supports them. A striking example of direct military confrontation
with terrorists was the Jabal al-Halal (al-Halal Mountain) operation in 2017.19
Immediate and direct responses to attacks invariably continue but are increasingly being
supplemented by more planned and strategic forms of combat such as the “Comprehensive
Operation Sinai 2018”. This Operation included extensive training and operational tasks focused
exclusively on purging areas in which terrorist groups are based (“Comprehensive Operation Sinai”,
2018). Indeed, various international military co-operations have also been utilised including, but not
limited to, Operations “Bright Star” in 2017 and 2018. Operation “Bright Star” was a series of
combined command-post and field-training exercises and drills with counterparts from US, EU and
Arab militaries aimed at strengthening regional security and stability (“Bright Star Operations”,
2022).
14

In addition to the use of hard power, the Ministry of Defense is also using its resources in the
implementation of soft power strategies. These projects focus on the socio-economic realms of the
marginalised communities inhabiting the borderlands. The Northern part of the peninsula had
previously received little State directed development or investment assistance in the past; however,
its use as a base for VE activities and the sharp increase in terrorist attacks since 2013 has led the
area to become a current priority for socio-economic assistance. This aspect is reflected for example
in the establishment of its “Constructing the Bedouin Developmental Communities” that started in
2017. Some of the projects undertaken have included the construction of a cement factory, the
construction of modern subsidised housing, health care projects, sanitation projects, water supply
projects, and various educational projects. It is estimated that the implementation of such projects
in Northern Sinai have cost approximately US$240 billion so far.20

18

These areas comprise largely desert, mountains, and extensive uninhabited wilderness except for Egypt’s sparse communities of respective
Bedouin tribes. The weakness of border control on both the Libyan and the Palestinian Authorities sides provided easier flow of smuggled
weapons, resources, and people to sustain and enhance the terrorist attacks invariably placed the military at the frontline.
19

The mountain was used by terrorists to hide, store weapons, and launch attacks. The Military quickly put an end to this via highly coordinating
combative measures with different units focusing on different parts of the mountain simultaneously. In person interview with retired General at
the Organization and Administration Authority of the Armed Forces, Cairo 21 April 2022.
20

Some of these projects are funded in co-operation with other State institutions but the military is the major stakeholder in the financing,
development, and actual construction of the Northern Sinai projects. In person interview with retired General at the Organization and
Administration Authority of the Armed Forces, Cairo 21 April 2022.
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2. Ministry of Interior
While the Ministry of Interior supervises all aspects of law enforcement and internal security via its
various branches, it is the National Security Sector Police that is directly responsible for internal security
threats and counterterrorism. Currently, however, it plays a supporting role to the military in the battle
against VE groups. This is largely linked to the fact that most terrorist activities since 2013 have been
concentrated in north Sinai and at the Libyan borders rather than mainland Egypt, making the
geographical location of such attacks fall within the realms of the military. Nevertheless, the Ministry
of Interior, according to official reports, managed to eliminate 1,500 terrorist outposts and arrest 22,000
terrorists in possession of large quantities of weapons, ammunition, explosive materials, and explosive
devices between 2014-2017. According to the same report, Egypt has witnessed a sharp decrease in
terrorist attacks from 481 attacks in 2014 to 22 attacks reported in 2017 (“6 Years of Achievements, A
Security Strategy to Confront Challenges and Extremism”, 2020). 21On another level, it is worth
mentioning, that in 2015 the Ministry of Interior started a major project to install surveillance cameras
in all major squares, train stations, roads, highways, and commercial areas nationwide. It is now common
practice to find surveillance cameras in all major public spaces, which undoubtedly enhances the
tracking of both criminal and terrorist activities.

15

It should also be highlighted, that in 2018 the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Defense officially
joined forces to establish a combined body of elite officers under the name of “888 Counter-Terrorism
Unit” specifically trained in all matters relating to the combat of VE in Sinai.22 It seems the combative
approach against VE from a security perspective has evolved to become increasingly strategic and
sophisticated.
Legal Pillar
Egypt has developed a comprehensive framework aimed at directly combating the threat of VE within
the legal arena. According to the 2014 Constitution, article 237 stipulates that “the state commits to
fighting all types and forms of terrorism and tracking its sources of funding within a specific time frame
in light of the threat it represents to the nation and citizens.” The introduction of Law 8/2015 in February
defines terrorist entities as “any association, organisation, group, gang, cell or other grouping that,
through any means, inside or outside the country, calls for the harming of individuals; the spreading of
terror; or the endangering of the lives, freedoms, rights, or security of the people.” According to article
2 of the same law, a terrorist is “an individual who calls for or involves themselves in harming the
environment; natural resources; antiquities; the communication infrastructure; and land; air; or sea
transportation or harming or seizure of public or private funds, buildings, or properties.” The
introduction of Law 94/2015 in August of the same year elaborates further. Consisting of 54 articles, it
sets a sweeping legal and procedural framework to cover this phenomenon, including the creation of
special courts to adjudicate cases specifically linked to this matter. This law criminalises the direct and
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The fact the state perceives the MB to be responsible for the majority of these terrorist attacks is reflected via its declaration in September
2013 that the MB are a terrorist organisation.
22

This should not be confused with the Egyptian Army Special Forces “Counter-Terrorism Unit 777”, which was established in 1978 under Sadat.
Unit 888 differs in that it is a combined Military and Police unit and its counterterrorism and special operations are focused predominately on
the Sinai Peninsula. In person Interview with retired Lieutenant General and Armed Forces Engineer, Cairo, 11 April 2022.
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indirect promotion of terrorist activities including, but not limited to, the use of propaganda materials,
public speaking and publication of articles that encourage the use of violence and terrorism. Law
175/2018 delves into the technological aspects of terrorism with reference to criminalising the
promotion of extremist and terrorist ideas among youth in cyberspace. The most recent development
in the anti-terrorism legal framework is Law 17/2020. This law is an amendment of the anti-money
laundering Law 80/2002. This new law redefines the concept of “money” to include assets and redefines the phrase “money or assets” in accordance with Law 8/2015 on listing of terrorist entities and
terrorists and Law 94/2015 on combating terrorism.
It is also worth noting that 2018 saw the establishment of ‘The Supreme Council for Countering
Terrorism and Extremism’ under Law 25/2018. The council is headed by the President of Egypt, and its
other 17 members comprise largely religious institutional (Muslim and Coptic) leaders, ministers, and
chief security officials. It would appear that its main role is to provide a forum in which the heads of
State institutions can share information and work in coordination with each other for the purpose of
combatting terrorism.
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The legal pillar is significant in that it serves as a cohesive legal framework which sets the parameters
of terrorism on the national level through governing the operations of State institutions and the manner
in which these institutions can address terrorists and terrorism in general. Moreover, UN Security
Council resolutions and international legal instruments provided the international framework upon
which these laws were developed. In other words, abiding to an international legal framework allows
Egypt and the international arena to co-operate in a manner of mutual interest.

Religious Pillar
1. Al-Azhar
In regard to the current war against VE, Al-Azhar appears to be taking some visible tangible steps such
as the establishment of several research and academic centers dedicated specifically to addressing
the issues of extremist Islamist thought from a theological point of view. Al-Azhar Observatory for
Combating Extremism for example, was inaugurated in 2015, with the main intent of understanding and
analysing the dialogue of extremist Islamic groups and creating a counter narrative to correct it.23 In
other words, one of the main goals of the Observatory is to monitor the ideas that VE groups promote
and prepare responses from officially recognised religious scholars in the hope of educating the youth
about such contentious ideas. It also organises efforts to raise awareness about the meaning of
moderation in religion and is attempting to counter radical ideologies by establishing a stronger and
more mainstream presence on major social media platforms. Since VE movements all over the world
concentrate their recruitment efforts via social media tools, the Observatory believes that their counter
narrative must also be readily available via the same tools. Indeed, Twitter was one of the first platforms

23

One such example is the ISIS online magazine “Rumiyah” which is randomly posted for a period of ten minutes online. A team at the
Observatory works specifically on gathering these publications as soon as they are posted, and subsequently relaying them to religious scholars
to refute erroneous interpretations of Islam then repost it on various online platforms. In person interview with the Director of Al-Azhar
Observatory for Combating Extremism, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
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approached by the Observatory in 2016 to address the increasing rise of messages posted by Islamic
extremist groups. The cooperation between Twitter and the Observatory has proven quite effective in
that it has managed to shut down 400,000 twitter accounts so far. They are currently in negotiation with
Facebook to initiate a similar cooperation.24 More recently, Al-Azhar Observatory participated in the 4th
Edition of the World Youth Forum 2022 in Sharm El-Sheikh. Again, its efforts are intended to promote
awareness by directly engaging in dialogue with the youth on issues related to extremism.25
To help combat the phenomenon of VE on an international level, Al-Azhar Center for Translation, which
was established in 2016, focuses on translating moderate Islamic texts and teachings from traditional
Arabic sources into different languages (11 so far). The aim is to expand the understanding of Islam to
a wider international audience. As such, the work of this Center supplements, builds on, and expands
upon the research and intellectual efforts of the Observatory.
Also in 2016, Al-Azhar Fatwa Global Center was established. Its most important religious role is to help
preventing the spread of extremist fatwas.26 The Fatwa Global Center also works on the grassroot level
with regards to the issue of VE. One such role is its religious and social awareness training programme
for police and army officers to enable them to better interact with the communities in Sinai. Part of this
training is to familiarise officers before their deployment to Sinai with the 1,000 most frequently asked
religious questions and their appropriate answers to ensure they do not relay religious misinformation
to the people.27
17

2. Dar al-Ifta al Misriyyah
Dar al-Ifta announced in 2017 several projects in its efforts to address VE. The “Dissecting the Anatomy
of the Terrorist Building Cycle” is one such example. The aim of this project is to breakdown and
analyse the psychology and mindset of an extremist in relation to the external factors that contributed
to shaping and influencing these extreme beliefs. The project is not intended to educate the public but
to educate Islamic scholars, clerics, and specialists whose work is linked to the VE sphere (Shorouk
News, 2017).
Dar al-Ifta’s strategy in confronting extremism also concentrates on reaching the international, nonArabic speaking world, both Muslim and non-Muslim. In this regard, since 2016, Dar al-Ifta has
published the increasingly popular “Insight” on-line magazine. This magazine provides direct scientific
responses and a religious-based legal refutation of all the suspicions contained in ISIS publications,
specifically its “Dabiq” and “Rumiyah” on-line magazines, published by the terrorist organisation in
English (Al Behry, 2017). Dar al-Ifta also uses technology and social media to counter VE by posting anti-
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In person interview with the Director of Al-Azhar Observatory for Combating Extremism, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
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The Observatory takes part in many national and international inter-personal activities directed specifically at strengthening the role of youth
in society and promoting religious moderation and peaceful co-existence. An example of this initiative is “Al-Azhar Peace Convoy”. In person
interview with the Director of Al-Azhar Observatory for Combating Extremism, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
26

In Islam, a fatwa is a formal religious edict, edict or interpretation on a given aspect in Islamic Law. Legitimate fatwas can only be issued by a
qualified Islamic Scholar such as a Mufti or others who have been trained in the parameters of issuing religious edits.
27

In person interview with the Director of Al-Azhar Observatory for Combating Extremism, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
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extremist messages on social media outlets. The increase in the Grand Mufti’s public activities such as
creating dialogue with the public and the media through traditional and digital platforms is a step
worth mentioning. This is because the traditional role of the Grand Mutfi was previously rather
mysterious; so, this development is a significant step in potentially dismantling VE ideology because
not only is he the most senior Islamic scholar for Sunni Fatwas in Egypt, but also for the entire Sunni
world.28

3. Ministry of Endowments and Islamic Affairs (Awqaf)
The implementation of Law 52/2014 (to prohibit preaching in mosques without a State license) allowed
the ministry the legal authority to supervise and regulate those who preach in mosques. This, in turn,
led in 2015 to revoking the license of 55,000 preachers whose sermons were believed to entice
radicalism and VE.29 In addition, the Ministry of Endowments in 2019 inaugurated the “International
Awqaf Academy” to train imams and preachers in the knowledge and skills of promoting moderate
Islamic pluralism and religious discourse. In short, it appears that the Ministry of Endowments has been
recently taking active measures to hold preachers accountable for their religious rhetoric.30
Socio-Economic Development Pillar

18

1. Ministry of Housing, Utilities and Urban Communities
In collaboration with other ministries, predominately the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Social
Solidarity, the Ministry of Transportation, and the Ministry of Health, the Ministry of Housing has been
highly active on national mega projects for the construction of social housing, public transportation
infrastructure as well as clean water and sanitation installation. The main goal being to eventually eradicate
the informally built slum areas of Greater Cairo and Alexandria. The first mega project Hay al-Asmarat,
located between the Maadi and Moqattam districts of Greater Cairo, began in 2014 with its final phase
completed as of April 2022. The three phases resulted in the creation of over 10,000 units with the potential
to house 100,000 residents in fully equipped and furnished apartments. The complex includes recreational
facilities including playgrounds, shops, cafes, stadiums, and swimming pools largely resembling the
characteristics of the modern, private-sector compounds that are only accessible to upper and upper
middle-class Egyptians that can afford the exuberant prices. Rent in al-Asmarat, however, is subsidised
and ranges from a very modest LE300-350 a month (less than US$20) (“Sisi Inaugurates “Asmarat” Low-cost
Housing Project”, 2018). Al-Asmarat is one of three mega housing projects (Nassar, 2021)31 but it should
be noted that nearly 700 housing projects in total have been completed nationwide. It should also be
mentioned that the border Governates and Upper Egypt received a 31% share of the 72.6 billion Egyptian
pounds spent on these completed projects.32 It is known that informal settlements in Egypt are

28

The Grand Mufti in Egypt is also the Chairman of the Supreme Council of the General Secretariat of Fatwa Institutions in the World.

29

It should be noted that prior to Law 52/2014 Egypt under Mubarak witnessed the rise of informal mosques, supervised by informal “preachers”.

30

It is also worth mentioning that, in 2020, the Ministry of Endowments founded the Department of Electronic Preaching to expand
communication with the public and established the Electronic Awqaf Portal and the Awqaf Academic Platform in efforts to counter the active
recruitment and presence of terrorist organizations online.
31

The other two major housing projects are Bashayer al Khair Project in Alexandria and Ahalina social housing project in El-Salam District.

32

The border development projects that are spearheaded by the Armed Forces included the construction of major roads networks to connect
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overpopulated, with structurally unsafe housing units, and often lacking access to clean water, sanitation
facilities, and electricity. In addition, these areas are inhabited by people facing socio-economic challenges
including, but not limited to, high illiteracy, unemployment, drug addiction and a high crime rate. In
addition, and most specific to this paper, the lack of schools and overall neglect of these areas by the State
through the inability to provide adequate services to help reduce the aforementioned challenges make
them fertile ground for extremist religious organisations to spread their teachings even extending to
kindergartens and day care centers. In the words of one observer, these Islamic children’s centers became
“incubators” for VE.33
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2. Ministry of Social Solidarity
Since the appointment of Ghada Wali as Minister (2014-19), the ministry underwent a massive
transformation. Indeed, it would not be erroneous to suggest its name was changed to Social Solidarity to
symbolically represent its growing role in addressing socio-economic deprivation. Appointed and fully
endorsed by President Sisi, Wali, a highly successful veteran in the field of development, initiated a variety
of high-profile socio-economic projects that have continued and expanded following her departure.34 The
first major initiative was implemented in 2015, Takaful wa Karama (Solidarity and Dignity), a social security
programme intended to provide direct financial assistance and social welfare to specific recipients: Basic
income in the form of cash support for families with children under 18 (Solidarity) as well as adults incapable
of securing employment such as the elderly and the disabled (Dignity) (Wahba, 2017). In addition to
insurance protection, the project also attempts to secure basic social services including the provision of
clean drinking water, sanitation, and housing to those in dire need. The implementation of the Hayah
Karima (Dignified Life) project is another such example of the major initiatives adopted by the ministry. The
first phase of the project began in 2019 and targeted 375 villages across Egypt and the second phase
started in January 2021 expanding the number of beneficiary villages to 1500 (“Decent Life (Hayah Karima):
Sustainable Rural Communities”). The third and last phase is slated for completion in 2030. The goal of this
initiative is to improve the standard of living conditions for the most vulnerable members of society
(“National Project to Develop Egyptian Rural”, 2022).
In February 2022 the ‘Dignified Life’ Foundation Board of Trustees and the Ministry of Culture signed a
cooperation protocol that targets developing the Egyptian citizen through a variety of cultural projects
(Abdel El Rahman, 2022). These projects include the establishment of “Your Book Kiosk” to provide
accessible and subsidised books for Egyptian villagers who may not otherwise have the access or means
to acquire these books and subsequently encourage the culture of reading. It is also important to note the

Alexandria to Matrouh, the extension of land permits for the building of summer resorts along the Mediterranean Sea extending to the Libyan
borders (previously these resorts were limited to the Alamein radius). Moreover, construction on the North Coast includes infrastructural
developments to allow for the construction of an increasing number of schools, a university, an airport and residential and commercial buildings.
The aim being an all year round, fully equipped city. There has also been much focus on developing Northern Sinai. The Peninsula is a different
geographical structure where developmental projects are more focused on the development of Bedouins homes and developing the area into
industrial and agricultural locations to also tempt the mainland youth and young families to migrate and integrate.
33
34

In person Interview with Medical Expert and Child Welfare Specialist, Cairo, 14 April 2020.

Ghada Wali has been serving as the Director-General/Executive Director of the United Nations Office at Vienna (UNOV)/United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) since 2020. She also holds the rank of Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations. Her career and large
network of connections with international and intergovernmental agencies enabled her to facilitate for the ministry a large source of external
funding for these projects. In-person interview, Consultant and Advisor of a developmental international organization and Former Deputy Minister
of Social Solidarity.
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establishment in 2018 of the “Theatre of Confrontation and Roaming”. Since its establishment, hundreds
of performances have taken place in various towns and villages nationwide to audiences in the hundreds
of thousands. The aim of this theatre is not simply to provide the novelty of live entertainment but, more
subtly, to address and attempt to combat the spread of extremist ideas to underprivileged communities
in a more engaging environment (Al Sharq Al Awsat, 2021).
It appears that the most recent high-profile plan by the Ministry of Social Solidarity, in partnership with the
Egyptian Centre for Strategic Studies (ECSS), is the launch of in-depth research project, provisionally
entitled “The Cost of Terrorism”. The research aims to examine the impact of terrorism on Egypt and the
Arab world specifically focusing on the economic and social dimensions (“Egypt Launches Research Project
on the Cost of Terrorism”, 2022).
The efforts of the Ministry of Social Solidarity appear to be multifaceted in its approach and its co-ordination
with other institutions. While the goal is aimed at addressing some of the socio-economic and cultural
drivers that lead to VE and terrorism at the grassroots level, it appears that it has set ambitious goals and
the outcomes of which cannot be determined except in the long run.
State – Civil Society Co-operation Pillar
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International organisations and non-government organisations (NGOs) play a major role in addressing
drivers of extremism and therefore in helping to combating it. For example, Egypt and the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), through local initiatives and collaboration with the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP), assisted the State with many of its social welfare and development
programmes. Additionally, through partnerships with Egypt’s public sector, private companies and civil
society, the UNDP has helped prioritise economic development but also made women, children, and
individuals with disabilities a focal point (UNODC Strategy 2021-2025). When President Sisi declared the
year 2022 as the year of civil society, it was a public acknowledgement and support of their role in Egyptian
society. It is worth pointing out that the official NGO arena appears to have shifted its orientation towards
working in support of, and in co-ordination with, state institutions. This shift is not unintentional.35
Integrating NGOs into assisting the institutions developmental goals can be viewed as a practical approach
by the government since civil work constitutes approximately 40% of Egypt’s social capital. In addition to
such co-operation, the experience of NGOs in providing services to the masses is also an important asset
to State institutions in terms of providing a deeper understanding of the socio-economic problems that
need to be addressed.36
A rather non-traditional example of State-civil co-operation was the launch in 2021, of Bawabet Al Khair
(Gates of Goodness) convoy to further assist low-income communities. In its first year, over 1,000 trucks

35

The harshest NGO law in Egypt’s modern history is Law 70/2017 which was heavily criticized nationally and internationally and was subsequently
replaced due to pressure by Law 149/2019. This law removed the harsh penalties of jail time and imposed fines instead for any organization not
abiding by the law. This law which is still in effect still sets huge restrictions on NGO’s and bans NGO’s from engaging in any political activities.
While this law is justified on security reasons it is also aimed at insuring minimal independence NGO activity outside of state control.
36

In person interview with Consultant and Advisor at the Save the Children International Organization and former Deputy Minister of Social
Solidarity, Cairo, 23 April 2022. Note that currently there are over 50,000 local NGOs registered via a permit from the Ministry of Social Solidarity
and its financing is strictly supervised by the Central Auditing Organization.
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carrying various aid reached over one million families across the country. The ongoing convoys continue
to provide practical and immediate assistance in areas linked to the socio-economic sphere such as health
care, social protection, education and training, as well as assisting in unplanned situations such as disasters
and crises (Aman, 2021). The point here, is to simply highlight an example of the capacity of the multi-tier
co-ordination between two ministries and eighteen local NGOs in assistance-related projects which may
have been less impactful in the absence of unified co-operation and assistance from civil society members
(Abdel Azim, 2021).37 It can also be seen as a mechanism by the government to filter the politically
motivated informal entities and replace them with the recognised civil society arena that are willing to
support the State in achieving its developmental goals.
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The convoy is in co-operation with the Tahya Misr Fund (Long Live Egypt Fund), the Ministry of Social Solidarity and the Ministry of Health,
with the support of 18 civil society organisations (Al-Orman, Misr Al-Khair, the Sharia Association, the Egyptian Food Bank, (Raa’ey Misr) The
Shepherd of Egypt, Resala, the Ashraqat Charitable Foundation, the improvement of women’s conditions, Al Mesbah Al Modee’, Salah al-Din,
al-Birwataqwi, The Evangelical Coptic Organization, Khair Damietta, Khair Baladna, Nahdet Beni Suef, Tawasul, Sonnaa Al Haya (life makers),
Specific Union for Orphans Care.
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DRIVERS
POLITICAL ISSUES (CLAIMS AND GRIEVANCES)
It is important to note that the dynamics of political grievances driving VE in post-2013 Egypt differ
greatly from the past. Most respondents in this research paper point out that VE in post-2013 Egypt is
largely linked to, and motivated by, a particular form of political demand: namely, the restitution of the
MB back into power. This view emerged from the proclamation of senior MB leader, and Secretary
General of the Organization’s Freedom and Justice Party, Mohamed al-Beltagy, who stated, in 2013,
following the removal of Morsi from office, that “terrorism in Sinai would stop the moment ousted
President Morsi returns to power.” (El Nahar TV, 2013) However, while this political grievance is
considered the driving force of senior MB members, their supporters and sympathizers, all security
personnel interviewed have stated that the majority of young recruits appear to be genuine believers
of the VE ideology. Respondents who have had direct contact with some of these recruits also mention
a recurring theme that, even when arrested, the strength of their devotion and dedication to VE makes
it near impossible to rehabilitate them. The point here is that the stakeholders largely representing the
security apparatus perceive a clear distinction between the political grievances of VE leaders and their
donors, on the one side, and the ideological devotion of their recruits and foot soldiers, on the other.
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While the stakeholders have adopted tangible policies in efforts to effectively address political
grievance within the scope of political Islam and VE, it does not give priority to political grievances
among youth outside this scope. Often political grievances independent of political Islam are at time,
intentionally positioned, and thereby suppressed, under the umbrella of VE. In fact, it has taken
measures that by-and-large constrict political participation even within the formal political framework.
Most respondents interviewed perceive that addressing terrorism is the most pressing priority and that
constraints on political freedoms is a temporary price to pay in order to achieve stability and
subsequently strengthen the foundations for future economic and political growth. As one respondent
pointed out, “the failure of the MB in government was their incompetence at creating an economic and
social strategy for an entire nation. They [MB] could feed a group but not a nation.”38 The overall
stakeholder perception is that political grievances that are not directly related to political Islam or VE
do not represent as serious a threat in comparison to the impact of a full-blown economic crisis.39
TERRITORIAL INEQUALITIES AND TRANSNATIONAL DYNAMICS
There appears to be an intrinsic correlation between VE activities in Egypt and these two drivers. The
fact that it has been more difficult to prevent terrorist activities in Northern Sinai and the Western
Desert is the product of the intersection of both territorial inequalities and the prevalence of border
crossing opportunities for the operations of transnational entities. Regarding territorial inequalities,
the borderlands of North Sinai and the Libyan-Egyptian borders have been, until recently, largely
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In person interview with retired Police Lieutenant General and former Deputy Director, Ministry of Interior Logistics Authority, Cairo, 21 April
2022.
39

In person interview with Consultant and Advisor at the Save the Children International Organization and former Deputy Minister of Social
Solidarity, Cairo, 23 April 2022.
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neglected in the allocation of State resources and investments. This is partly linked to the
underpopulation of these areas, the lack of awareness by the State of the local Bedouin identity and
culture, as well as the lack of overall integration of Bedouins into the rest of Egyptian society. The
alienation and marginalisation of the Bedouin inhabitants and the territorial inequalities that exist can
be regarded as a driver that encouraged inhabitants to cooperate with VE groups. In turn this enabled
VE groups to utilise the Bedouins as facilitators for national and transnational operations due to their
deep-rooted knowledge of the area and the borders surrounding it. The fact that VE groups are based
in these areas and most of their activities and attacks are limited to the borderlands provides them
with transnational avenues that would otherwise be much more difficult to acquire in mainland Egypt.
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Main stakeholders perceive these drivers as interlinked; this is evident from the multi-tiered approaches
that have been adopted since 2013. On one level, the government has placed a huge emphasis on
implementing wide-scale security and combative measures against VE groups and its enablers. On
another level, it is currently investing heavily in infrastructural projects and increasing access to
government resources in these territories in efforts to address the socio-economic inequalities faced
by the Bedouin inhabitants. Respondents believe that the decline in VE attacks has drastically dropped
largely due to these policy shifts, which have encouraged the locals to collaborate with the State.40
Stakeholders also perceive that the rise of VE attacks in these areas as being linked to past policies
overlooking the territorial disparities of these communities and acknowledge that these disparities
have allowed transnational actors to take advantage of the situation on the ground. While respondents
argue that the results of these policies will yield more tangible results over the decade, they point out
that further initiatives are crucial for the results of these efforts to be sustainable in the long-term. There
is some discussion among government stakeholders about the possibility of establishing a specific
ministerial portfolio for each territory (Western Desert and Sinai) specifically tasked with addressing
grievances and challenges related to these areas and the specific needs of their respective
communities.”41
RELIGION
It is not religion, but rather, the misinterpretation of religion due to the lack of religious knowledge, that
is seen as one of the most fundamental drivers behind the rise of VE globally. It is because of that, that
the perception and interpretation of politically motivated extremist religious discourse has proven to
be a successful tool in the recruitment of followers and sympathisers for VE groups. The case of Egypt
is not different. It should be noted that while religious education is a requirement in all schools from
elementary to high school, it does not protect the Egyptian youth from being religiously vulnerable. In
general, religious classes focus predominately on the memorisation of the Quran and understanding
the basic pillars of Islam and Hadith. As a consequence, religious education in schools does not
necessarily equip students with the fundamental analytical tools to independently understand the
general framework of religious concepts and interpretation. As such, it is potentially not difficult to
exploit Egyptian youth since the educational foundations of religious knowledge, interpretation and
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In person interview with Deputy Minister and Director of the International Terrorism Unit, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Cairo 21 April 2022.

41

In person interview with retired Lieutenant General at the Organization and Administration Authority of the Armed Forces, Cairo, 21 April 2022.
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analysis is weak overall. Therefore, this leaves them highly susceptible to any form of religious narrative
regardless of the validity.
The situation in impoverished communities is more critical. Until the State began to directly intervene
starting from late 2013, these communities have for decades, depended upon the religious teachings
of informal schools and mosques that were largely subsidised by local Islamic charities due to
insufficient State funding and lax State monitoring of education in these areas. The point here is that
radical or even violent narratives were easily promoted as Islamic facts due to the absence of alternative
educational options. The priority of religious reform is regarded as a pressing issue by stakeholders.
Most interviewees identified religious reform as a significant issue that needs to be addressed
effectively in order to prevent radical and VE groups from using Islam as a tool to manipulate and
subsequently recruit the youth for their own political agendas. As illustrated from the graph below,
youth agree with the stakeholders in this regard, as most respondents in the survey below believe that
religion should not be used to achieve political gain. In fact, results from the 2014 Population Council
SYPE survey of over 11,000 youth indicate, over 70% of the youth questioned do not agree that religion
should not be used for political purposes.
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Source: Population Council SYPE 2014 report – page 118.

Assuming that these results are reasonably representative, it would appear that the stakeholders have
taken notice as reflected in the reforms and policies currently directed by the major religious institutions
in their attempts to build on the positive tenets of religion and engage youth in anti-radicalisation
initiatives and activities. The efforts of religious institutions to reform religious teaching to avoid
statements which might be interpreted to suggest that religion could be synonymous with radicalisation
and/or VE are the basis on which these post 2013 reformist policies appear to be moving. As currently
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in progress, religious institutions have been working to create a moderate and unified understanding
of religion (Megahd, 2018). As mentioned previously, al-Azhar and Dar al-Ifta are currently working on
the educational religious jurisprudence level, to provide a moderate inclusive understanding of religion,
while raising public awareness of the dangers of VE religious discourse. On another level, the Ministry
of Endowments is currently focusing on the monitoring and supervision of religious discourse with
particular emphasis on the education and religious training of mosque preachers. It is clear that the
institutional stakeholders acknowledge that “the availability of sources of religious information is very
different from before [because now traditional institutional based] teachers and religious scholars [are
no longer] considered the sole source of information.”42 As a consequence, it would seem that the
institutional stakeholders perceive the policies discussed above as a means to promote a unified,
moderate, inclusive and tolerant perspective of Islamic teaching through emphasis on the spiritual
nature of the religions as opposed to the literal and somewhat combative interpretation that had
become so common over the past three decade. This aims at “building peaceful and good minded
youth.”43
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The fact that religion is perceived as a driver of religious radicalisation and potentially, VE, has
motivated the official narrative to adopt policies that are intended to separate and distinguish religious
scholarship from radical religious ideology. It is important to note that during the in-depth interviews
for this paper, one recurring theme emerged by high-ranking security officials who have had
interactions with low-ranking radical group recruits captured during attempted terrorist attacks. All of
them noted in one form or another that, when questioned about Islam, the knowledge of these
captured terrorist tends to be very poor. The majority of the respondents (security and non-security)
ultimately perceive the lack of religious knowledge as a significant radicalisation and potential VE driver.
Therefore, they regard the religious reform measures adopted by the State as imperative policies
required for long-term national stability and progress.
DIGITAL SOCIALISATION
Social media has emerged as one of the most far-reaching sources of information on the global level.
Egypt is no exception here. As of January 2022, internet penetration in Egypt stood at 71.9%. This
means that 51.45 million people are social media users. This represents 48.9% of the population, with
the average Egyptian spending over seven hours on the internet daily (DataReportal, 2022). Much like
the private sector had responded by shifting their promotional activities to increase their consumer
base from traditional media (print, radio, television, and cinema) to social media platforms (Facebook,
YouTube, and Instagram), VE groups have also shifted their awareness activities, recruitment, and even
fundraising to digital platforms. The mass exposure of Egyptians to social media platforms indicates
that this global phenomenon is in some form or another accessible to the average citizen. Although
there is insufficient empirical data showing the direct connection between social media and VE, there
is anecdotal information that suggests that the Internet and social media emit extremist propaganda
that could engage susceptible audiences. This is not just plausible for mainstream social media
platforms, it is equally plausible in smaller platforms overlooked by the State, therefore less susceptible
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Online interview with Director of Independent Secular Human Rights NGO (currently restricted), Cairo, 27 April 2022.
In person interview with the Director of Al-Azhar Observatory for Combating Extremism, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
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to monitoring. The fieldwork conducted here however suggests that as far as stakeholders are
concerned, digital socialisation is an important driver for the potential radicalisation of youth and is
seen as an important tool for VE groups, particularly, those on the borders of Egypt. The digital sphere
is perceived as a tool for existing VE groups on the Egyptian borders to facilitate the promotion and
strengthening of their terrorist activities through international alliances, funding, and propaganda.
The State appears to address this driver on this basis through two main mechanisms. On one level, it
monitors these platforms to apprehend account-owners that promote VE or has flagged them to the
platforms so the latter can ban these accounts. On another level, and in parallel to the first, the State
is attempting to study the digital activities of VE groups and is developing a multi-approached strategy
to counter radical extremist claims that VE recruiters promote. This is implemented through the
presentation of the counter-narratives by legitimate Islamic scholars representing formal Islamic
institutions.44 This approach further indicates that the aim of the State is to close down or at least
constrict the international networks of these groups since these international channels are perceived
by stakeholders to be “the oxygen that keeps them [terrorist groups] alive.”45
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EDUCATION AND SKILLS
All the stakeholders interviewed acknowledged in one form or another that the lack of independent and
critical thinking in the educational process, the marginalisation of independent creativity and lack of
cultural awareness are all factors which allow radical (religious) ideologies to be more readily and
unquestionably accepted as truth by individuals. As such, the quality and nature of education and skills
training has direct implications for the youth to fulfil their employment aspirations and to guide them
away from radicalisation.
In Egypt, approximately 1.2 million people enter the job market every year.46 Published research
suggests that many of these individuals experience difficulty in accessing the employment they desire
and consequently seek work in the informal economy. According to the most recent World Bank
statistics on Egyptians specifically between the ages of 15 and 29, it seems 40.7 percent are not within
the work market, the education system or even employment-related training (World Bank, 2016). It has
also been reported that the informal sector accounts for more than half of total jobs created (Kienle,
2022). The fact that a large proportion of youth are unable to realise their career aspirations and the
frustrations that invariably arises because of that, could further increase the potential for even a small
minority to become more susceptible to radical messages.
Similar to religious education, concerns exist over teaching methods, with the overwhelming majority
of teachers just wanting students to memorise material. A very small percentage of teachers encourage
students to form their own points of view and express them (Panel Survey for Young People in Egypt,
2014). This emphasis on memorisation and little critical thinking is unlikely to adequately prepare
students for the job market. Increasing the emphasis on critical thinking in educational settings, could
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In person interviews with young Islamic scholars, Al-Azhar, Cairo, 27 April 2022.
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In Person interview with retired Major Lieutenant and Former Director of the Center for Strategic Studies at the Higher Military Academy, Cairo,
18 April 2022.
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See: Ministry spokesman on 20th October 2019 at J-PAL conference held at AUC in partnership with UNICEF.

ON MACRO-LEVEL DRIVERS

EGYPT

also provide students with the skills to critique the messages which extremists promote directly or via
social media.
The expansion of graduates employed in the public sector following Nasser’s socialist decrees in the 1960s
invariably facilitated social mobility. The increasing contraction of this sector since the implementation of
an Economic and Structural Adjustment Program in the early 2000s means that opportunities for social
advancement via employment in the public sector are virtually non-existent now.
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Source: Population Council SYPE 2014 report – page 35

It should be noted that the reform in religious education mentioned previously, is part of a wider
educational reform initiative that is in progress. The significance of these drivers is apparent in view of
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the disparate policies, reforms and programmes adopted and currently in progress by the State. It is too
early to measure the progress of such adaptations, but it is clear these drivers are perceived by stakeholders
as the direct outcome of the weak educational framework that has persisted and has been overlooked for
decades. Respondents have identified the limited development of the educational structure over the past
decades as having created a stagnant and under-resourced educational system that leaves youth
vulnerable to indoctrination. More importantly from the stakeholder perspective, it fails to graduate youth
that possess the required work force skills for the development of the Egyptian economy and its ability to
increase large-scale international investments, which is regarded by stakeholders as a main priority.
CULTURAL AND LEISURE OPPORTUNITIES
For the purposes of the project, the provision of cultural and leisure facilities needs to be considered
against the context of key demographic factors and the nature of the available provision, and the extent
to which it might inhibit or facilitate radicalisation. The national average age of under 25, high population
densities and intensely occupied accommodation in the key urban areas suggest that large numbers of
youth, especially male, are likely to seek leisure and cultural activities outside the home.
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The limited availability of youth facilities in some urban locations suggests that a significant portion of male
leisure time is spent ‘on the street’ or in coffee shops. Football is also as a key male youth leisure interest
and activity. Indeed, premier League clubs have a large fan base that represents all social classes. Such
fans have at times manifested political allegiances that have resulted to physical conflicts between rival
supporter groups, and at times, between fans and the government. In 2012 for example, 74 deaths and over
500 injuries occurred at a match between Al-Ahly, a Cairo club, and Al-Masry, a Port Said club in the town
of Port Said (Rashad, 2014). This was followed by 20 deaths in 2015 when Zamalek played ENPPI, both Cairo
clubs, at Cairo Air Defence Stadium. Media reports suggest that there were strong political undercurrents
to both incidents (Maher, 2015). In this respect, the desire of youth to seek out, and then affiliate to, social
groups and supporters’ networks in order to satisfy a ‘sense of belonging’ could well expose them to
potential sources of radicalisation and violence.
It appears that the State perceives the importance of this predicament than in previous decades, and as
such, it is attempting to raise its efforts in enlightening and expanding the cultural foundation of the next
generation of Egyptians youth through a variety of cultural and social programmes. As mentioned
previously, the “Dignified Life” programme not only includes welfare assistance to those in need but also
provides cultural and creative awareness activities to those who may not otherwise have access to it.
Travelling artistic performances and educational workshops, such as the “Start Your Dream” workshop (to
train potential performers through the Youth Theatre Troupe), are just a few examples of such endeavors.
Again, these are long-term policies, and their outcomes cannot be measured in the short-term. From the
perspective of the stakeholders, respondents acknowledge the need to engage youth in activities that
would give them a sense of belonging while averting their direction from the engagement in criminal,
violent or potentially destructive activities. However, respondents do not identify the lack of cultural and
leisure activities as a primary driver of VE in Egypt. Having said that, it is important to note that the impact
of overlooking youth engagement (particularly the unemployed) is potentially a more serious challenge to
stakeholders than VE, as was evident by the youth protests of 2011. While not publicly acknowledged, this
fact is not lost on stakeholders.
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ECONOMIC DEPRIVATION
On the basis of the fieldwork conducted for this paper, economic deprivation is perceived by
stakeholder as one of the most important drivers. To a large degree, most interviewees believe that this
driver intertwines directly or indirectly with the six other drivers. The overall view is that economic
deprivation is directly linked to poor education, unemployment and the vulnerabilities and exposures
that potentially lead to discontent, resentment, radicalisation and other forms violent and non-violent
of political opposition.
Policies aimed at economic development – on the domestic front or through FDI – appear to be viewed
by stakeholders as having a potentially cascading impact on the other drivers. Most stakeholders
interviewed appear to be highly supportive of current State policies that are focusing on expanding its
partnerships with non-State stakeholders including the private sector, multilateral development
agencies and bilateral partners. As a multi-tiered collective State-led effort, it is perceived as an efficient
and practical solution that has a higher possibility of successfully addressing the shortfalls of the various
aspects of Egypt’s socio-economic sphere. These policies include bridging the education gap,
providing skills training for secondary education and technical diploma graduates, funding micro, small
and medium enterprises in efforts to create an environment that encourages the growth of the
economy and ultimately the employment opportunities of the labor market. Respondents point out
that the priority to close the gap on the economic deprivation driver is perceived as a crucial step
towards propelling forward the other drivers that most stakeholders regard as intertwined.
29
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CONCLUSION
Prior to the Arab Spring, State policies under the presidencies of Nasser, Sadat and Mubarak all focused
on predominately combating Islamic radicalisation and VE through coercive security measures and the
suppression of its leaders. While religion is frequently cited as the main source of radicalisation in the
country, it would probably be prudent not to make sweeping generalisations. It seems that the
overwhelming majority of youth endorse the underlying tenants of Islam. At the same time, they believe
that religious observance is a personal matter, and that religion should not be appropriated for political
purposes. In fact, the priority of most Egyptian youth today is to achieve their aspirations of stable fulfilling
employment and improvement in their standard of living. Post-2014 State policies indicate similar goals as
reflected in its shift in policies in attempt to address the main drivers of radicalisation and VE.
These shifts, based on in-depth interviews with stakeholders representing disparate State institutions, can
be identified on several levels. It seems that the stakeholders are attempting to address several of the
drivers identified by CONNEKT; however, it is clear that their priorities are divided into four main responses:
combative, legal, religious/educational, and socio-economic. The security and combative measures
adopted by the Armed Forces and police were the immediate response of action to the outbreak of
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terrorism in post-2013 Egypt. The effectiveness of this response has been significant due to the highly
specific and limited geographic setting which falls under the realm of the Armed Forces. This approach also
highlighted the rising threats of both national and transnational VE movements accessing these territories
to stakeholders and the necessity to shift tactics. Such tactics included the implementation of
comprehensive socio-economic policies aimed at harnessing the support of the previously neglected local
inhabitants, in parallel with sustaining the traditional and increasingly sophisticated coercive measures
against VE groups.
The second priority for the State, it would seem, has been building upon the foundations of existing antiterrorism laws to create a much more extensive legal framework to allow stakeholders to exercise further
legal powers over VE movements both domestically and internationally. These laws now provide
stakeholders with additional authority to track funding sources, freeze the assets of individuals and
organisations directly and indirectly linked with terrorist organisations and activities as well as create courts
to adjudicate cases specifically linked to terrorism. Stakeholders constructed the legal framework within that
of the UN Security Council resolutions and international legal structures to ensure that anti-terrorism
cooperation with the international arena is forthcoming and of mutual benefit.
As a third-tier approach, stakeholders have recognised the role that reforming religious education
and guidance can play in combating radicalisation and VE. Noticeable strides have been taken to
identify the shortcomings in these areas and the implementation of concrete steps aiming to
emphasise a more spiritual, moderate, and inclusive vision. The role of the religious institutions in
shifting its directions towards the fulfilment of these goals can be perceived as a method to neutralise
and separate religion from politics.
Perhaps the most prominent response has been the massive socio-economic policy shifts designed
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to address economic deprivation. The stakeholders most significant initiative has been to expand the
collaboration of State institutions with each other as well as non-State actors (namely NGOs and the
private sector) in order to achieve their developmental objectives in a more co-operative and efficient
manner.
On a final note, the ability and capacity of the State to properly implement these policies will
ultimately depend on its technical capabilities, the size of its capital resources and the priorities of
allocation of these resources in the long term. Additionally, the financial pressures on this relatively
new holistic development-driven approach will most probably be exacerbated by the consequences
of Russia’s invasion of the Ukraine, with its consequent food, fuel, and cost of living price increases,
and those of the earlier Covid-19. Both the Covid-19 outbreak, and the more recent Russian invasion
of the Ukraine, have resulted in unforeseen expenditures and the loss of tax revenues not just
nationally, but also globally. In Egypt, while these exceptional financial pressures have been met
through various means until now, it is too early to predicate the degree to which its policies will be
affected.
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