The long-term agreement recently signed between Russia and Egypt to build a nuclear
power plant at El-Dabaa is aimed at improving Egypt’s electricity sector and has no direct
implications for the development of nuclear weapons. It is, however, likely to legitimize any
future attempt by Egypt to build a uranium-enrichment or nuclear-fuel-reprocessing facility.
While Egypt has already gained significant experience in the nuclear field, neither its plans to
develop a civilian nuclear power plant nor its efforts to develop nuclear weapons have yet
borne fruit.
Egypt is taking its nuclear energy effort out of the deep freeze. On December 11, 2017,
during Russian President Vladimir Putin’s visit to Cairo, the two countries signed a nuclear
agreement that reflects a convergence of their interests: Russia would like to return to its
position as the dominant power in the Middle East, and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Sisi
wants to rehabilitate his country’s economy and once again make Egypt a central actor in the
Arab world.
The agreement stipulates that Russia’s Rosatom Corporation will build a nuclear power
plant at El-Dabaa, about 140 kilometers west of Alexandria. The plant will include four lightwater reactors for electricity production, each with a 1,200-megawatt output. Egypt and
Rosatom also concluded that a storage depot would be built beside the nuclear plant to hold
spent nuclear fuel from the reactors before it is sent to Russia for reprocessing. Test runs of the
first reactor are expected in 2022 and its full commissioning is anticipated in 2026. Rosatom
estimates that the project will be completed in 2028 or 2029.
Russia will also build factories in Egypt for the domestic manufacture of nuclear plant
components, bringing in the required expertise; and Rosatom will service the plant for 60 years.
According to reports, the project will cost about $30 billion, with $25 billion to be provided by
Russia as a loan to be repaid over 35 years.
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There are many gas deposits in Egypt as well as oil fields, but the country’s faulty pricing
policy and economic crisis have caused the energy industries to collapse. With a population
now numbering 104 million, Egypt urgently needs nuclear power to improve its energy sector.
Many in Egypt, from disparate parts of the population, oppose building a nuclear plant
at El-Dabaa. Business people want to develop tourism in the area, which is on the seacoast;
some are concerned about environmental damage; and the Bedouin tribes in the area claim the
land has been stolen from them. In February 2012, amid the chaos in Egypt following the
revolution, the El-Dabaa site was attacked by thousands of Bedouin; the costs from damage
and the looting of equipment were estimated at $80 million.
Egypt’s plans to build a nuclear reactor go back to the days of Nasser. As Egyptian
energy expert Ali Saidi, who served as electricity and energy minister from 1999 to 2001, told
‘Al-Monitor ‘ in September 2015: At first, the nuclear project was stopped because of the 1967
war. It was to be implemented with the Soviet Union at that time … The project was bid upon in
the 1970s in a competition between US companies, after US President Richard Nixon promised
to provide nuclear plants to both Egypt and Israel. Then a US law was passed obliging countries
acquiring nuclear plant technologies to be subject to inspection standards from the country of
origin, which was America, so the project stopped.
Saidi added that in the 1980s, during Mubarak’s presidency, American and French
companies competed over the nuclear plant project. He explained that the project was dropped
from the agenda for two reasons: negative public opinion in Egypt after the disaster of the
Ukrainian Chernobyl reactor (1986), and the discovery of gas deposits in the 1990s.
Saidi focused solely on the civilian aspect of nuclear energy in Egypt as a source of
electricity production. However, Israeli intelligence has suspected for years that Egypt is
interested in covertly building a military nuclear potential – from the crisis of the German
scientists, who helped Egypt develop ballistic missiles in 1962, through the Mubarak
presidency.
Naturally, the issue of Israeli nuclear weapons has had an effect on Egypt’s nuclear
development efforts. Egypt’s entry into the nuclear arena was primarily impelled, however, by
Gamal Abdel Nasser’s pan-Arab policy and by his view of Egypt as a leading country in the Arab
world.
After the founding of the Atomic Energy Establishment (AEE) in 1956, Egypt made
impressive progress in building a nuclear infrastructure and developing research in the field. For
Nasser, the nuclear endeavor was not solely for “peaceful purposes” but was also a means of
developing nuclear weapons. The nuclear activity, which at first only involved research, was
concentrated at the Inshas Nuclear Research Center about 40 kilometers northwest of Cairo.
The heart of the Inshas Center was a small, 2-megawatt research reactor that the Soviet
Union had provided. It began construction in 1958 and became operational in 1961. But
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according to media reports, from 1960 to 1967, Egypt made intensive efforts to obtain “off-theshelf” nuclear weapons or the means to produce them, turning for this purpose to the Soviet
Union, China, and India. Nasser referred to this openly in a speech in 1961, warning that if Israel
were to have nuclear weapons “we will secure atomic bombs for ourselves at any price.”
A major figure in the Egyptian nuclear establishment during the Nasser era was Salah
Hedayat, who was appointed director-general of the AEE and then served until 1970 as minister
of scientific research and as Nasser’s scientific adviser. It appears that Hedayat strove to
develop an independent nuclear fuel cycle based on a “plutonium-production reactor” and a
facility for reprocessing plutonium from fuel irradiated in the reactor. In this context, in 1964
the Soviet Union helped Egypt set up a radiochemistry department at Inshas that included “hot
laboratories” for treating irradiated fuel. Moreover, at the end of 1965 the Egyptian
government issued a tender for the construction of a 150-megawatt electricity production
reactor at Borg al-Arab on the Mediterranean coast, about 45 kilometers southwest of
Alexandria, ostensibly intended for desalination of seawater.
In a 1995 interview, Hedayat confirmed that Egypt had indeed launched a military
nuclear program at the beginning of the 1960s that continued until Nasser’s death in 1970.
It is possible that on the eve of the 1967 Six-Day War, one of the Egyptian army’s
objectives was to destroy the Israeli nuclear reactor in Dimona, but Egypt’s swift defeat and loss
of the Sinai Peninsula disrupted any such plans. After the war, Egypt’s difficult economic
situation prevented further efforts towards nuclear development. On top of the loss of transit
dues for ships going through the Suez Canal and revenues from the Sinai oil wells, Egypt had to
allocate huge sums to the defeated army’s rehabilitation. Thus Egypt decided to shift the
struggle against Israel’s nuclear superiority to the diplomatic sphere.
One step it took was to join the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1968, though it had
not ratified it. In any case, this was a tactical measure for Egypt since its nuclear program was
stagnating because of a lack of financial resources. Egyptian diplomacy began working through
various channels – without success – to compel Israel to sign the treaty as well.
Hedayat continued with his nuclear plans, aiming to develop an infrastructure to
produce fissile materials for nuclear weapons. In 1965, he established the DCA (Design
Consultant Association), which was funded by the Egyptian government and employed a group
of nuclear-engineering experts. The DCA functioned independently of the official Egyptian
nuclear sector, the framework of which is the AEE.
The DCA’s mission was to help Egypt develop an indigenous nuclear fuel cycle. In 1970 it
presented its plan to build a “dual-use nuclear reactor for desalination” near Alexandria with an
output of 40 megawatts. The plan was backed by Nasser, who showed great interest in
involving Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi. Qaddafi promised financial support in exchange for
conducting the project in Libya.
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In 1970, Nasser reached an agreement with Qaddafi on establishing a joint EgyptianLibyan federation and appointed Hedayat its minister of scientific cooperation. However,
because Qaddafi wanted faster results than what Hedayat could provide, the joint venture
failed to get off the ground and Libyan financial support evaporated.
The Egyptian-Libyan federation continued under the Sadat regime but finally broke up in
1974 because of Qaddafi’s undermining of Sadat. Hedayat was dismissed as the federation’s
minister of scientific cooperation. In about 1977, the DCA was dismantled. Sadat wanted to put
the nuclear establishment on a new path.
Israeli intelligence closely monitored Egypt at the time on suspicion that it was
interested in establishing a centrifuge project for enriching uranium, which is much less
expensive than plutonium. An attempt was made to uncover ties between Egypt and Western
European, especially German, companies that dealt with the development and manufacture of
components and equipment for uranium enrichment.
After Nixon’s visit to Egypt in 1974, the International Atomic Energy Agency signed a
draft agreement in August of 1976 with Egypt and the US to build a nuclear power plant in Sidi
Krir near Alexandria that would include two 600-megawatt light-water reactors and was to be
manufactured by Westinghouse. The project was not carried out, but the Nuclear Power Plants
Authority, which had been set up under the aegis of the Electricity Ministry, opened intensive
talks with companies from Germany, France, and Japan on the purchase of a number of power
reactors to be placed in El-Dabaa.
Generally speaking, the then-president Hosni Mubarak intended to continue the policies
of his predecessor Sadat, which included the safeguarding of close ties with the US, the
maintenance of the peace with Israel, and the promotion of an Egyptian nuclear power
program. The Chernobyl disaster prompted a suspension of efforts to promote the nuclear
program.
However, a visit to Egypt by the Canadian energy minister in May 1982, and his
announcement of his country’s intention to sign a nuclear cooperation agreement with Egypt
with the aim of selling it CANDU power reactors, set off alarm bells in the Israeli intelligence
community. Being cooled and is fueled with natural uranium, this Canadian-developed type of
reactor is heavily water-moderated. Hence, unlike light-water power reactors, it can be used to
produce military-grade plutonium.
Egypt’s talks on CANDU reactors with the Canadian company AECL (Atomic Energy of
Canada Ltd.) continued sluggishly for at least eight years, during which time the Chernobyl
disaster transpired. According to a 1989 agreement, about 30% of the reactor’s parts were
supposed to be manufactured in Egypt, while AECL was supposed to give Egypt technology with
which to produce CANDU nuclear fuel. But ultimately, because of funding difficulties, the plan
collapsed.
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Meanwhile, accelerated development had begun at the Inshas Center. In 1982 the Hot
Laboratory and Waste Management Center (HLWMC) was set up there to treat radioactive
waste accumulating in Egypt’s nuclear facilities. The HLWMC also had a hot-cells complex for
research on the use of plutonium, which had been purchased from France. Furthermore, in
1989 work began, with German assistance, on a facility for the domestic production of nuclear
fuel. In 1990, the old reactor at Inshas was upgraded and reactivated after having been
decommissioned in the 1980s. At the end of 1992, a new 22-megawatt research reactor,
purchased from the Argentinian company INVAP, began installation at Inshas. INVAP also built a
nuclear fuel production facility for the reactor.
Concurrently, Egyptian defense minister Field Marshall Abdel Halim Abu Ghazala began
working in 1984 to renew his country’s nuclear weapons program. According to media reports,
he did so notwithstanding misgivings on the part of President Mubarak. Abu Ghazala was close
to the Muslim Brotherhood in his views and was known to strongly oppose the peace treaty
with Israel. In a closed forum in 1987, he stated emphatically, “Israel is our main and only
enemy.”
Abu Ghazala began to seek channels through which to procure nuclear materials and
forged ties with senior Iraqi officials to look into possible nuclear cooperation. (It was also
reported that his aide, Brigadier Hossam Khairat Youssef, attempted to buy 100 kilograms of
uranium from a French civilian with the aim of enriching it in France, but it is not known
whether this initiative led to any results.)
A serious episode connected to Abu Ghazala was the Badr 2000 project, headed by
Khairat Youssef, which involved plans for a two-stage, solid-fuel ballistic missile with a range of
about 1,000 kilometers. The project, based on German technology, began in 1982 in
cooperation with Iraq and Argentina.
However, some of the missile’s components were illegally purchased in the US by an
Egyptian missile engineer with American citizenship, Abdel-Kader Helmi, whom Abu Ghazala
had recruited. The American authorities caught Helmi loading missile materials onto an
Egyptian military transport plane, tried him, and sentenced him to 46 months in prison and a
$350,000 fine.
Though there is no proof, Mubarak was probably in the loop about the Badr-2000
project. When the episode was exposed, it caused a severe crisis in US-Egyptian relations.
Mubarak had to sacrifice Abu Ghazala, dismissing him as defense minister in April 1989.
In the aftermath, Egypt lost the nuclear arms race. From the 1950s to the mid-1970s,
nothing was done to impede its purchase of nuclear facilities for the production of militarygrade plutonium and enriched uranium. Reasons included the economic interests of nuclear
exporters, as well as a naïve belief that the development of nuclear weapons was beyond the
capability of third world countries. Thus, in the Nasser era, Egypt had the chance to start
acquiring facilities for plutonium production but did not exploit it. Probable explanations
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include failed management of the nuclear sector, the channeling of resources into preparing
the Egyptian army for war against Israel, and the Soviet “bear hug,” which was intended to keep
Egypt’s nuclear progress on a low flame so Egypt would not grow overly independent.
Though Egyptian industry, including its military industry, has progressed greatly in
recent decades, Egypt has not yet tapped its capacity for nuclear development. Sadat, who
opened Egypt’s gates to the Americans, did not want to take such a risk. His successor,
Mubarak, was skeptical about the potential success of a nuclear weapons development project,
particularly after the diplomatic crisis over the Abu Ghazala affair. Egypt also had trouble in
those years financing a civilian nuclear program.
The need for nuclear weapons returned to the agenda in Egypt and Saudi Arabia after
the Iranian nuclear deal was struck in July 2015, though the Trump administration’s moves to
stop Iran from nuclearizing have calmed the situation for now.
As for the nuclear plant at El-Dabaa, ten years will be needed to complete the project –
a very long time in the Middle East. It is entirely possible that the project will meet the same
fate as Egypt’s past efforts to build nuclear power plants. If the project is carried out, it will be
impossible to use it directly for the development of nuclear weapons because of the need to
use light-water reactors for ongoing electricity production and because the plutonium in these
plants’ spent nuclear fuel will not be of nuclear weapons grade.
In the long term, however, the existence of nuclear power plants in Egypt could give
Cairo the legitimacy to build a uranium-enrichment plant at a low enrichment rate for the
reactors and the production of nuclear fuel. From there the path to a high rate of military-grade
uranium enrichment is short. Operating power plants can also provide legitimacy for the
building of a facility for reprocessing the plants’ spent nuclear fuel. If Egypt eventually builds a
plutonium production reactor, it will have a new route towards developing nuclear weapons.
Few people today are knowledgeable on the background of historical events since the
days of June, 1967. Back then I was a college sophomore history major, only to have been
awakened to the prophetic nature of what took place by my elderly church recording secretary.
She knew her Bible better than I did at the time. As such, my interest in Bible prophecy was
birthed by her questions. Even today, few Bible prophecy scholars ever discuss Egypt’s current
role in the Middle East geo-political relations. One day rather unexpectedly, Israel will have to
deal with Pharoah’s Revenge.
When future history books are written, the eight-years of the Barack Hussein Obama
administration will show he did more to empower Israel’s adversaries since the State of Israel
was created on May 14/15, 1948 than any single political leader in the world.
The rapidly developing relations between Russia and Egypt have been overshadowed by
the more prominent relationships between Russia and Syria, as well as Russia and Iran.
Nevertheless, the Russia-Egypt relationship deserves closer scrutiny because, unlike the
6

country’s relations with the other two Middle Eastern powers, it concerns a country that until
recently appeared to be firmly in Western orbit. The abrupt shift of its geopolitical vector
toward Eurasia represents a far bigger change for the region than Russia’s successful support of
the legitimate Syrian government, or the close relationship with the Islamic Republic of Iran,
both of which have been on the Western “enemies list” for decades. The reasons for this shift
are twofold, and have to do with the way Western powers interact with Middle Eastern powers
in the context of a systemic economic crisis, as well as with Russia’s demonstrated
attractiveness as an ally.
The West’s systemic crisis clearly transformed how Western powers view non-Western
ones. Whereas the “end of history” globalist rhetoric suggested a post-sovereignty utopia in
which weak and strong powers interact on equal terms in a world without borders, in practice
that rhetoric was a ruse to persuade non-Western powers to drop their guard and allow
themselves to be penetrated by Western corporations and financial institutions and lose any
possibility of charting their own, independent course. Alas, from a Western perspective,
assimilating “emerging markets” is still the cornerstone of economic policy, the only program of
economic growth. Whereas during the 1990s this assimilation took relatively benign form, 9/11
had the effect of allowing the US initially to adopt a far more aggressive stance, to the point of
overt military invasion. While the EU initially did not follow suit, the severity of the EU’s own
problems prompted it to jump on the bandwagon of “regime change” in the case of Libya, Syria,
and the Ukraine.
Since the late 1970s, Egypt was a long-time Western ally but unexpectedly found itself
on the receiving end of predatory Western policies which took the form of the Tahrir Square
“color revolution”. Ultimately, it led to the electoral victory of the Muslim Brotherhood, which
in turn fell to a military overthrow once the danger of the country’s slide into a civil war became
apparent. The fact that the Muslim Brotherhood was financed by the US-allied Persian Gulf
states made Egypt aware that it too, was the target of state-sponsored jihadism, and that the
US was incapable or unwilling to force its allies in the region to refrain from targeting Egypt.
While Syria is only a peripheral concern for Egypt, the civil war in Libya where Islamist
formations including ISIS enjoy Gulf Arab support, represents an immediate threat to Egypt for
several reasons. The country can be used as a staging ground for launching attacks into Egypt
and a sanctuary against retaliation. In the longer term, should its government become a puppet
controlled by hostile Gulf powers whose deep-rooted goal is the control of Egypt and the Suez
Canal, then this would mean that Cairo is keenly interested in influencing the outcome of that
war.
Russia thus became an attractive partner because of its history of non-involvement in
the internal politics of its allied states (almost to a fault, as the unilateral restraint led to the
Maidan revolution in Ukraine). In this regard, it can fill the security void left by the Western
weakness, and, last but not least, because it can physically defend Egypt’s political and
territorial integrity against every conceivable threat, an ability it is currently demonstrating in
Syria. Egypt appears to be taking advantage of these capabilities. Cooperation now includes the
possibility of establishing a Russian airbase in Egypt, visits by Russian paratroopers to Egypt,
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and special operations troops providing training to their Egyptian counterparts. Egypt is also
shifting its military procurement plans toward Russia. The two Mistral-class ships that have
been acquired by Egypt will receive the originally planned Russian electronics suite and will
carry Russian helicopters. Further, there are discussions of MiG fighter sales to Egypt, and the
country received a Molniya-class missile boat.
From a Russian perspective, Egypt represents yet another bulwark of security against
Western encroachment, a symmetric response to NATO expansion, “Eastern Partnership”, and
color revolutions. Combined with the military presence in Syria, Cyprus’ general pro-Russian
orientation, and the neutralization of Turkey which was also facilitated by an abortive Westpromoted coup attempt, Egyptian bases would transform the Eastern Mediterranean into a
“Russian lake.” Finally, these bases and alliances could serve as a launchpad for power
projection into other unstable areas of the Middle East and, if Egypt’s control of the Suez Canal
is guaranteed by Russian arms, this guarantee endows both countries with a very effective
means of pressuring Western and Gulf Arab powers. Vladimir Putin, astutely manuevers a
strategy of wooing Egypt back into the former Soviet bloc through gifts, loans, economic
development, security treaty, not to mention the Egyptian hatred for Israel, in exchange for
military outposts, and air bases from which it can provide aerial refueling to its long range
bombers.
The Egyptian Navy has received delivery of a Russian warship equipped with multiple
armament systems intended to significantly boost Egypt's naval fighting power, compliments of
Vladimir Putin.
The Russian Navy handed over a Molinya RKA-32-class missile corvette, providing its
Middle East ally with one of its most advanced naval vessels. The ship has been provided to
Egypt as "a gift" from Russia, according to the Egyptian military. The ship, dubbed Ahmed Fadel
by the Egyptian Navy, has surface-to-surface missiles that are considered the fastest of their
kind, along with modern alarm and an electronic warfare systems.
Egypt and Russia are engaged in ongoing military and security cooperation in the
region, based around their goal of eliminating the threats of Islamist terrorism and insurgency.
Speaking at the handing-over ceremony, Admiral Osama Rabie, the commander of the
Egyptian navy, said that Russia and Egypt are in agreement politically when it comes to the
issues of terrorism and security in the Middle East.
Rabie praised Moscow's keenness in training the Egyptian Navy on the use of the new
vessel, transfering the necessary knowledge to the Egyptian personnel in the shortest possible
time. He also congratulated the Egyptian Navy and its personnel on their new addition to the
fleet.
Under President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Egypt has been seeking to expand and update its
military capabilities and is placing orders and receiving hardware from diverse sources,
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including the United States, France and Russia. Recent deals include: more M1A1 Abrams tanks,
Appache helicopters and F16 fighter jets from the US; Rafale fighter jets, Mistral-class
helicopter carriers and a FREMM-class frigate from France; and orders for MiG-29 and MiG-35
fighter jets, as well as naval hardware, from Russia.
Egypt has become the world’s fourth-biggest weapons importer, spending almost U.S.
$2.3 billion in 2015, according to the ‘Global Defence Trade Report’ from consulting firm IHS.
Before 2013, Egypt spent $1 billion or less annually, but "there’s been this ramp-up," according
to Ben Moores, a senior defense analyst at “IHS Aerospace, Defence & Security”, who wrote the
report. How will all this fly with the new president of the USA?
According to sources close to Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, next year will be
Egypt’s year par excellence. They say Egypt will be the only Arab country that will have strategic
quasi-alliances with both Putin’s Russia and Trump’s America. They say in all confidence that
Egypt’s economy will recover but also its strategic role, to the point that it will stop needing
assistance from wealthy Gulf governments. The sources claim that there is a nationalistic and
patriotic surge in Egypt coupled with a wager on a special relationship between Trump and
Putin, and the belief that the Egyptian leadership has made good use of strategic alliances with
powers led by Russia. Many in Egypt are celebrating Donald Trump’s victory as though they
were American voters. One of the main reasons is the strong dislike towards the Democratic
candidate and former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, whom they accuse, alongside the
outgoing President Barack Obama, of endorsing the Muslim Brotherhood and their rise to
power in Cairo and beyond.
However, the supposedly cozy relationship between Trump and Putin, as suggested by
Trump’s campaign remarks, will have a definitive impact on US policy in the Middle East
including in the Gulf, the sources argue. They are convinced the biggest winner will be Egypt
and the biggest loser will be the Arab Gulf states, and thus Egypt has decided “nationalist
pragmatism” requires it to support Russia’s efforts in Syria despite war crimes accusations
coming from key European powers. Without equivocation, then, it seems the ruling class in
Egypt have washed their hands clean of any moral responsibility regarding Syrian civilians. The
rulers of Egypt seem to have resolved that the fight against Islamist groups like the Muslim
Brotherhood is an absolute priority and have decided to support the efforts led by Russia, Iran
and allied proxy militias fighting to keep Assad in power.
Likewise, Germany is also turning a blind eye to Russian-Iranian violations in Syria. Berlin
sees itself as the nexus of Western-Russian/Iranian relations and because it played a key role in
making the nuclear deal with Iran happen, the ruling class and the elite in Germany are keen to
protect the deal, and therefore Iran, from accountability for its actions in Syria. Egypt in the
Arab region is similar to Germany in Europe, in terms of the default exoneration of Iran’s
actions in Syria. The difference, however, is that Germany plays a leading role in influencing USRussian relations from a strategic standpoint, while Egypt is riding on the coattails of these
relations having judged them to be proceeding along a path favorable to Cairo.
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Recently an event held by the Körber-Stiftung Institute in Berlin featured a debate on
the nuclear deal. The debate asked whether the deal has made the Middle East more or less
stable. A pre-debate poll saw 80 percent disagree with its premise, compared to 60 percent
following the discussions. The other 40 said the deal emboldened Iran to carry out military
interventions in the Arab countries.
Despite hearing evidence of Iran’s violations, the number of people agreeing to the
premise of the debate question doubled. Therefore, what matters most in this context is the
knee-jerk way in which the nuclear deal has come to be defended, coupled with resistance to
scrutinizing Iran’s practices in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Such keenness is obvious in
discussions with decision makers in Berlin, not just in terms of bilateral relations with Iran but
also in terms of what issues will figure in the agenda of prospective talks with the Trump
administration.
The top priority in Germany seems to be the Minsk talks with Russia on Ukraine, which
German diplomats say they want to keep separate from Syria. Germany does not accept that
separating the two issues - something that it will seek to convince Trump of - will have the same
effect as the separation of the nuclear deal from regional issues during negotiations with
Tehran, which emboldened Iran against Arab countries.
Meanwhile, there is no indication Arab - especially Gulf - governments are thinking
about influencing policies being drafted ahead of Trump’s inauguration, be they US or European
policies. Russia and Iran are both at the heart of these policies and so there is a vital need to
think of an Arab approach.
Egypt is no exception. It is taking out bets, not planning. The political class and elite are
furious with the Gulf countries, especially Saudi Arabia, and seem to be willing to gamble
relations with them despite the implications for the Egyptian economy. Egypt believes its
interests require strengthening the strategic relationship with Russia, an important ally to Cairo
in the fight against the Muslim Brotherhood. For Egypt’s rulers, Obama’s departure removes
one major foe and obstacle. Donald Trump, they believe, will usher in a new strategic USEgyptian relationship that will upgrade Egypt’s role in the regional balance of power, without
the need for Gulf governments. This is what a visitor to Cairo senses these days. Yet despite
hopes for Egyptian economic and regional recovery, it is difficult to be reassured by Egypt’s
nationalist wave marred by extreme detachment from the reality of its internal circumstances
and regional ambitions.
Egypt’s leadership has made clear its support for the regime army in Syria and decided
that its interest lies in becoming the fourth pole of the Russia-Iran-regime axis. Egypt may not
be the fourth pole in a military sense, but it will definitely be one in the political and strategic
senses. This is a major development, especially as Saudi Arabia and the UAE had rushed to give
billions to Egypt to shore up its internal stability and Arab weight in the regional balance of
power. But now, things could be altogether different.
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The elephant in the room is Donald Trump. Everyone is waiting for the message he will
send through his key appointments, led by the state department and the national security
advisor posts. Some believe the appointments would determine the trends of Trumps policies.
But others believe Trump will personally set the tone for US foreign policy despite being a
newcomer. This was evident when President Trump declared Jerusalem was the capital of
Israel and followed through with moving the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem.
For its part, Germany is gearing up to influence the Trump administration in a calculated
manner, based on policies, relations and strategies. Egypt, however, is betting on changes in
the international landscape that it believes would serve its interests, such as the election of
Donald Trump and the Russian president’s determination to impose his country’s role in the
Middle East through Syria with Iranian partnership. That will be nothing short of a very Egyptian
adventure.
In December of 2017, Arab media reported that Egypt and Russia are on the verge of
signing a military cooperation agreement that would allow each side to use the other’s airspace
and air bases for a period of five years. The agreement when finalized, would give Russia its
deepest presence in Egypt since 1973, when Cairo expelled the military of the Soviet Union and
instead became Washington’s closest Arab ally.
Russian media reported that Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev has endorsed the draft
agreement crafted by the defense ministry. On December 29, 2017, Egypt’s red-carpet
welcome for visiting Russian Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu has set in motion a military
rapprochement between Cairo and Moscow. This will have profound implications for the
Trump administration, no thanks to his predecessor.
Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev signed the draft deal with Egypt, inked by
Shoigu, which will allow each side to use the other’s military facilities and airspace for a period
of five years. According to Arab media, Russian military forces have already reportedly used
Egyptian facilities for operations inside Libya in recent months.
Defense Minister Shoigu applauded the warming relations between both countries
during his visit to Cairo. He said that efforts are being made to step up military and technical
cooperation between Egypt and Russia, bolstering the capabilities of Egypt’s armed forces and
police, which bear the brunt of the burden in the war against terrorism. He noted that
improving relations between the two sides is coupled with an increasing volume of bilateral
contracts for Russian defense enterprises.
The warming of military ties between the two countries comes after a spate of terror
attacks in Egypt, including a recent gruesome massacre of worshipers in a north Sinai mosque,
which left more than 300 people dead. Islamic militants also attacked Egyptian security forces
outside Cairo in October, killing and wounding a few dozen.
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Egypt’s al-Sisi has accused unspecified countries of being behind recent terror attacks
both in the Sinai and outside Cairo. He said that outside parties are helping the terrorists,
supplying them with arms, money, and fighting men, in an effort to seize control of the country
and destroy Egypt’s role in the region.
In fact, the news about the recent agreement has been viewed as a “snub” to
Washington. The ‘New York Times’ considered Egypt’s preliminary agreement with Russian, “a
snub to the Trump administration” as it described it. During four decades, the United States
has provided Egypt more than $70 billion aid at a rate of more than $1.3 billion a year in recent
years.
The cost is often justified in part by the argument that it secures the use of Egypt’s
airspace and bases for the American military. Accordingly, “the Egyptian and American analysts
called the preliminary deal the latest sign of the waning influence of the United States as
President Trump has diminished its military and diplomatic footprint in the region and the
world, “reported the ‘New York Times’.”
“Power abhors a vacuum and when the United States pulls back we can’t be under the
impression that the world is going to stand by and wait for us,” said Matthew Spence, a former
deputy assistant secretary of defense for Middle East policy under the Obama administration,
which faced similar criticism for its policy toward the region. He added, ”The danger, and the
reality is that other countries will take advantage of the opportunity presented when America
chooses to pull back.”
“In practical terms, the presence of Russian jets in Egypt would raise concerns about the
operational security of American military personnel and require coordinating with American
military planes in the same airspace, “ said the NYT.
“It’s a major problem for the United States-Egypt defense relationship,” said Andrew
Miller, a former senior State Department official who is now at the Project on Middle East
Democracy. The NYT said that it was unclear to what extent Washington was informed about
the agreement. The Trump administration has not yet replaced the ambassador to Cairo, whose
three-year term ended in July, 2017.
Edgar Vasquez, a State Department spokesman, said only, “We are aware of these
reports and are monitoring the situation.” News of the preliminary agreement came as the
United States of America diplomatic corps has been severely reduced. The American newspaper
said that the American foreign policy is facing challenges from all corners.
It said, “In the Middle East, the administration has no assistant secretary of state for
Near Eastern affairs or ambassadors to Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Jordan, Egypt or Qatar. And on
Thursday, a White House plan surfaced to oust Secretary of State Rex W. Tillerson, who had
presided over the mass resignations of senior diplomats while watching his authority
undermined by repeated contradiction or belittling from the Oval Office.”
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It is worth mentioning that the Obama administration had been criticized by allies for
retreating from the Middle East, in particular for failing to intervene aggressively enough
against the Iranian- and Russian-backed government of Bashar al-Assad of Syria in his civil war
against rebels challenging his rule,” said the New York Times.
However, the United States has further reduced its support for Syrian rebels under
Trump’s administration, backing off its onetime goal of removing Al-Assad from power and take
a back seat to Moscow in the Syrian peace process.
President Vladimir Putin of Russia has stepped in, by expanding Moscow’s prominence
in the Middle East and seeking to regain the influence that was lost with the collapse of the
Soviet Union, the end of the Cold War and the expansion of America’s military presence around
the Persian Gulf and elsewhere.
Russia has carried out an aggressive air campaign in Syria that has fortified Assad,
cementing his position as a client of Moscow and protecting a Russian naval base on Syria’s
Mediterranean coast.
In addition, Russia has sought to make inroads with American allies as well. In
September, it agreed to sell $2 billion worth of advanced missiles to Turkey, a NATO member
that previously clashed with Russia over its Syria policy. As recently as May 23, 2018, Turkey
had decided to purchase Russian SU57, fighter-bombers, rather than wait on the delayed
delivery of U.S. F35’s. Russia has gone to the nth degree to shore up relations with once shaky
allies like Turkey and Lebanon.
In October, 2017, Russia agreed to sell $3 billion worth of missiles to Saudi Arabia,
another close American ally on the other side of the Syrian conflict. Russia is agressively doing
deals that strengthen their buffer states with the west, even at the risk of being underminded
by the U.S. and NATO.
Gamal Abdel Gawad Soltan, a scholar at the Al Ahram Center for Political and Strategic
Studies, a state-financed research institute in Cairo said that with Washington seemingly in
retreat, “very few, if any, of the states in the region are willing to rely solely on an alliance with
the United States and depend on the US as the insurance policy for their security.” In contrast,
he said, “Russia has proven to be quite effective, and that has been attractive to countries
around the region.”
Under the rule of Gamal Abdel Nasser in the early 1950s, Egypt tried to build
counterbalancing alliances with the United States and the Soviet Union. But Washington soon
lost patience with Nasser’s nonalignment policy and his anti-colonialist speeches.
Consequently, Egypt fell more fully into the camp of the Soviets until the 1970s, when President
Anwar Sadat switched his allegiance to the West. Today, Egypt’s al-Sisi (who took power in a
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military takeover that ousted Egypt’s first democratically elected President Mohamed Morsi in
2013) has been rekindling Cairo’s Cold War alliance with Moscow.
American officials believed he may have been trying to press Washington to keep
delivering more aid of its own, a variation of Nasser’s strategy of playing off global rivals. But
American officials have scoffed at the idea that Russia could provide the kind of military support
that the Soviet Union once promised, “much less replace the supplies, training and maintenance
that the Egyptians have come to depend on from Washington,” reported the NYT. “Egypt would
often hold Russia out as an alternative to American cooperation, and our attitude to some
degree was, ‘Good luck with that!’” said Mr Spence, the former Defense Department official.
But when the Obama administration temporarily suspended military aid to Egypt in
2013 in response to the government’s mass shootings of more than a thousand of his political
opponents, al-Sisi visited Moscow and agreed to buy $3.5 billion in jets, helicopters and missiles
from Russia. Last year, the two countries held joint anti-terrorism drills, with Russian
paratroopers conducting training exercises in Egypt with Egyptian paratroopers.
Egypt also signed a preliminary agreement for Russia to build nuclear power facilities in
Egypt, although there has been no sign of any construction.
Al-Sisi and Putin have collaborated more concretely to support a shared ally in Libya,
Gen. Khalifa Haftar, who is based in eastern Libya across the border from Egypt.
Russia has established a small military presence in a remote part of Egypt’s western
desert to back the general, according to American officials briefed on the situation. In fact, it
was not immediately clear what Egypt hoped to receive in return for allowing Russia to use its
air bases or airspace. A draft agreement released by Moscow on Thursday gave Egypt only
reciprocal rights to use Russian airspace or air bases, suggesting that Russia sought to obtain for
free advantages for which the United States has been paying dearly for decades.
Some analysts speculated that Cairo might hope to persuade Moscow to restore tourist
flights that it cut off because of security concerns after militants downed a Russian chartered
jet leaving the resort of Sharm el-Sheikh two years ago.
Moreover, Egypt may also hope to persuade Russia to move ahead with the preliminary
deal to build a nuclear power plant. “There is a long history of Russian preliminary agreements
that take forever or never occur,” said Mr Miller, the former State Department official. Russian
state media suggested that the agreement might help Moscow’s military campaign in Syria,
another area where Putin and al-Sisi have found common ground.
Egypt’s Persian Gulf patrons, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, have viewed
the fight against the Assad government as a proxy war against its regional ally, Iran. But al-Sisi
has sometimes shown sympathy for Assad as a fellow strongman defending the status quo and
fighting political Islam.
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Vladimir Fitin, head of the Near and Middle East Center at the Russian Institute for
Strategic Studies, said that access to Egyptian airports would allow Russian military aircraft to
refuel on their way to Syria, according to a report by RIA Novosti, a state-controlled Russian
news service.
On the other hand, some analysts believe that the Egyptian Russian rapprochement
won’t affect Egypt’s relations with Washington. Hilal Khashan, who teaches political science at
the American University of Beirut, said that al-Sisi is eager to receive Russian help in defeating
militants in the Sinai, since his own military has not been extremely successful.
A few months ago, Sisi asked Putin to help him to crush the ISIS uprising in the northern
Sinai [based on] the success of the Russian air force in eliminating the radical rebels in Syria,
namely ISIS and (Jabhat) al Nusra, and he reiterated his request immediately after the massacre
at al Rawdah mosque [in the northern Sinai town of Bir al Abed].
Khashan said that he does not think Israel will object to the deployment of Russian air
power in the Sinai, since Israel appears to have good working relations with Russia in Syria. He
also said relations between Egypt and the U.S. will not be seriously affected by the developing
relations with Russia. But Khashan is naïve to think all of this is not going unnoticed by the
Israeli Knesset and the eyes of the IDF!
The rapidly developing relations between Russia and Egypt have been overshadowed by
the more prominent relationships between Russia and Syria, as well as Russia and Iran.
Nevertheless, the Russia-Egypt relationship deserves closer scrutiny because, unlike the
country’s relations with the other two Middle Eastern powers, it concerns a country that until
recently appeared to be firmly in Western orbit.
The abrupt shift of its geopolitical vector toward Eurasia therefore represents a far
bigger change for the region than Russia’s successful support of the legitimate Syrian
government, or the close relationship with the Islamic Republic of Iran, both of which have
been on the Western “enemies list” for decades.
The reasons for this shift are twofold, and have to do with the way Western powers
interact with Middle Eastern powers in the context of a systemic economic crisis, as well as with
Russia’s demonstrated attractiveness as an ally. The West’s systemic crisis clearly transformed
how Western powers view non-Western ones. Whereas the “end of history” globalist rhetoric
suggested a post-sovereignty utopia in which weak and strong powers interact on equal terms
in a world without borders. In practice that rhetoric was a ruse to persuade non-Western
powers to drop their guard and allow themselves to be penetrated by Western corporations
and financial institutions thereby losing any possibility of charting their own independent
course. Alas, from a Western perspective, assimilating “emerging markets” is still the
cornerstone of economic policy, the only program of economic growth. Whereas during the
1990s this assimilation took relatively benign form and 9/11 had the effect of allowing the US to
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initially adopt a far more aggressive stance to the point of overt military invasion. While in the
beginning the EU did not follow suit, the severity of the EU’s own problems prompted it to jump
on the bandwagon of “regime change” in the case of Libya, Syria, and the Ukraine.
Egypt was a long-time Western ally since the late 1970s but unexpectedly found itself on
the receiving end of predatory Western policies which took the form of the Tahrir Square “color
revolution”. This ultimately led to the electoral victory of the Muslim Brotherhood, which in
turn fell to a military overthrow once the danger of the country’s slide into a civil war became
apparent.
The fact that the Muslim Brotherhood was financed by US-allied Persian Gulf states
made Egypt aware it too was the target of state-sponsored jihadism, and that the US was
incapable or unwilling to force its allies in region to refrain from targeting Egypt. While Syria is
only a peripheral concern for Egypt, the civil war in Libya, where Islamist formations including
ISIS enjoy Gulf Arab support, represents an immediate threat to Egypt for several reasons. The
country can be used as a staging ground for launching attacks into Egypt and a sanctuary
against retaliation and, in the longer term, should its government be a puppet controlled by
hostile Gulf powers whose long term goal is the control of Egypt and of Suez Canal, which
means that Cairo is keenly interested in influencing the outcome of that war.
Russia thus became an attractive partner because of its history of non-involvement in
the internal politics of its allied states (almost to a fault, because unilateral restraint led to the
Maidan revolution in Ukraine), because it can fill the security void left by the Western
weakness, and, last but not least, because it can physically defend Egypt’s political and
territorial integrity against every conceivable threat, an ability it is currently demonstrating in
Syria. Egypt appears to be very happy in taking advantage of these capabilities. Cooperation
now includes the possibility of establishing a Russian airbase in Egypt, visits by Russian
paratroopers to Egypt, and special operations troops providing training to their Egyptian
counterparts. Egypt is also shifting its military procurement plans toward Russia.
From the Russian perspective, Egypt represents yet another bulwark of security against
Western encroachment, a symmetric response to NATO expansion, “Eastern Partnership”, and
color revolutions. Combined with the military presence in Syria, Cyprus’ general pro-Russian
orientation, and the neutralization of Turkey which was also facilitated by an abortive Westpromoted coup attempt, Egyptian bases would transform Eastern Mediterranean into a
“Russian lake.”
Last but not least, these bases and alliances could serve a launchpad for power
projection into other unstable areas of the Middle East and, if Egypt’s control of the Suez Canal
is guaranteed by Russian arms, this guarantee endows both countries with a very effective
means of pressuring Western and Gulf Arab powers.
But back to the question that begs an answer which I have been laying out so far in part
1 and part 2. Who Are Egypt's Allies and Enemies?
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Egypt's position geographically causes the country to shift its focus from time to time.
The country signed a peace treaty in 1979 with Israel, which served to end decades of fighting
between the two countries. Since that time, the countries have been considered strategic
partners. Although the U.S. funds Egypt's military efforts and its stance as of 2014, is neutral
with respect to its relationship with Egypt.
According to reports by the BBC, Egypt is considered an ally of the West as well as the
Middle Eastern countries of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates. Egyptian leader
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi ousted former Egyptian President Mohamed Morsi in 2013, which also
reduced the influence and movement of rebel Islamists in the country.
While Egypt has been a central force in the historical development of Islamism, the
government has always been opposed by the Muslim Brotherhood which was established in
Egypt in 1928 and was founded by Hassan al-Banna, an Egyptian teacher. Since that time, the
group has been tolerated despite being outlawed in the country.
As of 2014, Qatar and Turkey, which support the Islamic organization of the Muslim
Brotherhood, are considered Egyptian enemies. The Sudan has had border disputes with Egypt
as well. As such, Egypt does not have an adversary in the bordering Arab or Moslem states.
In a comprehensive report in January of 2018, Dr. Yagil Henkin, a Military historian,
specializing in urban warfare and counterinsurgency suggested the ongoing Egyptian military
buildup is an enigma. Dr. Henkin teaches military history at the IDF Command and Staff
College, and is a reservist with the IDF history department. He is the author of “Either We Win
or We Perish: A History of the First Chechen War, 1994-1996 (Hebrew, 2007)”, “The 1956 Suez
War and the New World Order in the Middle East: Exodus in Reverse (2015)”, and the
forthcoming “Like Fish in the Bush: Rhodesia at War, 1965-1980 (Hebrew, 2017)”. He also
published “Uneasy Red, a guide to the Omaha Beach battle site in Normandy (2014)”, and coauthored (with Jaacob Saar) the “Israel National Trail Guide (3rd Edition, 2016)”.
It is an impressive effort in terms of budget, acquisition of modern weaponry, and
training. But why is Egypt investing so heavily in its military? Israel has to be wary, even though
a military confrontation with Egypt is not expected.
I share Dr. Yagil Henkin’s report published January 7, 2018, and as you will soon see,
Egypt’s military build-up is indicative of something more than just for self-defense. Dr. Henkin’s
report is comprehensive, and from a military tactician view, thorough as it posssibly could be. It
would equal any report the U.S. Army War College could present on Egypt.
Traditionally, Egypt has been one of the most important countries in the Middle East. In
ancient times the Egyptian kingdoms played an important role in the history of the region in
general and in the history of the Jewish people in particular. In the modern era, after gaining
independence from Britain and after the “Free Officers” revolution in 1952, Egypt became a
contender for leadership of the Arab world, sometimes competing for the title with Iraq and
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Saudi Arabia. In recent decades, however, Egypt’s influence has declined greatly. This is due to
economic weakness, the price paid by Egypt for its peace treaty with Israel, and Egypt’s
transition to an American foreign policy orientation.
Although the peace agreement and the American orientation bore many economic
advantages, the hostile response to the agreement in the Arab world damaged Egypt’s regional
standing, especially given the fact that the country did not have large oil reserves.
The peace agreement has proven to be very stable, despite a number of low points in
relations between Egypt and Israel over the years. It has remained in effect for more than 35
years, in spite of various crises – from the Israeli attack on the Iraqi nuclear reactor to the
Second Intifada. Even the short reign of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt did not lead to
abolition of the peace accord.
Egypt has never ceased to see itself as an important country. To a certain extent, the
current, significant Egyptian military buildup stems from this self-conception. But Egypt has not
seen a ‘natural’ enemy on its borders for years, and the puzzle of ‘why Egypt needs this army?’
continues to be asked.1
The purpose of this paper is to describe and analyze Egypt’s military buildup over the
last decade, particularly since President el-Sisi came into power in July 2013. The objective is
not to claim that Egypt is planning a confrontation with one country or another, but to review
her capabilities, her actions and the possibilities that arise from them.
This paper is divided into several parts. The first covers budgets and the army’s place in
Egypt’s economy. The second part looks at the status of the Egyptian army today. The third
section examines the buildup of infrastructures. The fourth section evaluates the training
exercises of the Egyptian army. The last section discusses possible explanations for the buildup
and considers its implications.
A. Budget and Economy
In many countries, the army becomes an economic ‘player’. This is the case in Egypt,
where in 2008 the American Embassy defined the army as a “quasi-commercial’
enterprise”.2 One researcher elaborated that the Egyptian army enjoys economic benefits such
as “subsidized fuel inputs, control over lucrative real estate […] preferential access to state
contracts, and the use of special permits to exercise extralegal oversight in sectors ranging from
petrochemicals to tourism.3” (It should be mentioned that during Mubarak’s final years the
army’s economic situation was neglected, and it appears to have improved under el-Sisi). An
example of this is the huge commercial center established by the Egyptian army in 2013 in the
Suez region, where it sold products, both imported and Egyptian, at reduced prices. 4
The Egyptian army’s economic power has been restored under el-Sisi. It is hard to tell exactly
what part the army plays in the Egyptian economy. The army itself claimed in 2014 that
revenues from various military industries accounted for less than one percent of Egypt’s GDP.
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Various experts have assessed the real portion as between five and sixty percent – a gap which
means that it is difficult to formulate precise data on the involvement of the army in the
Egyptian economy, apart from the fact that it exists and is recognized.5 The army’s budget itself
is also unclear. For instance, Egypt’s defense budget was estimated at $5.5 billion in 2015,
however, Egypt’s purchases from France alone in that year amounted to nearly €6.2 billion
Euros.6 While such procurement is not paid in one year, such huge amounts to only one of
Egypt’s suppliers indicate that the reported defense budget apparently does not include all
acquisitions.
In order to better understand the financial meaning of such deals, let’s demonstrate this
by a comparison to an Israeli deal. The Israeli F-35 purchase of 50 aircraft over a period of
several years was estimated at $7.5 billion7 which is approximately half of Israel’s estimated
defense budget for one year, if we disregard the share of the US aid budget in the deal. The
submarine contract (which at the time of writing this article is the focus of a police
investigation) is approximately $1.5 billion. In other words, the payment for both major deals
which Israel has signed, whose payments have been distributed over several years, together
make up about two thirds of her annual defense budget. In contrast, only part of Egypt’s
acquisitions in 2015 cost more than the country’s entire annual defense budget.
It appears that Egypt has additional resources to those specified in the budget. Since
Egypt has also succeeded at the same time to expand the “Mohammed Naguib” military base
complex near Alexandria and to build various large-scale infrastructure projects (as described
below), its economic obligations are indeed unusually large in relation to the official defense
budget, indicating that the figures in the official budget are not correct, or that certain factors,
such as foreign aid, are ignored. This is also reflected in a statement made by President el-Sisi in
2015 that France loaned Egypt €3.2 billion Euros in order to finance an arms deal between the
two countries.8
B. The Egyptian Army Today
The Egyptian Army’s ground forces are built as a heavy mechanized force, mainly
intended for large-scale combat maneuvers and not as expeditionary forces or for fighting with
light, mobile forces against irregular enemy.9 They are organized in regional headquarters
which hold both armored and mechanized divisions.
The Egyptian Army is intended to be a ground force and not an expeditionary force or a
force for combat against unorganized forces.
In comparison to 2010, the number and type of its units has not changed significantly. In
2010 and in 2016, Egypt had four armored divisions; in 2016 the number of mechanized
divisions grew from seven to eight; the number of artillery regiments remained at 15; the
number of airborne brigades has remained at three; special forces have not changed; and so
on. The estimated number of its manpower may have even decreased slightly from 468,000 to
438,000, but since more than one estimate was given in 2010, the 2016 estimate may just be
more accurate. Alternatively, because there are indications of a different trend (as shown
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below), it is possible that the assessments presented are not a true appraisal of the strength of
the Egyptian army.10
Even if we do not have information on new units, we can identify processes of
modernization and a significant buildup of Egypt’s military forces. While in 2010 it was claimed
that the Egyptian army had 973 modern M1 Abrams tanks, in 2016, the number mentioned by
the same source was approximately 1,360 (almost three times the estimated number of the
IDF’s regular (non-reserve) tank arsenal at that time).11 In addition, it was reported that Egypt
intends to assemble Russian T-90 tanks in a factory to be built in her territory.12 Earlier reports
talked of approximately 400 to 500 such tanks.
In the field of troop carriers, Egypt purchased 762 MRAP (Mine Resistant Ambush
Protected armored trucks) from the United States, of the kind that have proven themselves in
combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. They have already been used in fighting against ISIS forces in
the Sinai, and a rough calculation will show they are capable of carrying the infantry of an entire
mechanized division. An unknown number of Egyptian-made Timsah MRAPs that have already
been observed in the Sinai Peninsula must be added, as well as the purchase of 130 military
transport trucks from the Czech company, Tatra. Negotiations are conducted for a further order
of 220 trucks.13
In addition, Egypt is interested in upgrading or replacing its artillery systems. By mid2017, it issued a request for proposals for 155 mm artillery systems from Russia, South Africa,
South Korea and France.14
Egypt also purchased S-300VM (Antey-2500) antiaircraft systems from Russia, a
downgraded export version with an operational range of at least 200 km and missile
interception capabilities (Egypt expressed interest in the newer S-400 systems as well as in the
newest generation of the ‘BUK’ missile systems, but for the moment the cost of the S-400
proved prohibitive). According to Russian sources, the scope of the deal is about $ 1 billion, and
the Egyptians plan to equip three battalions – a full air defense regiment. The first of these
systems were supplied to Egypt in the middle of 2017. They joined the short and medium-range
BUK-M2E and TOR-1 / TOR-2 missiles purchased by the Egyptians in recent years from Russia,15
and seventy-five Avenger US-made antiaircraft launchers purchased a decade ago. In 20162017, Egypt made an unusual use of the system, which is actually a mobile version of the
‘Stinger’ shoulder missile: she anchored “Humvee” (“Hummer”) vehicles armed with missiles on
board the new helicopter carriers that she purchased).16 However, in Egyptian military exercises
one can still see widespread use of outdated anti-aircraft systems.
The Egyptian Army maintains a unique focus, at least for the Middle East, on air defense
forces. These constitute a separate arm, and are estimated at 80,000 soldiers and 70,000
reserve soldiers, almost a sixth of the Egyptian regular army and reserves, in all branches (not
including paramilitary forces and internal forces).17 This does not include the anti-aircraft
defense that every division has – two air defense battalions. One can guess that the massive
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Egyptian reliance on air defense forces is related to the fact that during the 1973 war, the
Egyptian Air Defense was more successful than the Egyptian Air Force.
The Egyptian Army continues to maintain a unique focus on air defense forces. If Egypt
completes the construction of the planned nuclear reactor at el-Dab’a in the Marsa-Matruh
area,18 it is reasonable to assume that the S-300 missiles will protect it. However, the number of
missiles purchased – especially if the missiles are the longer-range models, capable of reaching
350 kilometers or more – provides not only protection of specific critical infrastructure, but also
long-range air protection. A battery of the longer-range model can be placed near the Suez
Canal, where it can engage targets all over the Sinai Peninsula and even in parts of Israel.
Israel was divided on the S-300 missile deal. An anonymous source expressed concern
that these anti-aircraft systems had nothing to do with the fight against terror, but the thenIsrael Air Force Commander, Maj. Gen. Amir Eshel, responded to the question regarding this
matter: “Are you kidding me? We’re at peace with them (the Egyptians).”19
The modernization is even more pronounced in the air and sea forces. The number of
American F-16 aircraft over the past decade has grown from 151 (of which 113 are relatively
modern C/D models) to 208 or 220 (of which at least 177 are modern). In addition, Egypt is
diversifying its sources of procurement. For example, it purchased some 50 MiG-29s of the
advanced M2 model (the deal, worth $ 2 billion, is expected to be completed by 2020. The first
MiGs in the Egyptian Air Force were spotted in April 2017), and at least 24 French Raphael
fighters in 2015, the first of which landed in Egypt less than a year after the signing of the deal.
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By the end of this re-equipping, Egypt will retain one of the largest modern air forces in
the Middle East, although Israel will still maintain a more advanced air force, including stealth
fighters.
Helicopters, too, were on this shopping spree. Forty-six Apache attack helicopters (ten
of which are of the advanced Apache Longbow model, were supplied in 2014) are joined by
same number of advanced Russian made KA-52 attack helicopters. The first ones were
observed in mid 2017 and were delivered to Egypt shortly after.21 Egypt also purchased from
China an unknown number of Wing Loong armed UAVs, which are very useful for attacks
against ISIS in the Sinai and have already seen operational use.22
Modernization is evident in Egypt’s air and sea forces. There have also been significant
developments in the naval sector, all after Morsi was ousted and el-Sisi took power: in 2014,
Egypt signed a €1 billion contract with France for the construction of four”Gowind-2500″
corvettes of about 2,500 tons for Egypt. A year later, it added a contract for a six-thousand-ton
frigate (which has already been supplied), and two Mistral-class helicopter carriers (see below).
They were joined in 2016 by contracts for two more corvettes, two patrol boats (and a
communications satellite).23 In 2016 German 209/1400 submarines (more or less equivalent to
Israel’s first generation ‘Dolphin’ submarines) began to replace the aging Chinese-made
‘Romeo’ submarines. It should be noted that this deal, although supplied during a-Sisi’s
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presidency, was signed back in 2012. In addition, the Russians supplied a new small 550-ton P32 missile corvette, armed with supersonic Moskit anti-ship missiles, in June 2016.
These ships join a wide range of older but still active ships, such as the four frigates from
the American Oliver Hazard Perry series (4,200 tons) or four lightweight (600 ton) and speedy
(41-knot) ships from the American Ambassador III series, which are supposed to have some
stealth characteristics.24 As a result, the Egyptian navy is the second largest in the region, after
Turkey, and is far removed from its image after the 1973 war, when it was perceived to be the
“Achilles’ heel of the Egypt’s military.”25
The most conspicuous acquisition, and some would say the most astonishing, were the
two 21,000 ton French Mistral-class helicopter carriers, capable of carrying sixteen helicopters,
as well as an armored battalion and an infantry battalion. These ships were originally intended
for Russia but were frozen due to the latter’s involvement in the Crimea. As a result, the
Egyptians bought them at the price of nine hundred and fifty million Euros, or about
$ 1.06 billion at the time of purchase, compared with the $ 1.53 billion the Russians were ready
to pay for them.26
This really is a bargain price, if for a moment one ignores the fact that Egypt is in
financial difficulties, or of the fact that these are the largest ships of their kind throughout the
Middle East and Africa.27 Before this deal, no one had thought that Egypt needed this kind of
ship.
The commander of the Egyptian navy explained that the ships would be used to secure
the Egyptian gas fields and to fight terrorism.28 This is quite surprising, to say the least, because
it differs radically from concepts, such as the Israeli one, in which gas fields are protected by
speedboats and anti-missile systems, and not by attack and reconnaissance helicopters flown
from large, lightly armed helicopter carriers that are able to carry hundreds of their soldiers and
land them on their enemies’ shores, all of which is not very relevant to protecting gas fields at
sea.
The maritime and aircraft acquisitions suggest that the explanation that Egypt is
preparing for the scenario of an urban uprising like in Syria,29 is difficult to believe, since it
focuses largely on measures that would be useless in the early stages of such an uprising. If
Egypt fears an urban insurrection, it would be better to invest a lot more in UAVs and armored
light vehicles, and much less in corvettes and helicopter carriers.
Another, more logical option is that the ships were intended to enable Egypt to deploy
forces rapidly in the Gulf region, a capability she currently lacks, since almost all of her buildup
is unsuitable for rapid deployment by sea or air.
The fact that Egypt is not dependent on a single supplier enhances her status. The
Egyptian buildup pattern in recent years adds complexity for Egypt. For example, Egypt needs
to maintain new aircrafts produced in the United States, Russia and European countries – each
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of course requires different spare parts, different training, and maintenance systems, which
poses a considerable burden on the Egyptian army. However, strategically speaking, the fact
that Egypt is not committed to a single supplier, but buys for anyone who is willing to sell to her
at her terms, strengthens her position. She is not just another client dependent on one supplier,
who can dictate conditions or stop the supply of spare parts and ammunition, but rather a
customer courted by competing countries for contracts. Diversifying procurement reduces
Egypt’s dependence on its suppliers and strengthens its ability to adopt an independent policy.

C. Infrastructure
A mere inspection of Egypt’s military power is not enough in order to determine her
military buildup. Military forces don’t just move from one place to another. They need
infrastructure; bases, roads (at least to a limited extent) and so on. Egypt has made
considerable investments in all these areas over recent years. One of the most ambitious
programs is the Sinai Development Plan, which was designed to develop the peninsula and
integrate it further into Egypt, after decades of it being a no-man’s-land for the most part (and
as ISIS’s activity in the Sinai proves, it is still one). This plan, which took shape in 2012 during the
Muslim Brotherhood period, includes extensive development of the Sinai; construction of many
highways; economic development; construction of factories and over a decade the transfer of
three million residents to the Sinai.
Naturally, the focus of this plan is civilian, and settlement of many residents in the Sinai
is intended for civilian development. Yet highways also ease the movement of forces, and it
appears that these roads deep into the Sinai are more extensive than necessary for a civilian
purpose. The army is responsible for this plan, and in 2016 el-Sisi announced the allocation of
10 billion Egyptian pounds (over one billion dollars) to the plan.30
In recent years there has been considerable Egyptian investment in infrastructure.
Beside these plans, Egypt has more far-reaching development plans, such as plans to triple the
capacity of Egypt’s ports, especially Port Said at the northern end of the Suez Canal,
improvement of the infrastructure of the roads and railways in Egypt as a whole, and especially
in the Cairo environs.
One Egyptian plan, bordering on science fiction, calls for the construction of a new city
for five million residents between Suez and Cairo, with jobs for everyone and all necessary
infrastructures, within just a few years at a cost of £30 billion.31 This plan was not left lying on
the drawing board, and is being realized.
It is not clear from where the financing for these ambitious plans that cost billions of
dollars will come. The “New Suez Canal” was financed by bonds. There are reports of aid from
the Gulf States. Nevertheless, the scale of development is huge, and the rulers of Egypt must of
course hope that the events that took place in Egypt after the digging of the Suez Canal in the
19th century will not repeat themselves. Then they had to sell their shares to repay debts.
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In light of Egypt’s success with constructing the new Suez Canal in the record time of a
year, doubling its capacity (even if the economic results have so far been disappointing 32) as
well as expensive projects such as the expansion of the Mohammed Naguib base near
Alexandria, which according to the Egyptians is the largest military base in the Middle East, it is
evident that Egypt’s engineering capabilities should not be underestimated.33
In 2017, Egypt’s Al-Ahram reported about a dozen development programs in Sinai
valued at $ 1.5 billion. In addition, it was reported that with the help of the Engineering
Authority of the [Egyptian] Armed Forces progress is being made with construction of seven
more tunnels, some for cars and some for trains, under the Suez Canal, in the Port Said and
Ismailia areas (in addition to the Ahmed Hamdi tunnel in the south of the Suez Canal), at a cost
of $ 4 billion, planned to be completed by 2020.34 The schedule seems extremely optimistic.
These plans will not only be useful if the Sinai region becomes settled, but will also allow
military forces to deploy there much more quickly than before. Some of the canals were
apparently intended to solve the problem created by the ‘New Suez Canal’, which has cut off
the el Fierdan bridge, thus disconnecting Port Fuad’s container port from mainland Egypt.
Another part was apparently intended to provide a solution for the future expansion of the Port
Said port.
However, it is still difficult to find a civil reason justifying the construction of all seven
different tunnels, when at the moment or in the near future there is not much of an
infrastructure in the Sinai that will make their use economically viable. It is difficult to find a
civilian explanation justifying the construction of seven tunnels under the Suez Canal.
In contrast to the plans mentioned, part of the development appears to be clearly for
military purposes. An examination of satellite imagery shows that Egypt has been building,
especially since 2014, extensive warehouses scattered throughout the Cairo-Suez area. Those
sites have signs of military installations,35 and when activity is observed – it looks military. In
addition, several new military camps able to house more than a brigade, are being built in
various parts of Egypt.36
A more prominent example is the development of the Maliz (Bir Gifgafa) Airfield in Sinai.
According to the peace treaty with Israel, Egypt is prohibited from placing fighter planes in the
Sinai. In the entire “B” Area, which includes the aforementioned airport, Egypt is permitted to
hold eight unarmed transport aircraft at the same time.37 Over the years since the peace
agreement was signed, Bir Gifgafa has almost been deserted, but in 2015-2017 satellite images
show extensive work, some of which is of a strictly military nature. As of now, it’s hard to find
any large civilian population nearby, which may use its facilities, nor is it a popular tourist
destination. Yet, all the runways were made operational again, and new runways were
constructed as well as an infrastructure for what looks like a new terminal. Moreover, eight
fortified hardened aircraft shelters (HAS) and five clearly military open aircraft parking spaces,
protected by earth mounds, are also being built.
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Bir Gifgafa is not an exception. Six HASs and two battalion-sized camps were also built at
the airport in El Arish and its vicinity. This construction is part of the more extensive
construction of military aviation infrastructure. As counted by Lt. Col. (res.) Eli Dekel, former
Head of the terrain analysis branch in the IDF’s Military Intelligence Corps, in the decade prior
to September 2017, the Egyptians built or put into use six runways and 88 HAS’s in the CairoSinai area (including the Cairo West airport).38 Of course, outside of the Sinai, there is no legal
limit on the Egyptian ability to build military infrastructure. But Egypt is also building them
inside the Sinai. The extensions to the airports are built in a standard format (an additional
runway and a passenger terminal),39 and indeed Egypt sometimes reported these extensions as
being intended for civilian use. However, while at Hurghada Airport we do see the use of
civilian terminals, at other airports (such as Cairo West and Katameya) there is no such activity.
Although Egypt has many military airports in its territory, the expansions are not divided
equally; the building boom has been only in airports from Cairo and eastward to the Sinai.
The building boom has been only in airports from Cairo and eastward. In addition, Egypt
built huge fuel reservoirs, some of which are camouflaged, and again this is far beyond the
civilian needs in the Sinai. Some of the reservoirs are, according to the photographs, on a scale
capable of serving an army, and some of them are strategic reservoirs of many millions of liters.
For example, a reservoir was built in Serapeum, that holds an estimated 25 million liters,40
which may be an anterior reservoir belonging to the Second Army, which is in charge of this
zone. In addition, Egypt is building many strategic fuel reservoirs. As part of her preparations
for the Yom Kippur War, Egypt built ten such reservoirs, from Sidi Barrani on the Libyan border
to the Suez Canal. From 1973 to 2010, three fuel sites had been added to them, west of the
Suez Canal, two of which, according to the same estimate, hold 50 million liters and one is twice
that size. Since 2010 construction of at least three even larger reservoirs has begun.
For example, at the western exit of the Egyptian Mitla road, a dozen large reservoir
tanks, each about 40 meters in diameter, were dug out in 2015.41 In North Katameya and
Ismailia – a farm with six reservoir tanks each. It is hardly possible that some of the tanks are
connected to the production of Egyptian gas. Their location seems too far away for this, they do
not resemble liquid gas tanks, and unlike other tanks (such as the huge fuel tanks in the Suez)
they are underground. It’s also hard to understand why suddenly such large new fuel reserves
are needed. This is so especially in Katameya, for example, where there already are two civilian
tank farms, or the reservoir near El-Shat, about 2.7 kilometers from the canal, which is about 10
kilometers as the crow flies from the production facilities and the vast tank farm in Suez; too
close to justify a separate reservoir, and too distant to be part of the Suez facilities. If this was a
civilian installation, it is reasonable to assume that it would be located near the port, and not a
few kilometers from it on the other side of the canal.
It is possible that some of the reservoirs are intended for jet fuel, but this is only a guess.
It is possible that one day some of the airports and reservoirs will serve a future Russian
presence, but this is also speculation. (There are reports that Egypt and Russia are working on a
base-sharing agreement.)42
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While it is possible to believe that part of the development of the fuel reservoirs is for
civilian purposes, even if it seems excessive for Egypt’s current needs and for those of the near
future, the same can’t be said about the stockpiles of ammunition in the Sinai. An examination
of satellite images since 2007 shows that all the ammunition depots have grown considerably,
and that new and sometimes larger ammunition bunkers have been built.43
Finally, we can point to an increase in the numbers of Egyptian tank transporters and
the number of military bases of the tank transport units. Since 2010, three such bases have
been built, which together have a capacity of some 720 transporters, although one of them,
built in the vast expansion of the ‘Mohammed Najib’ base near Alexandria, may only be partly
occupied, and the second seems to be still unmanned.44 It is hard to find a reason for this step,
but its military implications are clear: Egypt is significantly improving its ability to mobilize large
forces very quickly. For the sake of comparison, it was recently reported that the IDF is buying
90 new tank transporters from Navistar, which join more than 100 Volvo tank transporters that
were purchased in 2012.45 These will replace the old-fashioned tank transporters that the IDF
has been using since the 1970s.
Even if the IDF has additional trucks for other uses, which can serve also as tank
transporters in case of an emergency, it is still clear that the Egyptian army has a much greater
transport capacity than the IDF, and that Egyptian capacity has increased it recently. Given the
fact that armored MRAP trucks are capable of moving on roads like any other vehicle, thus
decreasing the use of tank transporters, this capacity enables Egypt to move several divisions at
once – considering road limitations. As stated above, the Sinai development plans will greatly
ease those limitations.
There is an increase in the number of tanks, and bases used for their storage. In
contrast to the investment in airports, storage complexes and ammunition bunkers, it is clear
that Egypt is not investing in defensive infrastructure on the Sinai front. The large defense
complexes in the Rephidim (Bir Gifgafa) area, which were built after Israel’s withdrawal from
Sinai, have not been maintained, and some of them have almost disappeared under the sand or
disintegrated.46 This does not indicate a change in combat doctrine. At the end of 2016 and the
beginning of 2017, the Egyptians built a new training area in the area east of Cairo west Airport.
This area includes a totally new “steering wheel” outpost, named after its shape, the same kind
that was neglected in Rephidim.47 Egypt is manning similar outposts on the Libyan border, but it
seems that none of its neighbors is using this kind of outposts.
Egypt is not investing in defensive infrastructure in the Sinai. Furthermore, since 2014,
Egypt has set up outposts on the Israeli border, in coordination with Israel, to assist with
confronting Hamas and ISIS in the Sinai.48 However, these outposts are meant to defend troops
against irregular forces coming from Sinai rather than an organized defense against an army like
in Rephidim, and they have no similarity to the “steering wheel” design. Therefore, the
establishment of the training post shows the fact that Egypt not only uses the “steering wheel”
outposts but plans on doing so in the future; it has no need to train its forces to attack such
fortification, for almost no one else has them.
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In other words, Egypt is not worried that Israel will attack and conquer the Sinai
Peninsula. The military infrastructure is not intended for obstructing such a possibility. The
newly-constructed Egyptian military infrastructure reinforces the deployment capability,
increases the amount of ammunition stored, as well as fuel and other equipment – but it does
not see the need to maintain defensive infrastructure.
D. Training
The third link in the puzzle is training and military exercises. Naturally, an unskilled army
with sophisticated equipment is less efficient than a skilled army with the same equipment, and
usually also less so than a well-trained army with less sophisticated equipment.
The Egyptian army’s training has traditionally been viewed as mediocre, even if – as was
seen in the Yom Kippur War – it was capable of successful planning and carrying out original
and effective operational plans. On the tactical level there was no doubt that after the wellexecuted combat crossing of the Suez canal, its combat performance was not particularly
efficient.49 The dismal failures of Egypt’s elite Unit 777’s attempt to rescue flight 648 in 1985, as
well as the botched Larnaca raid in 1978, only reinforced this image.50 At the end of the 1990s,
an American officer and researcher noted a lack of initiative and motivation, a rigid centralized
command structure, poor training, and other problems in the Egyptian Army. 51 Some of this has
remained this day. Testimonies still indicate a low level of at least some of the Egyptian forces,
and there is evidence of corruption and of recruits who serve in non-military positions, similar
to the past.52
However, Egypt has made a considerable effort to improve. In recent years, the Egyptian
army has carried out extensive maneuvers, including full-scale division exercises, in which all
soldiers in the participating units took part, together with their tanks and vehicles. (The IDF
allegedly has not conducted such an exercise for many years). Thus, for example, in the annual
‘Raed 27’ exercise in May 2017 the entire 9th Armored Division trained with live ammunition.53
In recent years, the Egyptian army has carried out large exercises.
The exercises have been on the rise in recent years. The Badr 2014 exercise was,
according to Egypt, the largest since 1996. It was defensive in nature but it included offensive
parts, including a combat crossing of the Suez Canal, along with a simultaneous naval exercise
that included diverse subjects from combating smugglers and pirates to anti-submarine
warfare.54 The “Raed 24” exercise of 2015 focused on fighting on the Libyan front. 55 Even
before that, the Egyptians conducted exercises on subjects like crossing the Suez Canal or large
live-fire exercises,56 but the scope of the exercises seem to have increased, at least according to
the media coverage and the huge parades accompanying them, where a full division can be
seen standing to attention, with its vehicles and weapons all present.57
In addition, Egypt continues its traditional exercises with other countries, and adds
some new ones. The biennial joint American-Egyptian military exercise “Bright Star” was held
again in 2017, after being cancelled by the Obama administration in 2011, following the
27

Egyptian revolution. Over the past five years, joint training exercises have been held with
Jordan’s special forces; Egypt made parachute drops and house-clearing joint exercises with
Russian paratroopers and special forces; an Egyptian unit was sent to Russia to train with
Russian forces; Egyptian ships trained with Russian ships; the military has trained with forces
from the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain, with the Greek Air Force and Navy; and the Greek
defense minister recently even declared a joint exercise with the Greek and Israeli air forces.
In any event, it is clear that the Egyptian military is training more than in the past, and
with many more countries.58 Building large training facilities, including for combat in built up
areas, is also an indication of this.59

E. Possible Explanations
Piecing together the information about the military buildup, the infrastructure and the
training exercises, indicates that the Egyptian army is undergoing considerable reform, and that
Egypt is boosting its military capabilities. The military is purchasing newer equipment. The
government is building new military infrastructure and dual-use infrastructure, mostly within
the area from the Sinai to Cairo. Some of this infrastructure is apparently meant to enable fast
deployment of troops to the Sinai, including aircraft, and to supply them without the need for
supply convoys having to travel hundreds of kilometers.
Increasing the number of the tank transporters will also enable rapid deployment, as
will the hundreds of new mine protected trucks that have joined Egypt’s Fahd wheeled armored
personnel carriers. The extensive training of the various branches, and in particular, the
extensive joint exercises, indicate that the military is determined to preserve significant
“conventional” large scale military capability, that is the ability to fight armored battles against
other armies.
It’s hard to tell what’s driving the Egyptian military buildup. The buildup could be a
disturbing sign. However, it does not prove any certain intention on Egypt’s part. There are
many possible reasons for a military buildup, including:


Buildup for the purpose of preserving its status in the Arab world, both as a means of
balancing its economic weakness and due to the “arms race” in the Persian Gulf, which was
largely caused by the Gulf States’ fear of the Iranians60 (even though the Saudis purchased
less arms in 2016, in contrast to the sharp increase of previous years);61



Creating an infrastructure for future Russian deployment;



Preparations for a conflict with Israel or for the re-militarization of the Sinai;62



Strengthening the internal status of the government and the ruling class, in a country in
which the army is, in many ways, the State itself.

Each thesis is possible, but it is difficult to know which, if any of these explanations, is
the reason for the Egyptian military buildup. President el-Sisi has stated that he is not afraid of
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an invasion because no organized army is threatening Egypt, but that Egypt needs a big army
due to the unstable situation and the “vacuum” in the Middle East. According to his statements,
the Egyptian buildup partially can be interpreted as a force for the rapid deployment of troops
throughout the Middle East. Sisi has indeed declared his support of a united Arab force to deal
with problems in the Middle East, and said that Egypt will play a part in this force.63
Acquiring the “Mistral” ships may be part of this, because they provide the ability to
deploy a number of battalions to a distant target at short notice, including dozens of armored
vehicles.
However, the bulk of the Egyptian army is built as a heavy mechanized and armored
army, and will not be able to quickly reach other countries, from Libya to Saudi Arabia.
If, for example, Egypt wishes to intervene in Libya,64 she can deploy a light expeditionary
force using light infantry units, MRAP trucks, and various types of wheeled armored personnel
carriers. After that, on a much longer timetable, it will be able to bring the tank divisions,
moved by train (where possible) or by tank transporters65 – and the timetable will be extended
further, because unlike in the canal area, it does not appear that the Egyptians are preparing
reservoirs or supply bases that will support such a move.
In other words, while the Egyptian army can relatively easily (if we ignore the difficulties
that they are presently facing with ISIS) transfer large forces deep into the Sinai and toward the
Israeli border, an attempt to transfer them to Libya or Sudan will meet with many more
logistical difficulties. The new submarines, of course, have multiple uses. They may provide
capabilities against any navy, from the Iranian to the Israeli Navy, from commando deployment
to anti-ship attacks.
The reasons for the buildup are sometimes related to the role of the army in the
country. The reasons for the buildup are often related to the role of the army in the country.
Not all armies serve the same purpose.66 Sometimes internal reasons (demonstrating power in
order to awe opponents, controlling the country, supporting an officer class, etc.) will have a
greater influence than the need to contend with an external enemy. Likewise, external reasons
are not always “preparations for war.”
Traditionally, the status of a country was measured also by the size of their forces, and
regional commitments can also affect the force structure and buildup. Luxembourg, for
example, has a battalion-size army that, of course, cannot prevent or delay any invasion by any
of its neighbors for more than a few hours, and an air force composed entirely of early warning
aircraft – all within the framework of NATO membership.
Acquisition of weapons can also be connected to the army’s status in a society or the
ability of its officials to derive a large profit from it, and not necessarily for any sort of
operational planning.
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Therefore, surveying Egypt’s abilities is not sufficient in order to understand her
intentions. An analysis of the neighbors’ intentions is necessary – but it is not sufficient either.
As Major General (res.) Amos Yadlin, former commander of Israel’s intelligence branch has said,
“If we prepare to confront the enemy’s capabilities, the IDF will need double the forces,
deployed on high alert 365 days a year along the borders of the State of Israel”67 However,
since identification of irregular movements is the identification of ‘capabilities’, it seems that in
practice the IDF could make do with smaller forces, but will need a rapid reaction time and total
army mobilization whenever such a movement is identified.

Summary
While it is not possible to know at this point what the goal is of Egypt’s recent significant
military buildup, the buildup itself speaks volumes. A comprehensive military buildup that
involves the purchase of equipment, the improvement of infrastructure, and the enhancement
of training – creates a new situation and forces neighboring countries to relate.
It is not possible to relate to this solely on the basis of an analysis of Egypt’s current
leader’s intentions. Countries such as Israel must relate to the buildup also on the basis of
Egypt’s actions and capabilities.
It is also impossible to ignore the influence of one party’s policy – deliberate or not – on
other players in the international arena. The moment one party aspires to become stronger,
the policies of others have to take this into account. Security is always relative. As Henry
Kissinger had said, Absolute security for one party means total insecurity for other parties. 68 In
other words, the catch in responding to the military build-up of a neighboring country is that
the response itself can create an arms race.
The arms race of the European navies at the end of the 19th century is an excellent
example of such dynamics. British policy, which required that its fleet be equal in size to the
next two fleets combined together, meant that every time a foreign naval fleet expanded, the
British felt compelled to increase their fleet, which threatened foreign fleets, and so forth and
so on.
This dynamic holds especially true for Israel, since many parts of Egyptian society have
not accepted Israel and/or remain disappointed by the Egypt-Israel peace agreement. To a
great degree, the peace remains an agreement between states but not between societies. 69
If the Muslim Brotherhood had remained in power in Egypt and had succeeded in
carrying out an Erdogan-like revolution (that is, the purging of the army and bringing it under
Brotherhood control), Israel would have found itself concerned about much more than the
army’s infrastructure buildup.
The fact that Israel recently permitted Egypt to station significant troops in the Sinai to
fight ISIS (– many more troops than allowed under the Egypt-Israel peace agreement!) also
requires Israel to pay significant attention to the overall Egyptian buildup. (The Egyptian
30

president recently announced deployment of 20 battalions in the Sinai, a force that amounts to
more than 20,000 thousand soldiers including support units. This is not the total force in Sinai,
but the newest additions).70
This author shares the widespread Israeli assessment that, under al-Sisi, Israel and Egypt
have become closer than ever; and therefore, that a military clash between the two countries is
unlikely. Nevertheless, the Egyptian army buildup, the improvement of its force deployment
capabilities, and the large deployment of Egyptian forces in the Sinai – warrants a great deal of
attention and caution. Assessments may be wrong – and even if they are correct at the
moment, future unknown changes may change the situation for worse.
The example of Iran, formerly a friend of Israel that has become a bitter enemy, stands
as a warning about the type of rapid changes that can occur. (Fortunately, Iran does not directly
share a border with Israel, although it is trying to advance towards Israel through Syria).
The 19th century in Europe, as mentioned above, is another example of how the Belle
Époque (the Beautiful Era) can, in only a few years, be transformed into an era of destructive
war.
On the other hand, the twentieth century in Western Europe after the collapse of the
Soviet Union presents another possibility: A situation in which every country is so sure that its
neighbor will not attack it, so that no country pays much attention to the question of what its
neighbor buys for its army (or even complains that its neighbor does NOT buy enough weapons,
contrary to its NATO obligations). The fact that most of the Western European countries are
members of NATO, with American backing, certainly does not hurt.
A middle path is the example of the Israeli-Arab arms race after the 1973 war, which, as
we know, has not lead to another major war.
The Middle East does not resemble Europe after the Cold War. The relations between
Israel and its neighbors are far from being similar to the relations between Denmark and
Sweden, or between France and Britain. (This is true despite the increased cooperation
between Israel and Egypt). Therefore, Israel must be guarded regarding the Egyptian military
buildup, and especially leery regarding the possibility of the rise of an Egyptian Erdogan.
The Egyptian army has often carried out exercises that appear to be based on war-withIsrael scenario. Nevertheless, the IDF should not necessarily train directly for an ‘Egyptian
contingency,’ since this would exacerbate relations with Egypt. (Although one could ask what
kind of a relationship pertains here, when one side can train for the possibility of fighting the
other, but not vice versa).
Taking all these delicate concerns into account, the upshot is that Israel must maintain a
basic capacity for mechanized warfare against modern armies. It must not assume that the
present situation, in which Israel had a crushing material military advantage versus its enemies
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(as in the Second Lebanon War and in recent wars against Hamas), will remain the same against
other possible adversaries.
Israel must keep a careful eye on the changes in Egypt and their implications; and, at the same
time, increase cooperation with Egypt as much as possible. Cooperation does not necessarily
prevent future conflict, but it reduces misunderstandings and creates de facto alliances. Such
alliances reduce the chances of unintentional escalation.
In other words, Israel’s great challenge is to maintain and improve relations with Egypt,
and at the same time be prepared, without causing unintended escalation, for a situation in
which the optimistic scenarios do not materialize.
* The author thanks Eli Dekel for his extensive assistance with satellite images of Egypt, and
Alex Greenberg for his assistance with Arab sources. The conclusions are the responsibility of the
author alone. This study does not represent any official position, and relies only on open
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As Dr. Yagil Henkin calls Egypt’s military build-up an enigma, it remains to be seen as to
the outcome of its plans, investments, and objective. Suffice it to say, Israel is not asleep as so
many others are in the world when it come to the Revenge of Pharoah.
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