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El Arish and the Sinai Peninsula Underworld, Egypt
By loana Emilia Matesan and John Gay

If one were to walk along the Egyptian border with Gaza in the Sinai, it would become clear that
national borders can be more porous than what they appear to be “on the surface.” Since the
closure of the border and the Gaza blockade, as many as 1,200 underground tunnels have been
dug to bring in a huge variety of goods, from basic needs and construction materials to finished
goods and weapons.!

Where do all these goods come from? Virtually everything that ends up in Gaza originates in or
passes through El Arish, a northern Sinai port town located 45 kilometers to the west.2 Given its
geostrategic location, the town has gradually become a node of illicit activities, including the
plotting of terrorist attacks. What the case of El Arish teaches us is that the law of supply and
demand will triumph even when states attempt to control the movement of goods, people, or
services. El Arish also suggests that human insecurity does not only pose humanitarian
concerns; it can also metastasize into forms of insecurity that endanger regional stability.

Challenges to State Security

The El Arish area sees heavy smuggling activity by Israeli and Palestinian organized crime, as
well as from some of the Bedouins, whose social connections extend across the border and who
have long refrained from identifying as Egyptian. Smuggling networks move an incredible
variety of goods into the Gaza tunnels—food, cigarettes, weapons, cars, and on one occasion
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they reportedly even smuggled a lion.? Smuggling into Israel is more limited, but human
trafficking has now drawn significant international attention. Migrants from eastern Africa and
sex workers from Eastern Europe use the Bedouin networks to enter Israel illegally in search of
opportunity.* The smugglers have been known to detain the migrants in remote camps, where
they are subjected to forced labor, sexual abuse, and torture in an attempt to extort greater tolls.5

Several militant groups operate in the Sinai. Hamas reportedly raises some funding via fees on
the constructions of new tunnels, and operates several of its own.® Hamas personnel have been
detained on the Egyptian side of the border; and there were fears that Hamas might attempt to
enter Egypt during the recent political crisis. A Hezbollah cell was broken up in the Sinai in
2009; Egyptian authorities alleged that the Hezbollah members had been observing Israeli tourist
groups and ship movements in the Suez Canal® A local terrorist group, Tawhid wal Jihad
(unrelated to the Iraqi group of the same name) was suspected in a wave of bombings in southern
Sinai in the mid-2000s, but analysts have suggested that this organization was rendered
ineffective by Egypt’s massive crackdown after the bombings.® The group is believed to have
been composed of Bedouins who were influenced by the ideology of Al Qaeda.!*

The seriousness of the security issues present in El Arish was confirmed during the recent
Egyptian uprising. Protests in places like Cairo saw limited violence, but the Sinai experienced a
quasi-insurgency, with rocket attacks on police stations, armed liberation of prisoners, and
bombings of a major international natural gas pipeline.!! At the height of the unrest, Bedouin
smugglers in contact with TIME magazine even claimed to be in control of towns in the border
area.!?
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Insecurity Flows

The main insecurity flow is into Gaza. Goods enter illegally through the underground tunnels
and through periodic breaches of above-ground border security.!3 Beyond El Arish, the flows
become less clear, but there have been rumors of Iranian-backed goods being landed along the
Sudanese coast and moved up the unpopulated Red Sea coast to cross the Suez canal.'* The
routes for human smuggling also follow the Red Sea coast, emerging from Sudan and Eritrea;
they then use the major roads to travel through the Sinai and to the border, stopping at the
extortion camps in the El Arish area.!> Contraband and migrants also flow across the Egyptian-
Israeli border in the Negev, which appears to be the exclusive domain of the Bedouin networks.

The natural gas pipeline that runs south of El Arish has been severed twice since the uprisings —
once on February 5%, and again on April 27%, with a failed attack on March 27t as well. The
pipeline supplies 80% of Jordan’s and 40% of Israel’s natural gas, and took weeks to repair the
first time it was severed. Cessation of the gas flow costs each country millions a day, with Jordan
in particular being put at risk of an energy crisis.!®

Fertile Conditions

What has led to the increase of illicit activities in El Arish? Perhaps most important is its
strategic location at the intersection of North Africa and the Levant. The town is located on the
main highway that crosses northern Sinai, and is on an ancient trading route from Cairo to
Damascus. In the current international environment, this old trading route links impoverished
and war-torn countries like Sudan to prosperous ones like Israel.

A brief examination of some global indicators reveals just how sharp these discrepancies are. As
of 2009, Israel’s GDP per capita was $26,256,7 whereas Sudan’s was $1,294, and was only $708
in 2005.18 While Sudan is in 154t place globally on the Human Development Index, and Egypt
is 101st, Israel ranks 15t.19 Israel has an unemployment rate of 6.2%, the West Bank’s is at 26%,
and Gaza’s is at 45% 20 Gaza’s problems go beyond unemployment. In addition to Gaza being
one of the most densely populated areas in the world, the enforcement of the blockade and the
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breakdown in intra-Palestinian relations has created a setting in which “human security in all its
dimensions is undermined.”2! Conflicts between Hamas, Fatah, and Israel have led to many
deaths and injuries, as well as the destruction of essential infrastructure. The extent of the
shortages caused by the blockade is perhaps best reflected by the fact that when there was a
breach of the border at Rafah in January 2008, within six hours, all the Egyptian stores and
pharmacies in the area were emptied of all their supplies.22

Yet one cannot reduce the source of illicit activities in El Arish solely to external insecurity and
regional discrepancies in economic and political stability. The presence of insecurity flows is
likely due to domestic conditions, and in particular the endemic corruption present in Egypt, the
ethnic heterogeneity of the population in El Arish, and the mobility of Bedouin tribes across the
Sinai desert.

Corruption is widespread in Egypt, from petty corruption of the police, through the judicial and
administrative sectors, all the way up to the highest levels.23 Bribery is also widespread, with
“facilitation payments” when acquiring licenses viewed as necessary by business analysts. The
smugglers’ ability to operate in an environment of regular checkpoints (a normal occurrence on
the Sinai) also indicates that at least some security forces in the area have been corrupted.

The population of El Arish is very heterogeneous because of a large number of Bedouins in the
Sinai, the presence of Copts, “Bosnians” (people of European descent who arrived during the
Ottoman period) and a large influx of Palestinian refugees. Behind the generic category of
Bedouin “is a rich diversity,” which includes some fifteen major tribes, some with territory that
crosses national borders.24

National and International Responses

In reaction to the challenges posed by El Arish, the Egyptian government has combined punitive
measures aimed at destroying possible criminal networks with attempts at strengthening border
control and legislation regarding human trafficking.

The harshest government response came after the 2004-2006 string of terrorist attacks (October
7, 2004 in Taba; July 23, 2005 in Sharm el Sheikh; August 14, 2005 on the border with Gaza;
and April 24, 2006 in Dahab). Egyptian human rights NGOs claim that over 2,500 people were
detained in late November 2004, while Human Rights Watch received additional reports of
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police harassment and torture.2> Other sources claimed that some residents of El Arish
(especially Islamists) were being detained without a warrant and held without charge—a practice
common under the Egyptian emergency law.26 This has led to increasing discontent with the
police and security forces and increasing suspicion of state authority.

In response to the smuggling into Gaza, the Mubarak government (before Mubarak was deposed)
implemented much tougher border measures and more frequent checkpoints. Since the recent
revolution in Egypt, however, the number of checkpoints has reportedly declined significantly.?
Egypt also started the construction of a 100-foot underground steel border wall to block the
tunnelers.

Egypt has tried to sedentarize the Bedouins, though the efforts at integration have been minimal,
and the project has focused on security, not Bedouin development.28 Egypt has also taken more
symbolic measures, such as tightening laws against human trafficking. In 2007 it established the
National Coordinating Committee to Combat and Prevent Trafficking in Persons, and in April
2010 it established a state fund that provides protection and assistance to victims of human
trafficking.?

Most of the Egyptian responses have thus far been reactive and punitive, attempting to
incapacitate criminal activities rather than prevent the illicit market from arising in the first place.
This has further eroded state legitimacy and authority in the Sinai, a fact reflected in the
frequency of protests there, even before the recent power shift in Egypt.

Outside of Egypt, other actors have used El Arish’s insecurity in attempts to consolidate their
positions. Iran, for example, has exploited the insecurity of the North Sinai by attempting to
send weapons to Hamas, while Hamas has used the insecurity as a lifeline—an extreme
economic crisis could have loosened its grip on power and made the acquisition of weaponry and
funds more difficult, but the tunnels helped alleviate Gaza’s problems, and Hamas’s tunnel fees
and operation of its own private network of tunnels helped it remain in control.

Implications for the United States

Hamas, despite its rhetoric, has never directly attacked the United States. However, it benefits
from the instabilities in the Northern Sinai, and its strength, coupled with that of local grassroots
terrorists like Tawhid wal Jihad, poses two threats to U.S. interests: first, there could be
operations aimed at U.S. allies; second, these groups could contribute to broader insecurity flows
that eventually may harm U.S. interests.
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The Unites States’ friendly relationships with Egypt and Israel are well known. These
relationships mean that large numbers of Americans travel to the two countries; Southern Sinai
resorts like Sharm el Sheikh are a popular destination for tourists from all countries, including
the United States. Some unfortunate U.S. citizens could thus become victims of one of the
region’s terrorist groups.

It is also possible that Hamas or Hezbollah could export some of the weapons and expertise that
they receive through the El Arish insecurity flows, and that these could end up in the hands of
more directly anti-American groups, or of transnational organized crime.

The United States has also had a decades-long interest in an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement,
and Hamas has repeatedly attempted to derail such talks; access to more and heavier weaponry
could make such an attempt more effective. Another conflict between Israecl and Hamas or
Hezbollah might not only derail the Israeli-Palestinian and Israeli-Arab peace processes—it
could also be a source of prestige for these groups and for their associates. This happened after
the Israel-Hezbollah war of 2006; anti-American leaders like Hezbollah’s Nasrallah and Iran’s
Ahmadinejad enjoyed a significant boost in popularity and clout after the conflict.30

In conclusion, while the insecurity forms present in El Arish currently do not seem to pose a
direct threat to U.S. interests, they have the potential to easily metastasize into regional
instability.
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