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gypt has re-emerged as a pivotal actor in the Middle East thanks to the Israel-Gaza War. Its revived influence

(https://ecfr.eu/publication/burning-ambition-egypts-return-to-regional-leadership-and-how-europe-

should-respond/)  was epitomized by the summit Cairo convened (https://www.cnn.com/middleeast/live-

news/israel-hamas-war-gaza-news-10-21-23/h_4d710fc221cd7c6d3e120d1c59923be0)  on Saturday for a

number of Arab and European leaders. Although it didn’t produce a unified statement from the parties,

underscoring the challenges of finding common ground, it was the crucial player in drawing top leaders together

after several Arab countries refused to meet with President Joe Biden earlier in the week.

Egypt’s importance is not just as a leader among Western-allied Arab countries, however. The country is a

critical partner for the Biden administration on all issues related to Gaza because its control of the Rafah crossing

(https://www.cnn.com/2023/10/17/middleeast/rafah-border-crossing-gaza-israel-explained-intl/index.html)
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Cairo has understandable concerns about unsustainable refugee flows, Sinai
terrorist threats, and longer-term Palestinian political aspirations, all of which
need to be taken into account when pushing for humanitarian corridors into
Gaza.
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—currently the only point of entry into the embattled Gaza Strip since Israel closed all crossings on its borders after

Hamas’ October 7 terror attack—allows Egypt to dictate and leverage the terms by which humanitarian assistance

can enter the Palestinian territory.

It’s understandable if Washington, which provides Egypt with over $1 billion per year

(https://www.reuters.com/world/us-allows-much-egypt-military-aid-despite-human-rights-concerns-2023-

09-14/)  in military assistance, is frustrated that Cairo isn’t allowing

(https://www.cnn.com/2023/10/13/middleeast/egypt-rafah-crossing-gaza-palestinians-mime-intl/index.html)

 American citizens and other nationals to exit Gaza via the crossing (https://www.cnn.com/middleeast/live-

news/israel-news-hamas-war-10-13-23/h_9b8a47c62b461bec8160d54455631cdb) , as Egypt has seemingly

made their departure (https://www.cnn.com/middleeast/live-news/israel-news-hamas-war-10-15-

23/h_fdc37cd8504a4b128bda6c4c09c93d43)  contingent on the entry of aid. It’s also understandable if

humanitarian groups are frustrated that Egypt won’t open its border for a humanitarian corridor to let out hundreds

of thousands of internally displaced Gazans who are trying to take refuge in the south of the Gaza Strip, which Rafah

sits on, as the most intense fighting rages in the north.

But Egypt’s positions reflect serious, and legitimate, concerns. First and foremost is the fear of a massive refugee

flow if the crossing were opened. A decade after the Syrian civil war started, Egypt claims

(https://www.cnbc.com/2023/10/18/egypt-does-not-see-why-it-should-be-responsible-for-gazas-refugee-

influx.html)  to host 9 million refugees from different countries, with no horizon of repatriation for most in sight. For

Egypt, a deluge of Palestinian refugees would not only pose humanitarian and economic challenges—Egypt is

currently experiencing a devastating economic crisis (https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/08/business/egypt-

economy-inflation-mime-intl/index.html) —but also security and political ones

(https://www.cnn.com/videos/international/2012/11/28/exp-understanding-egypt-amanpour.cnn) .

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi (https://www.cnn.com/2023/10/18/middleeast/arab-allies-snub-biden-

gaza-mime-intl/index.html) , in uncharacteristically explicit remarks, on Wednesday warned that transferring

Palestinians into Sinai will turn the peninsula into a launching pad for attacks against Israel, eliciting Israeli

reprisals, triggering war between the two countries and upending the longest peace between Israel and any Arab

country. Additionally, the movement of Palestinian refugees out of Gaza would evoke memories of the mass

displacement that accompanied the creation of Israel in 1948. Egypt fears that such an eventuality would bring an

end to any future prospect of Palestinian-Israeli peace based on a two-state solution, instead bringing a diplomatic

void and inflaming Arab public opinion.

This concern is so widely and deeply held in the region that, even as Palestinian civilian casualties mounted after

October 7, other Arab countries supported Egypt in its vehement opposition to opening the Sinai for refugees.

Indeed, after concluding a tour to several Arab capitals, Secretary of State Antony Blinken

(https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-with-randa-abul-azm-of-al-arabiya/)  told Al-Arabiya TV

that he heard “from virtually every...leader that I’ve talked to in the region that that idea is a nonstarter, and so we do

not support it.”

Additionally, Egypt has privately held that the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is ultimately Israel’s problem

(https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/12/world/middleeast/gaza-egypt-israel-strikes.html) , and that the latter

should bear any political or territorial costs  (https://enterprise.press/stories/2019/08/04/el-sisi-shoukry-kamel-

meet-kushner-in-egypt-to-talk-mid-east-peace/)  of its resolution. During the Trump administration, an American

proposal to build infrastructure in Sinai to serve Gaza was roundly rejected by Cairo, which saw it as a potential

slippery slope that could draw it into the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Egypt is also concerned that opening the crossing could allow in Hamas and its sympathizers. Hamas is an offshoot
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of the Muslim Brotherhood, Sisi’s most serious domestic political rival. And Egypt has faced Islamist terror

(https://arabcenterdc.org/resource/insurgency-in-sinai-challenges-and-prospects/)  in the Sinai Peninsula

since the 2011 revolution that toppled the Mubarak regime.

For all these reasons, shortly after Hamas took over Gaza in 2007, Egypt sealed the border

(https://www.cnn.com/2022/08/08/middleeast/hamas-israel-gaza-conflict-mime-intl/index.html) . By 2018,

according to Human Rights Watch, Egypt had razed the entire Sinai city of Rafah on the Egyptian side of the borders,

destroying thousands of homes and displacing 70,000 persons (https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/05/22/egypt-

army-intensifies-sinai-home-demolitions) , to create a nearly mile-wide buffer zone

(https://www.madamasr.com/en/2018/05/19/news/u/egyptian-authorities-separate-buffer-zone-from-rafah-

city-with-barbed-wire/)  to prevent the movement of weapons and terrorists in tunnels between Egypt and Gaza. To

emphasize the point, Egypt even flooded those tunnels  (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-

34288465) . Two years later, in 2020, Egypt built a 20-foot reinforced concrete wall (https://www.al-

monitor.com/originals/2020/02/egypt-builds-concrete-wall-border-gaza-for-national-security.html) that

reaches 16 feet below ground.

This wall has helped ensure the war in Gaza doesn’t spill over into Egypt. Like other Middle Eastern states, however,

what is happening in Gaza is having an impact within Egypt, where there is a significant reservoir of support for the

Palestinians. For the first time since the Mubarak days, the Egyptian government has

(https://www.deccanherald.com/world/hundreds-of-egyptians-join-pro-palestinian-rally-organised-by-

government-2736411)  organized anti-Israel protests  (https://www.cnn.com/middleeast/live-news/israel-

hamas-war-gaza-news-10-19-23/h_4314b3cdec52a0dec603ac3bd93542cb)  to try to come out ahead of public

opinion on supporting the Palestinians and better control the demonstrations.

The very staunch US support for Israel, which reflects longstanding American policy, sharpened further by the brutal

nature of Hamas terror and Biden’s own convictions about it, has inevitably created additional tensions in the Arab

world. The view that the US is complicit in the human suffering in Gaza is widely held in the Arab world, partly out of

compassion and partly out of political opportunism. This, naturally, complicates Egypt’s engagement with the US

and helps explain why the meeting with Biden last week was canceled, after (later disproven) reports of Israel

targeting a hospital in Gaza circulated.

However, the delicate way the US approached the cancellation, framing it as a response to the period of mourning

announced (https://www.cbsnews.com/news/biden-jordan-meeting-arab-leaders-cancelled/)  by the three

Arab countries and expressing sympathy for the victims, helped ease pressure on Sisi, who would have been

criticized by his public for appearing with the US president at such highly charged times, and was no doubt

appreciated in Cairo. Subsequent US policy, focusing on delivery of aid into Gaza

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/10/18/u-s-announcement-of-

humanitarian-assistance-to-the-palestinian-people/) , also signaled support for Egypt’s position, buying some

goodwill from Cairo.

Still, if Washington is committed to the objectives of both supporting Israel in its campaign to degrade, if not

eradicate, Hamas and at the same time providing critical humanitarian support to Palestinian civilians, the US will

need to coordinate with its Arab allies. For reasons of geography, history and diplomatic heft, Egypt is the linchpin.

Ghaith al-Omari is the Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert Foundation Senior Fellow at The Washington Institute. David

Schenker is the Institute’s Taube Senior Fellow and director of its Rubin Program on Arab Politics. This article was

originally published on the CNN website  (https://www.cnn.com/2023/10/24/opinions/opinion-egypt-israel-
gaza-hamas-afraid-omari-schenker/index.html) .
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