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ossam Bahgat, director of the Egyptian Initiative 
for Personal Rights (EIPR), is Òready to launch 
all of the enginesÓ of his organization, so that the 

next two years will witness increased outputÑmore litigation, 
research and reportsÑand a message that is more accessible 
to Egyptian youth.

EIPR currently operates as an independent human rights 
organization and a law firm, but considers itself to be an 
NGO. After attempting to register as an NGO in 2002 and 
being denied that status by the Ministry of Social Affairs, 
EIPR appealed the ruling and is still waiting in limbo.

Although all organizations that conduct NGO activities 
must be in the process of registering or already registered 
as NGOs, actually obtaining the status is less than ideal. 
For a registered NGO, the law is more restrictive, allowing 
the government to control funding and shut down an NGO 
by administrative decreeÑwithout a court session.

Bahgat conceived of and proposed EIPR as an NGO with 
a unique mandate. Before 2002, through his work with 
existing NGOs and as a journalist, he perceived that the 
Òcommun i ty  o f  
h u m a n  r i g h t s  
organizations was 
focused on public 
freedoms, or civic 
and political rights. 
The private sphere 
was ignored or  
neglected.Ó

To Bahgat, the private sphere consists of protecting bodily 
integrity, privacy and the liberty and security of a person. 
Bodily integrity refers to an individualÕs health and safety; 
the right to privacy entails both religious freedom and 
freedom from interference in or persecution for consensual 
acts or relationships that do not harm others. Lastly, the 
liberty and security of a person suggests that no one should 
be threatened by arbitrary arrest and detention.

Bahgat has aimed to Òspotlight violationsÓÑby both 
individual and state actorsÑof these three spheres Òbecause 
you canÕt enjoy other rights if you donÕt have access to 
things like sufficient privacy, adequate housing or good 
health care.Ó

Since 2002, one of EIPRÕs most apparent successes involved 
exposing a clear violation of rights in all three spheres. In 
early 2004, the organization documented the arrest and 
torture of a group of ShiÕa Muslims, and eventually brought 
the violations to the attention of the United Nations. As 
a result, all 11 ShiÕa were released.

Current projects also reflect this focus on private freedoms. 
In the right to privacy sphere, ÒEIPR is now working on 
a report which addresses how the new anti-terror law will 
affect the right to privacy in Egypt, as there are no provisions 

on surveillance or physical searches,Ó Bahgat said.

In addition, EIPR is confronting religious discrimination, 
with the view that religion is a private matter and that the 
state should not be interested in religious affiliation except 
where required by law. ÒFreedom of religion is violated by 
denying access to birth certificates, national IDs and death 
certificates, which causes serious problems in essential 
aspects of peopleÕs lives, such as marriage, inheritance and 
the registration of children,Ó Bahgat said.

According to EIPR, two constituencies suffer most when 
trying to obtain necessary official documents because of 
their religious affiliation: those who convert from Islam to 
Christianity, and the BahaÕi.

Article 47 of the Civil Affairs Law (no. 143/1994) explicitly 
grants citizens the right to change any of the data listed by 
the Interior MinistryÕs Civil Affairs Department (CAD), 
including their religious affiliation. But EIPR has documented 
almost 200 cases in which the CAD refuses to recognize 
a convert to Christianity, including Coptic citizens who 
were automatically converted to Islam in CAD files after 

one of their parents 
c o n v e r t e d  t o  
Christianity while 
they were still minors.

Before 2004, BahaÕi 
Egyptians had been 
ab le  to  ob ta in  

national IDs that recognized the BahaÕi faith or listed no 
religious affiliation at all. Now the BahaÕi suffer from the 
Interior MinistryÕs new policy which forces them to identify 
only as Muslim or Christian in exchange for identification 
documents.

EIPR has also recorded hundreds of cases where lack of 
identification documents has left BahaÕi unable to send their 
children to school, or where Baha'i youth who reach the 
age of 16 and are still without an ID card are subject to 
legal penalties.

In August, EIPR expressed support for the proposal to 
remove religion from national ID cards as a symbolic gesture 
which posits religion in the private sphere, but Bahgat 
stressed that such a gesture would not in any way deal with 
the real issues at hand, which necessitate that the Interior 
Ministry respect freedom of religion.

Concerning bodily rights, EIPR is preparing to launch a 
report on HIV in Egypt. ÒThe government does a good 
job in the realm of prevention, but not enough is done to 
care for those who are affected, to support them or to 
defend their rights. Because of the low prevalence of HIV 
in Egypt, and the societal stigma associated with it, itÕs so 
easy to overlook violations, or the lack of will on part of 
the government to respond,Ó Bahgat said.

(contÕd page 15)
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i Bahrain
On September 13, the kingdom of  
Bahrain deported a British citizen 
named Salah al-Bander who was 
working as a strategic planning 
consultant to Minister of  Cabinet 
Affairs Sheikh Ahmed bin Attiatullah 
al-Khalifah.

Bander, who also represents the Gulf  
Center for Democratic Development, 
wrote a 240-page report alleging that 
government officials were conspiring 
to keep the ShiÕa, an under-represented 
majority in that country, from 
participating fairly in the parliamentary 
elections that are expected to be called 
later this year. Opposition leaders have 
demanded an investigation into the 
reportÕs claims. 

The Bahraini government has accused 
Bander of  stirring up sedition and 
trying to break into a government 
database. Several Bahraini newspapers 
also charged him with spying for the 
British government. Bander has 
strongly denied all charges, countering 
that he is being attacked for political 
reasons.

i Egypt
Coptic expatriate groups have 
complained about an apparent 
Egyptian government decision to 
suspend the broadcast of Sunday Mass 
during Ramadan. 

Morris Sadek of the National American 

Coptic Assembly said that ÒThis ban 
represents the face of Islamic radicalism 
in Egypt, and it eliminates the religious 
freedom of Christians both in Egypt 
and throughout the world.Ó 

h Jordan
Those attempting to keep track of  all 
the elections taking place in the Arab 
world have a new resource. 

The Arab Network for Election 
Monitoring published the first edition 
of  Election Observer in September 2006 
as part of  its efforts to monitor and 
inform about elections in Arab 
countries.

The newsletter reviews major electoral 
events in the Arab world, from the 
presidential elections in Yemen that 
were held in September to the 
municipal and parliamentary elections 
in both Mauritania and Bahrain, to the 
partial parliamentary elections held in 
the United Arab Emirates. It also 
contains a helpful calendar for 
upcoming election events.

The network is a project of  the Arab 
Center for Human Rights Studies in 
Amman, and was first established in 
July of  2006. Its members include 40 
organizations and NGOs from 13 
Arab countries.

The network aims to develop a healthy 
media culture regarding elections, to 
monitor electoral procedures as well 
as the performance of  governments, 
media and political parties in the 
election process, and to deliver reports 
on the fairness of  elections in the Arab 
world. One example of  the network's 
inventiveness was its creation of  an 
award for the best coverage of  the 
Yemeni elections by a local journalist.

On the Net:
http://www.intekhabat.org

i Libya
The Libyan Union for Human Rights 
Defenders, an expatriate group based 
in the Netherlands, issued a statement 
demanding the release of  political 
prisoners, investigations regarding the 
status of  the Òdisappeared,Ó 
accountability for human rights 
violations, and greater civil liberties 
such as freedom of  the press. 

Also on August 31st, Libyan President 
Muammar al-Gaddafi commemorated 

the 37th anniversary of  the coup that 
brought him to power by calling for 
the deaths of  Òignorant and immatureÓ 
people calling for political reform. 
Ironically, his son Seif  al-Islam is 
among them. 

n Syria
The Syrian government released three 
signatories of  the Damascus-Beirut 
Declaration in September, but two 
prominent activists behind the 
document, journalist Michel Kilo and 
lawyer Anwar al-Bunni, remain in jail.

The Damascus-Beirut Declaration 
touched a sensitive area in urging the 
regime to normalize its relations with 
Lebanon. Ten of  the several hundred 
signatories were arrested in May, and 
eight have since been released. At the 
t ime, Kilo was charged with 
Òweakening national sentimentÓ and 
Òspreading false or exaggerated news 
that can affect the standing of  the 
state,Ó according to Human Rights 
Watch.  

Kilo and BunniÕs activities in setting 
up a human rights center with EU 
funds, as well as their close ties with

Civil Society News From Around the Region
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dissidents in Lebanon and further 
abroad, seem to be the reason behind 
their special treatment. 

The latest to be set free on bail are 
Mahmoud Issa of  the Communist 
Workers Party, Khalil Hussein of  the 
Kurdish Future Movement, and 
Suleiman al-Shammar, a labor 
organizer. Activist Mohamed Mahfouz 
was released on bail a week earlier. 

There have been t roubl ing,  
unconfimed reports recently of  still 
more arrests of  civil society activists 
during the month of  September, 
according to the Arab Network for 
Human Rights  In format ion.

i Tunisia
Immediately following her arrival in 
Tunisia on September 16th, Tunisian 
authorities deported French journalist 
LŽa Labaye to Paris with no reason 
provided.  Labaye runs the satirical 
French-language website Bakchich.info. 
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) 
denounced the expulsion in a statement 
on its website.

The fact that Bakchich.info is only 
several months old testifies to the 
thoroughness of  the Tunisian 
governmentÕs suffocating internet 
monitoring. The website, which covers 

politics across North Africa, is blocked 
in Tunisia but is accessible through 
proxy servers, according to RSF.

On the Net:
http://www.Bakchich.info

n Yemen
On September 20th, longtime Yemeni 
President Ali Abdullah Saleh was re-
elected by a large margin amidst 
scattered incidents of violence, 
intimidation of opposition supporters, 
and polling place irregularities. Of 
particular concern were widespread 
reports that female candidates in the 
local council elections, which were 
held at the same time, were 
systematically ÒencouragedÓ to 
withdraw.

The Arab Network for Human Rights 
Information reported that several 
Yemeni NGOs complained that their 

websites were blocked by the Yemeni 
government for several days 
surrounding the elections.    

Still, European Union observers 
characterized the elections as Òopen 
and genuinely contestedÓ overall. 
Opposition candidate Faisal Bin 
Shamlan surprised many by garnering 
over 20 percent of the vote. 

See page 12 for complete coverage of  
this event. 

Regional News

 Al-Rewaq

The Ibn Khaldun Center hosts a dicussion forum, open to the public, each Tuesday evening. The following is Ahmed ShaabanÕs 
summary, translated by Mozn Hassan, of the topics covered in September. 

The first lecture, given by Dr. Emad Gad, was on the Arab-Israeli conflict. Dr. Saad began with a discussion of 
Israel's "addiction to victory." In his view, Israel is accustomed to rapid victories over Arab militaries, which is why 
it has now set up a committee to investigate the failure to achieve its military objectives during the recent war in 
Lebanon. A scapegoat must be found, because Israel never realized that the Arabs around them had changed despite 
a growing global trend in favor of irregular warfare. Dr. Saad commended Hassan Nasrallah for admitting to his 
own mistakes, thereby cementing the support and loyalty of his own people.

Dr. Gad explained the Arab-Israeli crisis as a social conflict, in that it is continued inside people themselves. Peace 
begins when all parties recognize that the conflict cannot be solved by force. The Syrians do not want it to end 
because they do not want reform, and likewise for Hamas because it is connected to the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt.

The second lecture, given by Dr. Eglal Raafat, was on the situation in Darfur. Raafat clarified that Darfur is merely 
part of the central Sudanese problem, namely the general inability to manage diversityÑwhether ethnic, religious 
or cultural in nature. Complicating the picture, in Raafat's estimation, is America's wish to control the region's 
petroleum resources, and al-Qaeda's desire to exploit the situation.

Finally, Michael Mounir spoke on the problem of citizenship, whether among "minorities" or the majority of 
Egyptians. He listed a number of violations of the right to citizenship across social groups. 

September 20063



n September 7th, The Egyptian 
Democracy Support Network 
(EDSN) held its third meeting at 

the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development 
Studies. EDSN brings together NGOs, 
government officials, members of the media, 
and individuals from all over the world who 
are committed to freedom for the Egyptian 
people. The meeting was attended by almost 
40 individuals, most of whom were 
representatives from the original core group 
of domestic Egyptian NGOs.  The meeting 
was called in order to reinvigorate the local 
network and to develop a new strategy for 
the coming year. 

Ibn Khaldun Chairman Dr. Saad Eddin 
Ibrahim opened the event with a brief 
overview of the project and updated the 
participants on EDSN's activities and 
accomplishments over the past year.  Most 
of the discussion following his 
presentation focused on the 
impac t  o f  t he  Mus l im  
Brotherhood on the Egyptian 
political scene and whether or not 
its rising influence constitutes a 
threat to democratization efforts. 
The main concern, as expressed 
by several members of the 
audience, was that the Muslim 
Brotherhood was becoming so 
openly intolerant that it would be 
naive to allow them the same 
democratic rights granted to the 
secular opposition.  They felt that 
this was especially true due to the 
Brotherhood's refusal to take a 
clear stand on the integration of 
the Shari'a into national law. Many 
in the audience voiced disbelief 
in the Brotherhood's commitment 
to maintain a democratic climate 
if ever elected into power.  

Dr. Ibrahim put many of the 
audience's fears into greater 
perspective when he reminded 
participants that in last year's 
parliamentary elections only 50% 
of the Coptic vote was needed in order to completely 
offset the gains made by the Islamists.  Another argument that 
was made in favor of the Brotherhood's participation in the 
political process was that their peaceful participation would 

finally nullify the argument made by the regime for the 
continuance of the Emergency Law and consequently the 
deferment of democracy.  It is clear that without the Muslim 

Brotherhood functioning as a Òbogeyman,Ó there would be 
immense internal as well as external pressure on the regime to 

open up the country 
politically.

S o m e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
suggested as a compromise 
that the Brothers be 
allowed to participate but 
that efforts be made at the 
same time to ensure their 
inability to overthrow the 
government once in 
power.  Dr. Ibrahim 
sugges ted  tha t  an  
amendment be added to 
the Constitution, like in 
Turkey, calling upon the 
judiciary and the military 
to ensure secularism.  (see 
page 18 of  Civil Society for 
more on this proposal). 
He urged the participants 
to remain cautious and to 
r e m e m b e r  t h a t  
denouncing the religious 

movement outright functions as an 
extremely effective, albeit indirect, 
regime booster. 

After concluding the panel discussion 
and taking a coffee break, the meeting 
was reconvened and proceeded 
according to the agenda.  The EDSN 
Strategy, Alerts, and Codes of Conduct 
were outlined and debated. The new 
EDSN website was then unveiled and 
explained to the group, including the 
newly created grant section.  Questions 
and feedback were solicited about how 
to make the website a more effective 
tool not only for EDSN but also for 
the democracy movement as a whole. 
Finally, a new section of EDSN dealing 
with public opinion polling was 
presented to the audience as well as 
the results of two controversial surveys 
conducted in the previous months.   
Discussion followed regarding the 
future of the project, including details 
on upcoming activities and the 
international conference scheduled for 
January. 

For more information on EDSN or to join the network, please visit 
http://www.edsn.org.

By Hind El-Hinnawy, EDSN Domestic Coordinator

Renewed Resolve:
Egyptian Democracy Support Network Meets at Ibn Khaldun

Democracy in action: EDSN members at the Ibn Khaldun Center

O
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n September 7th, The Egyptian 
Democracy Support Network 
(EDSN) held its third meeting at 

the Ibn Khaldun Center for Development 
Studies. EDSN brings together NGOs, 
government officials, members of the media, 
and individuals from all over the world who 
are committed to freedom for the Egyptian 
people. The meeting was attended by almost 
40 individuals, most of whom were 
representatives from the original core group 
of domestic Egyptian NGOs.  The meeting 
was called in order to reinvigorate the local 
network and to develop a new strategy for 
the coming year. 

Ibn Khaldun Chairman Dr. Saad Eddin 
Ibrahim opened the event with a brief 
overview of the project and updated the 
participants on EDSN's activities and 
accomplishments over the past year.  Most 
of the discussion following his 
presentation focused on the 
impac t  o f  t he  Mus l im  
Brotherhood on the Egyptian 
political scene and whether or not 
its rising influence constitutes a 
threat to democratization efforts. 
The main concern, as expressed 
by several members of the 
audience, was that the Muslim 
Brotherhood was becoming so 
openly intolerant that it would be 
naive to allow them the same 
democratic rights granted to the 
secular opposition.  They felt that 
this was especially true due to the 
Brotherhood's refusal to take a 
clear stand on the integration of 
the Shari'a into national law. Many 
in the audience voiced disbelief 
in the Brotherhood's commitment 
to maintain a democratic climate 
if ever elected into power.  

Dr. Ibrahim put many of the 
audience's fears into greater 
perspective when he reminded 
participants that in last year's 
parliamentary elections only 50% 
of the Coptic vote was needed in order to completely 
offset the gains made by the Islamists.  Another argument that 
was made in favor of the Brotherhood's participation in the 
political process was that their peaceful participation would 

finally nullify the argument made by the regime for the 
continuance of the Emergency Law and consequently the 
deferment of democracy.  It is clear that without the Muslim 

Brotherhood functioning as a Òbogeyman,Ó there would be 
immense internal as well as external pressure on the regime to 

open up the country 
politically.

S o m e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
suggested as a compromise 
that the Brothers be 
allowed to participate but 
that efforts be made at the 
same time to ensure their 
inability to overthrow the 
government once in 
power.  Dr. Ibrahim 
sugges ted  tha t  an  
amendment be added to 
the Constitution, like in 
Turkey, calling upon the 
judiciary and the military 
to ensure secularism.  (see 
page 18 of  Civil Society for 
more on this proposal). 
He urged the participants 
to remain cautious and to 
r e m e m b e r  t h a t  
denouncing the religious 

movement outright functions as an 
extremely effective, albeit indirect, 
regime booster. 

After concluding the panel discussion 
and taking a coffee break, the meeting 
was reconvened and proceeded 
according to the agenda.  The EDSN 
Strategy, Alerts, and Codes of Conduct 
were outlined and debated. The new 
EDSN website was then unveiled and 
explained to the group, including the 
newly created grant section.  Questions 
and feedback were solicited about how 
to make the website a more effective 
tool not only for EDSN but also for 
the democracy movement as a whole. 
Finally, a new section of EDSN dealing 
with public opinion polling was 
presented to the audience as well as 
the results of two controversial surveys 
conducted in the previous months.   
Discussion followed regarding the 
future of the project, including details 
on upcoming activities and the 
international conference scheduled for 
January. 

For more information on EDSN or to join the network, please visit 
http://www.edsn.org.

By Hind El-Hinnawy, EDSN Domestic Coordinator

Renewed Resolve:
Egyptian Democracy Support Network Meets at Ibn Khaldun
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he second meeting of the Middle 
East Youth Forum (MEYF) took 
place in Istanbul from August 
29th to September 3rd and drew 

participants from ten different countries 
from throughout the region.  The MEYF 
evolved as an offshoot of the Middle East 
Citizens Assembly (MECA), a civil society 
organization founded in Amman in 2006 
that works to promote peace, 
reconciliation, cooperation, and human 
rights.  Both of these organizations gained 
inspiration from the Helsinki Citizens 
Assembly and its efforts after the Cold 
War to build networks of peace and 
reconciliation in a divided Europe.  

The Middle East Youth Forum 
constitutes an initiative organized by the 
Dutch NGO the Inter-Church Peace 
Council (IKV) in cooperation with 
MECA and the Universi ty of  
Amsterdam.ÊÊThe goal of the project is 
to provide an opportunity for young 
activists from the most conflicted areas 
of the region to network and exchange ideas and experiences. 
Over twenty young activists from various Middle Eastern 
countries decided to participate in the event, and many 
traveled to the conference at great risk to their own security 
and that of their families.  

The intensive schedule that began in the early morning and 
ended often after mid-night was designed to both inform 
the activists on key issues as well as provide adequate time 
to build relationships despite the well-entrenched political 
and cultural obstacles that divide the region. The first topic 
of "Human Security in the Middle East" was presented by 
Mient Jan Faber of the University of Amsterdam, a 
recognized expert on issues relating to Human Security. 
Participants were encouraged to brainstorm on various 
Human Security initiatives that might be needed in the 

region.

The second topic discussed was "Islam and Democracy" 
and the lecture was presented by Dr. Issam Al Rawi from 
the University of Baghdad.  Panel discussions focused on 
the possible forms of democracy in the Middle East and 
the effects of religious movements on the democratization 
process overall.  Participants were encouraged to critically 
evaluate political Islam within their own countries and to 
share experiences about the relevance and feasibility of 
various forms of democratic practices.  The third topic 
presented at the Forum was the "Relationship between 
MECA and the MEYF" by Walid Salim the regional 
coordinator of MECA.  Discussions and group work focused 
on the short and long term strategic visions of the MEYF 
and involved the planning of a Youth Congress in 
cooperation with MECA in March of 2007. 

 The last topic of the Forum dealt with the question of 
whether civil society was the answer to the problems 
associated with Middle Eastern democracy.  Dr. Saad Eddin 
Ibrahim presented a lecture on the impact of civil society 
on political reform.  Group discussions revolved around 
how the Lebanese example could be applied throughout 
the region and also on the unique problems faced by civil 
society organizers in Iraq.

Participants left Istanbul with concrete plans for a future 
meeting in January in Azerbaijan as well as a Youth Congress 
to be held in Amman in March.  MEYF also plans to create 
a website that will function both as a tool for Middle Eastern 
activists as well as work to disseminate information about 
the Forum's activities and projects.  If you are interested in 
joining MEYF or would like more information, please 
contact Rana Abbawi from IKV at rabbawi@ikv.nl. 

By Maria Dayton

Young Arab Activists Meet in Istanbul
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Young at heart: Saad Eddin Ibrahim with Arab youth in Istanbul

One of many discussions on political reform



enior ICDS researcher Mohamed Abdel Aziz traveled 
to Europe on 18 September to participate in a program 
organized and sponsored by The Heinrich Bšll 

Foundation, a non-profit organization affiliated with the 
German Green party.  The participants included an Arab 
delegation of eight young Arab researchers and journalists 
from Palestine, Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon.

In Brussels, the delegation visited the European 
Parliament and convened a round table with 
several MPs. The discussions mainly centred 
around peace in the Middle East with a focus 
on the democratization process and the current 
situation in both Lebanon and Palestine.

ICDSÕ representative requested that the five MPs, 
including the Vice President of the EP Edward 
McMillan-Scott, direct more support to Egyptian 
civil society rather than supporting the National 
Council for Human Rights, a government creation 
largely funded by the EU. He briefed them about 
the situation in Egypt since the 2005 referendum. 
The delegation also visited several of the EU 
institutions in Brussels (European Commission, 
Euro-Aid), where they had numerous discussions 
with officials and commissioners. 

In Berlin, the delegation visited the German 
Parliament, the Foreign Ministry, and the Green 

Party where it discussed current issues in the Middle East, 
including the role of Germany in fostering the peace process. 
The delegation also visited several think tanks such as 
German Institute for International and Security Affairs. 
The visiting program ended with a breakfast meeting with 
the HBF Board, where the participants provided feedback 
on the program. 

By Mohamed Abdel Aziz

Ibn Khaldun Goes to Parliaments

n November 30th, Ibn 
Khaldun Center Chairman 
Dr. Saad Eddin Ibrahim will 

deliver the ÒIon Ratiu Democracy 
LectureÓ at the Woodrow Wilson 
Center in Washington, D.C. Following 
the lecture itself, the Wilson Center 
will host a reception and dinner with 
invited guests.

The award, named in honor of  late 
Romanian dissident and politician Ion 
Ratiu, was launched by his widow 
Elisabeth in 2005. A stalwart defender 
of  democracy, Ion Ratiu spent 50 
years in exile in Great Britain capped 
by an intense period of  activity in 
Washington before returning to 
Romania after the fall of  the 
Ceausescu dictatorship.

The Ratiu lecture is sponsored by 
the London-based Rat iu 
Foundation in collaboration with 
the  Wi lson Center  and 
Georgetown UniversityÕs Center 
for Democracy and Civil Society, 
directed by the distinguished 
political scientist Dr. Steven 
Heydemann. 

The Wilson Center plans to 
publish and distribute the text of  
the speech worldwide, in 
accordance with the Ratiu 
Foundation's aim of  bringing 
greater recognition to the thought 
and achievements of  democracy 
activists around the world. 

By Blake Hounshell

Saad Eddin Ibrahim to Deliver Democracy Lecture 
in Honor of Late Romanian Dissident

ICDS News

O

Saad Eddin Ibrahim
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s  t h e  N a t i o n a l  
Democratic PartyÕs 
(NDP) three-day 4th 

Annual Conference 
came to an end last Thursday, 
the biggest or perhaps the only 
surprise was the declaration by 
Gamal Mubarak, President 
Hosni MubarakÕs son and the 
NDPÕs Assistant Secretary 
General and head of  the 
increasingly powerful Policies 
Secretariat, that Egypt will 
pursue the development of  a 
peaceful nuclear energy 
program.  This statement, later 
seconded by Egyptian President 
and NDP Party Leader Hosni 
Mubarak, has come to dominate 
news coverage of  the 
conference, particularly against 
the backdrop of  regional 
tensions between Iran and the 
United States. The shrewd 
political move, combined with 
de rigeur nationalist rhetoric 
expressed by Gamal and other 
NDP leaders during the 
conference, has heightened 
speculation in the Egyptian and 
foreign media that the younger 
Mubarak is positioning himself  
for succession.

The spotlight thus diverted, 
other aspects of  the conference 
have been overshadowed.  
Beneath the headlines, the bulk 
of  the conference actually 
focused on legislative and 
constitutional reform, or at least 
the appearance of  it.

The NDPÕs vague rhetoric 
stressing increased popular 
political participation, equal 
opportunity, and citizensÕ rights 
strongly echoes the reform 
discourse of  past ruling party 
conferences, which has proven 
to be largely empty of  real 
content.

Despite what seems to be a lessening of  American pressure 
for political change following the Muslim BrotherhoodÕs 
strong showing in last fallÕs parliamentary elections, there 
remains a surprising willingness to initiate at least the illusion 
of  legislative and even constitutional reform. 
During the 2003 convention, NDP Secretary General Safwat 

El Sherif  claimed that amending the constitution would 
not be a priority for political democratization. In 2004 and 
2005, the issue was left off  of  the conference agenda 
altogether or overshadowed by preparations for 
parliamentary elections. Speaking about this yearÕs conference, 
however, President Mubarak boasted that "the coming year
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will be all about constitutional reform."

Under the conferenceÕs theme of  Ònew thinking and a 
second leap towards the future,Ós Gamal Mubarak reviewed 
the revised version of  Democracy and Citizenship Rights, 
originally drafted as a working paper by the NDP Policies 
Secretariat in 2003, which includes oblique references to 
constitutional and legislative amendments to be pursued in 
2007.  

The Egyptian opposition and civil society organizations 
have been understandably skeptical.  Past reforms touted 
by the NDP, such as the new Judicial Law of  June 2006 
and the new Press Law of  last July were rammed through 
the PeopleÕs Assembly with little debate, perhaps to obscure 
the fact that they fell far short of  reformist expectations.

For example, although the new Press Law amended several 
sections of  the Penal Code that mandated detention for 
certain offenses, other ambiguously-worded articles remain. 
The JudgesÕ Club was highly critical of  the government bill 
that was passed over its strong objections and in the place 
of  its preferred alternative that would have contained greater 
guarantees of  judicial independence.

More blatant was the now-notorious revision to Article 76, 
which was carefully crafted to 
allow competitive multi-candidate 
presidential elections in theory, 
but not in practice under current 
circumstances. Many view the 
text as designed to clear the way 
for Gamal in 2010.

Although superficial reforms 
have left civil society activists 
feel ing somewhat bi t ter,  
d iscouraged, and deeply 
distrustful of  the ruling clique, 
the NDPÕs announcement that 
it will continue to pursue changes 
in the law and in the Constitution 
presents a renewed opportunity 
around which democratic forces 
can mobilize.

Indeed, some are already gearing 
up to do so. Although many 
Egyptians were disappointed that 
Articles 76 and 77 of  the Constitution, which regulate the 
suitability of  presidential candidates and terms in office, 
were not announced as slated for amendment at the 
conference, a coalition of  several opposition entities was 
recently formed to coordinate strategies and suggest changes.

The NDPÕs proposed amendments, meanwhile, are as yet 
undefined, but according to the presentation by Minister 
of  State for Parliamentary and Legal Affairs Moufied Shehab, 
they will be based on President MubarakÕs campaign 
promises: to seek to empower the PeopleÕs Assembly and 
the Cabinet; to reinforce the review powers of  the Shura 
Council; to strengthen judicial independence by abolishing 
the Office of  the Socialist Prosecutor-General and the 
Higher Council of  Judicial Authorities; and to curtail the 

emergency powers of  the President by requiring him to 
seek the advice of  his prime minister, the PeopleÕs Assembly, 
and the Shura Council at times when national unity or 
security are at stake.

NDP officials made contradictory statements regarding this 
last critical point. Mubarak himself  has repeatedly promised 
to lift the Emergency Law in favor of  an anti-terrorism law 
modeled on the USA Patriot Act. Article 74 of  the 
Constitution allows the President to Òtake urgent measuresÓ 
to the case that Òany danger threatens the national unity or 
the safety of  the motherland or obstructs the constitutional 
role of  the State institutions,Ó but it is not clear whether 
this extraordinary unchecked power is also up for discussion. 

Shehab suggested that the answer is ÒnoÓ when he told Al 
Ahram Weekly that Òthe NDP intends to end the state, and 
not the law, of  emergency."

One ominous issue raised in Democracy and Citizenship Rights 
and at the conference is the NDPÕs promiseÑor threatÑ
to revise Law 100 of  1993 regarding professional associations. 
The Lawyers, Press, and Engineers Syndicates have become 
particularly active in pressing for greater political freedoms 
and in railing against government interference in their 
business. The governmentÕs historical pattern of  behavior 

suggests that it will aim to curtail the syndicates from 
engaging in such Òpolitical activity,Ó while claiming to be 
responsive to demands for change.

Rejection of  hereditary succession is another unifying issue 
across all segments of  the opposition. The non-state press, 
the political left and the Muslim Brotherhood have all staked 
out strong positions against Gamal. 

Perhaps the PresidentÕs son hopes that bashing American 
intervention in the region and pushing Egypt to get nuclear 
powerÑwhich does not actually need to occur in order to 
be politically usefulÑ will win him popularity on the street 
and help him overcome what seems to be, at least for the 
time being, a  small obstacle. 

Features

Unlikely Populist: Gamal made headlines when he proposed
that Egypt develop nuclear power



By Alex Schank

Is JordanÕs Islamic Action Front Next?
lections for JordanÕs lower house of Parliament are 
expected to be held next June.  Given the notable 
parliamentary victories of Islamist parties in recent 
months Ð including Hamas in the Palestinian 

territories, LebanonÕs Hizballah, and the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood Ð it is worth considering the potential victory 
that the Islamic Action Front (the Muslim Brotherhood in 
Jordan) stands to gain in the upcoming elections.

At the moment, the Islamic Action Front appears to be 
emboldened by the recent wave of Islamism in the region. 
It has dared to criticize the monarchy, called for more 
democratic reforms, and led a campaign against government 
corruption.  The Jordanian throne has proven quite capable 
of politically containing the IAF in the past, however, and 
in all likelihood, it will continue to do so through the 2007 
elections.  The IAF will probably make moderate gains at 
best in 2007.

Recent Clashes between the Throne and the IAF

In April 2006, Jordanian officials said they 
had found a cache of weapons, including 
explosives and small arms belonging to 
Hamas that entered the country through 
Syria.  Government authorities arrested 
ten Hamas activists (who they claimed 
were planning attacks in Jordan) and 
canceled a visit by Palestinian Authority 
Foreign Minister Mahmoud al-Zahar, a 
Hamas official.  Hamas leaders in the 
Palestinian territories and Syria denied 
the Jordanian governmentÕs accusations.

The IAF strongly backed Hamas during 
this debacle and accused the Jordanian 
government of cooperating with the 
United States to weaken the democratically 
elected Hamas government and to benefit 
Fatah.

ÒI think the Jordanian government has 
responded to [U.S.] pressure and [that it] bets on the failure 
of HamasÕ government in its task of leading the Palestinian 
people,Ó IAF Secretary General Zaki Bani Irsheid told 
Reuters.

In another incident of outright defiance of the regime, four 
IAF members of Parliament visited the family of Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi in June to pay condolences two days 
after Zarqawi was killed in an American air strike in Iraq.  
One of the MPs reportedly called the former al-QaÕida in 
Iraq leader a martyr.  The government responded harshly, 
arresting the MPs despite some outcry from international 
human rights organizations.

David Schenker of the Washington Institute argues in an 
article written after the weapons cache incident that the 
IAF is undergoing a process of ÒHamasization,Ó as evidenced 

by its increasing opposition to the moderate, pro-American 
policies of the ruling Hashemite family.  

Schenker cites Azzam al-Huneidi, leader of the IAF 
parliamentary bloc, who wrote on the partyÕs Web site after 
the Hamas parliamentary victory in January that Jordanian 
Islamists would be prepared to take power when they too 
won a majority in the next elections.  In addition, Bani-
Irsheid has indicated that if the Islamists are victorious in 
the 2007 elections, they will put a referendum to the Jordanian 
people on the issue of overturning JordanÕs peace treaty 
with Israel.

The Jordanian government seems to have a real fear of the 
new Hamas-inspired Brotherhood.  The fact that Bani-
Irsheid (a strong Hamas supporter) was elected as IAF 
Secretary-General in April was a source of consternation 
for several government officials, who accused Bani-Irsheid 
of being a member of Hamas in a 22 April 2006 article in 
al-Hayat and said the IAF has yet to settle the question of 
its national identity.  Bani-Irsheid denied that he was a 

Hamas member and asked: Òif this were 
the case, should Jordan get involved in 
laying siege to Hamas, on behalf of the 
Zionist entity?Ó

Hamas has great support among 
Jordanians.  A Pew poll released in June 
found that 68 percent of Jordanians feel 
HamasÕ parliamentary victory last January 
will be good for the Palestinians and lead 
to a fairer resolution of the Middle East 
conflict.  Indeed, by aligning itself more 
closely with Hamas, the IAF seems to be 
reaching for the Palestinian vote in Jordan 
in the 2007 elections.

The government, on the other hand, has 
long favored East Bankers loyal to the 
crown and viewed Jordanians of 
Palestinian origin (roughly 50-60 percent 
of the population) with some suspicion. 

 In 1999, the government expelled Hamas 
completely from Jordan, and it stands to reason that the 
government would now be more wary of a fired-up IAF, 
which seems to be taking several of its cues from Hamas 
and rallying the Palestinian base in the country.

A History of  Cooperation

Since it was established in Jordan, the Muslim BrotherhoodÕs 
aim was cooperation with the Hashemite regime.  The 
Brotherhood was founded in the country as a non-violent 
organization, although it opposed the Zionist occupation 
of Palestine and aided the Palestinian jihad. The Brotherhood 
also called for the gradual Islamization of society; in an 
effort to maintain good relations with the regime, however, 
the BrotherhoodÕs ideology regarding an Islamic state 
remained vague.
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  King Hussein allied with the Brotherhood against the two 
major movements in Jordan through the 1960s: the secular 
socialist movement and pan-Arab nationalist movement. 
For the regime, this alliance secured the throne, while for 
the Brotherhood it was a way to oppose Nasser and the 
secular threat.  In return for the Muslim BrotherhoodÕs 
alliance, King Hussein granted the Brotherhood legal status 
as a Òcharitable organizationÓ in 1957 when he dissolved 
all other political parties and dethroned the socialists who 
had come to power in the free elections of 1956.

With the Arab loss in the 1967 war with Israel, many who 
had formerly supported the pan-Arab nationalistsÕ agenda 
to form a coalition against Israel became disillusioned and 
turned to the Brotherhood.  The 1979 Iranian Revolution 
sent a further surge of  Islamic fervor through the Middle 
East, which encouraged the 
BrotherhoodÕs support 
base.  

After a period of growth 
from 1973 to 1983, Jordan 
faced a severe economic 
downturn and many recent 
college graduates were left 
facing unemployment. 
These factors culminated 
in the 1989 parliamentary 
elections (the first free 
elections since 1956), in 
which a coalition of 
Islamists won a massive 34 
out of 80 seats.

In 1993, the government 
introduced a new electoral 
law creating a one-person, 
one-vote system.  The law 
severely weakened the IAF, 
which won only 16 seats 
in the elections that year.  
Because voters each had 
only one vote, they often 
had to choose between their local tribal affiliation 
and candidates they supported ideologically. The result was 
that independent centrists won 50 of the 80 available seats 
in 1993.  

Then in 1997, the IAF boycotted the elections altogether 
in protest of the unchanged election law, new restrictive 
press laws, and JordanÕs peace treaty with Israel in 1994.  
In 2003, after King Abdullah II made a few modifications 
to the election law, IAF members returned to politics and 
won 17 of  110 seats in the newly expanded lower house.

The RegimeÕs Hold on Politics and Expectations for 
2007

In an interview earlier this month with al-Hayat, King 
Abdullah II attempted to cover up the growing divisions 
between the IAF and the throne, portraying extremism as 
Òtakfiri thoughtÓ and saying that Jordanian Islamists have 
shown Òseveral signalsÓ that they reject the move by the 

four MPs who visited ZarqawiÕs home.

On this topic, the king has fairly widespread support from 
the people.  Following last NovemberÕs bloody hotel 
bombings in Amman, which killed more than 50 civilians, 
Jordanian popular opinion turned squarely against al-QaÕida 
and Zarqawi, who claimed responsibility for the attacks.  
A January 2006 poll conducted by the University of JordanÕs 
Center for Strategic Studies found that 72.2 percent of 
Jordanians considered ZarqawiÕs al-QaiÕda group a terrorist 
organization, compared with only 6.2 percent who saw it 
as legitimate resistance.

This could be a large factor working against the Islamic 
Action Front, and in the regimeÕs favor, in the 2007 elections.

Marc Lynch, associate professor of political science at 
Williams College and an expert on Jordanian politics, said 
in an e-mail interview with Civil Society that he does not 
expect the IAF will see major success in the elections in 
2007, because, in addition to outside events, the government 
has constructed the internal political system in a way that 
is unfavorable for the Islamists.

ÒThe electoral system is carefully engineered to limit Islamist 
success Ð both with districting and the vote allocation Ð 
which makes it hard to envision the IAF coming close to 
a majority under any circumstances,Ó Lynch said.Ê ÒIf 
gerrymandering and the usual interventions don't work, I 
wouldn't rule out the regime's trying to provoke the IAF 
into a boycott.Ó

In any case, the king dominates the political scene in Jordan 
regardless of who wins in elections.  He appoints all 40 
members of the upper house of Parliament (the Senate), 
and his executive branch drafts and (ContÕd page 20)

Jordanians hold a candelight vigil after al-QaÕidaÕs attack in Amman



By Martina Burtscher

The Devil Yemenis Know
hen he announced last July during the celebration 
of  his 27th anniversary in power that he would 
not stand for re-election, Yemeni President Ali 

Abdullah Saleh was not taken seriously by the majority of  
Yemenis and Western political observers.

So after months of  manufactured suspense, few were 
shocked when he changed his mind. The real surprise came 
later when, for the first time in 28 years, he found himself  
confronting a genuine, energized opposit ion. 

The outcome,Ña landslide victory on September 20th for 
Saleh over his main rival, former oil executive Faisal Bin 
ShamlanÑwas never in doubt. Saleh took 77.17 percent of  
the vote to ShamlanÕs 21.82 percent, while a third opposition 
candidate garnered a negligible amount. According to the 
Supreme Commission for Elections and Referendum, about 
6 million of  a registered 9.2 million voters turned out to 
vote. Nonetheless, the elections, which also included local 
councils, were livelier than expected, and the European 
UnionÕs observation mission characterized them, despite a 
number of  complaints about irregularities, as Òopen and 
genuinely contested elections.Ó

Five major opposition parties had banded together to form 

the JMP (Joint Meeting Parties) against the presidentÕs GPC 
(General Peoples Council) in order to give Yemenis an 
alternative at the polls. The 72 year-old technocrat Bin 
Shamlan proved to be a unifying figure, bringing together 
political parties of  different currents, including the Socialists, 
the Islah (Reform) Party, the BaÕath, and the Nasserist Party. 
The Socialists and the Islamist Islah had fought against 
each other during the bloody civil war of  1994. But the 
urgent need for democratic change finally brought these 
former enemies together.

ÒBy coming from the City of  Aden, the former Capital of  
the Socialist South, and making a union with the Islah 
movement (mainly based in the northern part of  the 
country), JMP were strategically intelligent in choosing a 
person who may be able to capture all the voices seeking 
change in the country,Ó said Felix Eikenberg of  the Friedrich-
Ebert Foundation before the balloting.

Bin Shamlan was also a good choice to lead a campaign 
against the massive corruption that limits the countryÕs 
development. He campaigned wearing a white shirt, 
projecting a clean, uncorrupt image bolstered by the fact 
that he long ago retired from the political posts he had held 
in the 1980s. Yemenis are aware their President is deeply

W
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involved in corruption, even though he has tried to use his 
own party as a scapegoat in order to distance himself  from 
various scandals.

Ahmad Abdel Aziz, a doctor from Taez, raised this issue 
on election day: ÒIn Yemen we have a great culture, oil, 
agriculture. India has a GDP per person of  $750, Egypt 
one of  $1400 and Yemen one of  only $250 per year. I donÕt 
know where all the money is going. We are facing a lot of  
problems. Our country is going downhill.Ó

Saleh portrayed himself  during the 
campaign as a symbol of  stability in the 
country and sought to sir up fears of  
a Yemen collapsing without him. He 
also implicitly blamed Bin Shamlan for 
the events of  the 1994 civil war. On 
September 11th, for example, Saleh told 
a crowd in Taez: ÒAlways remember the 
great people in this city who were killed 
by the socialists.Ó

As official campaigning started one 
month before the elections, tensions 
rose, especially in the tribal north in 
areas like al-Jauf  and Taez, where 
incidents of  violence were reported. In 
the worst such incident, 120 people died 
during a presidential rally due to mass 
panic in an overcrowded football 
stadium. As a result of  this and other 
violent episodes, election day was 
declared a Òweapons free dayÓ in the 
whole country. Despite this, the elections 
commission recorded that at least three 
people were killed, one of  them an 
opposition candidate for a local council.

ÒDemocracy is a new idea in a highly armed country, and 
people donÕt know how they can express their thoughtsÑ
so they simply start to fight for democracy by non-democratic 
means.Ó explained Abd El Khalil a professor at Taez 
University.

The conduct of  the campaign and the elections, despite the 
EU mission and the presence of  some 45,000 NGO and 
political party members who were accredited as observers, 

shows that Yemen still has a lot of  room for improvement. 
The EU observation mission reported that a number of  
JMP candidates and supporters were arrested on charges 
Òthat would appear to have been politically motivated.Ó In 
82 percent of  polling centers visited by EU observers, the 
voting process was evaluated as ÒgoodÓ or Òvery good.Ó 

Other sites, particularly in rural areas, witnessed such 
problems as overcrowding, little to no vote secrecy, and 
minors being permitted to vote.

The EU accused state agencies such as the police and 
military of  showing Òoverwhelming supportÓ for Saleh and 
the ruling party, frequently using public funds. Although 
there were no reports of  censorship or intimidation of  
journalists, state media Òshowed clear biasÓ on SalehÕs behalf  
as well. Soldiers and civil servants were allegedly forced and 
even paid to vote for Saleh. Bin Shamlan supporters, 

meanwhile, reported being threatened on their way to rallies, 
and there were numerous incidents of  opposition campaign 
cars being damaged. There were also reports that Saleh 
even closed schools in areas where he held rallies in order 
to have school children cheering in his favor.

The EU also noted that women were seriously under-
represented as candidates, and some running for local 
councils were intimidated into withdrawing their candidacies. 
Female candidates, in particular, were given Òlittle or no 

supportÓ from their parties. Despite 
a prior agreement by Yemeni political 
parties that at least 15 percent of  
their candidates for local councils be 
women, only 149 ended up running, 
as compared to over 20,000 male 
candidates.

Although Bin Shamlan did not win, 
the fact that he surpassed 20 percent 
of  the vote was a victory in itself  in 

a country where the family of  the president controls the 
military, the bureaucracy, the major tribes and the sheikhs. 
In the end, however, perhaps a Yemeni proverb provides 
the best explanation for SalehÕs return: Òbetter the devil we 
know than one we donÕt know.Ó 

ÒIn Yemen we have a great culture, oil, agriculture. 
India has a GDP per person of $750, Egypt one of 
$1400 and Yemen one of only $250 per year. I donÕt 
know all the whole money is going. We are facing a 
lot of problems. Our country is going downhill.Ó

Yemeni democracy? Veiled women at an opposition rally in Taez
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gyptians adventurous enough to go to Europe for 
a holiday seldom have a good time. It is not a matter 
of  being unable to enjoy the thrills of  what a 

European city can offer or lack of  appreciation; itÕs just 
so horrendously expensive, the pleasure is always diluted. 
On what is considered a comfortable salary in Egypt, a taxi 
ride from Heathrow to Central London would wipe out 
twenty percent of  an Egyptian familyÕs monthly income. 
What is difficult for many to grasp is why a well-to-do 
Egyptian executive can never come close to affording much 
outside Egypt. Why does the pound buy so little?

HereÕs an attempt to unravel the enigma of  the Egyptian 
pound ever since Mr. Nasser decided to give it a boost 
(always remember: if  it ainÕt broke donÕt fix it).  It all goes 
back to July 23, 1952 when we had our own version of  
September 11, NasserÕs infamous coup dÕetat. Well, perhaps 
there werenÕt as many dead or wounded on that particular 
day, but the devastation 
that ensued was far 
wider, both in human 
and financial terms, not 
to mention our moral 
standards, adherence to 
values and patriotism. 
However, letÕs try to 
focus on the economy 
and the pound. At the 
time Mr. Nasser took 
ove r ,  t h e  f u l l y -
convertible Egyptian 
pound bought 1.05 
Sterling and around 5 
American dollars. Today 
the cor responding 
figures are 10p and 18 
cents respectively. What 
happened in  the  
interim?    

It began when Nasser decided it was time to cut the wealthy 
down to size. In his paranoid mind, leaving too much money 
in the hands of  a few disgruntled feudal landlords and 
capitalist industrialists was playing with fire. They could 
easily rise against him and use their funds to stage a coup, 
all too familiar territory. So he had to castrate them financially, 
which he proceeded to do quite ruthlessly and methodically 
under a highly-touted land reform and nationalisation 
campaign that left many Egyptians ignominiously shattered, 
both financially and physically. 

It was not just the wealthy who were destroyed, but also 
the less privileged, whose living conditions worsened steadily 
since Nasser emerged and through the present day. ItÕs quite 
simple, really: before Nasser, Egypt was financially compatible 
with the rest of  the developed world. Nasser changed that 
and isolated Egypt from the international financial 
community, first by nationalising (i.e., stealing) the Suez 

Canal, throwing Egypt into the waiting arms of  the Soviet 
block and then by sequestrating and nationalising (i.e., 
robbing) virtually the entire property base of  the wealthy 
local society. In the process, he forgot to protect the countryÕs 
income-generating instruments and made us believe we 
could live on slogans, mirages and a behemoth disaster of  
an industrial public sector that managed to complete the 
economic demolition job. 

Since any ruler is obliged, for survival reasons, to feed his 
people (or perhaps he enjoyed controlling their lives and 
making them beholden to him), Nasser was forced to resort 
to subsidising basic food products whose prices on the 
international markets Ðdue to a plummeting pound- were 
spiralling way out of  reach of  the Egyptian public. Hence 
he managed to wreak havoc with EgyptÕs economy, previously 
robust and endowed with abundant resources. He single-
handedly brought the country to its knees. His blundering 

extended to senseless 
egotistical mil i tary 
a d ve n t u r i s m  a n d  
megalomaniac personal 
ambitions that saw him 
milk his own country to 
the bone and use it as a 
stepping stone to boost 
his image and popularity 
among the vast majority 
of  the Arab and Muslim 
world. Modern Arab 
jingoists still hail Nasser 
as great unifier of  the 
Arabs, setting a role 
model for the likes of  
Qaddafi and Saddam 
Hussein. (If  they admire 
Bin Laden, I suppose 
admiring Nasser isnÕt  
too bad!)

The battered pound paid a heavy price. Although permitting 
most Egyptians to scrape by on slightly higher than 
subsistence levelsÑowing to mammoth government 
subsidiesÑit became all but worthless on the international 
foreign exchange markets. It ceased being a convertible 
currency outside Egypt, its value eroding relentlessly all the 
time. 

Today, Egypt is staging a comeback of  sorts, desperately 
trying to revive the pound, but not doing a good job all the 
same. A feeble attempt to draw in foreign investment has 
resulted in a trickle of  funds flowing in, peanuts compared 
to the countryÕs real absorption potential. Nevertheless, the 
pound has been relatively stable for a while, propped up as 
ever by the hubris of  a government whose demeanour 
increasingly makes you remember the chicken-with-its-head-
cut-off  idiom.  A nagging conundrum thwarting even the 
best of  reform intentions is the festering subsidies system

Civil Society14

E

By Hassan Elsawaf

Deciphering the Egyptian Pound

Pounded: EgyptÕs currency isnÕt what it used to be



that now carries immense social as well as political baggage. 
Even if  dead serious about removing the subsidies, long an 
IMF prerequisite for EgyptÕs global financial integration 
and eligibility for large-scale credit, it is a task virtually 
impossible to implement. The general population would 
go on the rampage instantaneously and that wouldnÕt be a 
mere crushable political demonstration with security forces 
easily outnumbering the demonstrators (sometimes by as 
many as ten to one); it would be a stampede, with most 
participants feeling they have nothing to lose.

T h e  p a t h e t i c  
government of  
Egypt, loath to 
open up and allow 
real reform, insists 
on maintaining a 
specious aura of  
fiscal seriousness. 
New ministers were 
brought in from 
wealthy backgrounds to erase any venal inclinations their 
predecessors were able to turn into ineffable wealth. Some 
cosmetic law amendments have recently been introduced 
and those carrying regime-support banners have a semblance 
of  an argument. The real problem is that, when push comes 
to shove and economic reforms begin to clash with under-
the-table regime interests, guess which will prevail?

The obsequious and sycophantic Prime Minister, constantly 
showering adulation on the nationÕs strongman and on the 
heir to the throne, is entrusted with barely forty percent of  
the national budget. His new sanctimonious ministers have 
a tiny segment of  the budget to play with. The real big 
spendersÑarmy, police, intelligence and presidential 
expensesÑdo not fall under his realm, and are handled 
entirely at the discretion of  the strongman and his henchmen. 
They are too delicate to leave to a mere P.M. 

The exploding population is feeling the sting of  skyrocketing 
inflation and diminishing job opportunities. Bombastic 
rhetoric seems to be the only currency available in relative 

abundance. How long can this go on? 

In an open climate, a weak currency is desirable since it 
helps reduce trade deficits with the outside world by making 
imports dearer and exports cheaper. It is also a boon to 
tourism, offering dirt-cheap packages to tourists. So why 
is there little tangible improvement? The caveat is the Ôopen 
climateÕ assumption. Egypt needs to do a lot more on the 
political front, make its government more accountable and 
transparent and instill a feeling of  reassurance in its existing 
investment community. Retroactive laws targeting investors 

and lifting them of  
much of  their hard-
won profits are not 
the way to do it. 

The countryÕs ethos 
must change in the 
direction of  how an 
investor, foreign or 
local, is perceived. 

Plenty of  work is still needed to convince the world that 
Egyptian officials want to assist the investor in any way 
they can. Concessions and huge, even painful, sacrifices 
must be made to build confidence in the Egyptian investment 
climate. Wealthy Egyptians have been hoarding dozens of  
billions of  dollars outside Egypt because they or their 
parents were bitten before. All the attention must now focus 
on regaining the trust needed to bring at least part of  that 
wealth back into the country. Unfortunately, the ability to 
do that under the current autocratic and trigger-happy 
regime, which has switched to self-preservation mode, is a 
myth. 

I wonder how the economy can be repaired with Mr. 
MubarakÕs obstinacy, his emergency laws, the obsession 
with power succession planning and an obtuse American 
administration still unable to see the damage it is doing to 
Egypt as well as to the United States by continuing to stand 
by him!  

Poor Egyptian pound, is there ever to be any hope for you? 
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(EIPR, continued fom page 1)

The real problem is that, when push comes 
to shove and economic reforms begin to 

clash with under-the-table regime interests, 
guess which will prevail?

EIPR has been researching and collecting testimonies from 
individuals affected by HIV in Egypt and intends to have 
a report finished by December 1st of this year.

In the next two years, Bahgat said that he intends to have 
more projects of this natureÑwhich requires hiring a larger 
staff and having increased financing. EIPR is currently 
sponsored by international development agencies, both 
abroad and in Egypt. But Bahgat lists finding a qualified 
Egyptian staff that is willing to champion new or 
controversial human rights issues as his biggest challenge.

Additionally, Bahgat seeks to increase EIPRÕs litigation to 
40 percent in the next two years. Though the organization 
has acted as legal representation for ShiÕa Muslims, BahaÕi, 
homosexuals, religious converts and HIV victims since 

2002, it currently devotes 70 percent of its resources to 
research and advocacy and 30 percent to litigation.

BahgatÕs focus for the future is to aim the message of human 
rights, including those of the private sphere, towards Egyptian 
youth. With a staff mostly in its 20s or 30s, EIPR itself 
represents a younger generation of leaders. 

Because youth are more often ready to adopt progressive 
ideas and the majority of the Egyptian population is less 
than 30 years old, Bahgat said that he hopes that a more 
interactive website, an active blog, and public events or 
seminars will appeal to youth, promoting a dialogue which 
converges such issues as marriage, scarf-wearing, sexuality 
and religion, and leads to mutual respect for the private 
sphere in Egypt. 



he Constitution is the basic law, which gives citizens 
safeguards to preserve their freedoms and 
fundamental rights. It also determines and regulates 

the functions of  public institutions, and the relations between 
the three judicial, legislative and executive branches. These 
are all firmly established in civilized countries, and of  course, 
in the more advanced countries. Since Egypt is less advanced, 
the constitutional framework of  the state and society remain 
distorted, and the bulk of  citizens remain concerned about 
their present and future.

Controversy rages between the forces of  the opposition 
parties and civil society on the one hand, and the NDP on 
the other hand. Talk and official statements about 
amendments to certain articles (and not others) without 
disclosure of  the contents of  the amendments that the 
ruling NDP has decided to amend, in 
secret and behind closed doors, may spread 
further concern. This has compounded 
worries, and doubled Egyptians' fears about 
the future.

Some groups are more afraid than others, 
especially as concerns the future. In this 
article, I would particularly like to mention 
Egyptian women, Copts, intellectuals, and 
innovators. The fears of  these groups have 
doubled due to the escalation of  the 
religious hardliners, symbolized by the 
Muslim Brotherhood in recent years. As 
for the ruling regime, it is busy spreading 
panic among these groups, as well as 
among external forces. Or it has been busy 
harassing the Brotherhood, prosecuting 
them, arresting them and putting them 
behind bars. Nevertheless, this religious trend has 
gained strength over the years with the dangerous increase 
in despotism and corruption in Egypt.

In one of  the weekly meetings of  the Ibn Khaldun Center's 
Open Forum, held on Tuesday evening September 5, 2006, 
these concerns were expressed through the able journalist 
and writer Hamdi Rizk, Deputy Chief  Editor of  the 
[government weekly] Al-Mussawar. He especially noted the 
statements attributed to the Muslim Brotherhood Supreme 
Guide, Mr. Mahdi Akef, during the recent Lebanese crisis 
of  July-August 2006. Akef  declared that "the Mulsim 
Brotherhood is ready to send ten thousand volunteer 
fighters, in support of  Hizbullah's fighting against Israel."

Which means, in Rizk's view:

First, a devotion to (international) nationhood, i.e. spreading 
the organization of  the Muslim Brotherhood in nations 
and numerous countries outside Egypt. Indeed, it was said 
that a branch of  the Muslim Brotherhood in Lebanon called 
the "Islamic Group" had already fought in the ranks of  
Hezbollah. Rizk relayed that according to one of  the leaders 
of  the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, they have branches 
in 75 countries.

Second, the Muslim Brotherhood has already revived its 
"physical education" division and the "secret organization," 
a clandestine armed wing of  the group. This was achieved 
through scouting camps.

Third, the implantation of  the doctrine and practice of  
blind obedience of  the Supreme Guide, and through him 
to the structure of  the chain of  command, makes the 
Brotherhood organized militarily in parallel to the Armed 
Forces. But it is more politicized, and more responsive to 
the leadership of  the Muslim Brotherhood, known as 
"Guidance Office."

Fourth, he said that the "Guidance Office" works in complete 
secrecy, and Community Affairs administers the group in 
a rigid manner, outstripping the Leninism of  the Communist 
parties that prevailed in the last century. Despite their 
relatively small numbers, their Leninist organizational system 
enabled them to overthrow the Tsarst regime in Russia in 
1917.

Fifth, those who decry and criticize the continuation of  
President Hosni Mubarak in office for a quarter of  a century 
have to be aware that the Muslim Brotherhood follows the 
same practice of  monopoly of  leadership for life. Just as 
there is no previous Egyptian president living, there is no
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Supreme Guide alive either.

Sixth, there is a plan, similar to those adopted by the Leninist-
Bolsheviks of  Tsarist Russia, to overthrow the Egyptian 
government. This plan was revealed by "Silsibeel" case, 
divided into stages, and steps, and means, which gives them 
escalating control of  the affairs of  the civil society and the 
State, beginning with trade union organizations and 
professional associations. This is known as "enablement."

Seventh, among these ways and steps, the practice of  issuing 
fatwas authorizing murder and bloodshed. One such ruling 
was announced by the Supreme Guide himself, as "Had 
Arab leaders not been monotheists, the order would have 
been assasination." Hamdi Rizk wondered in what capacity 
the Guide has issued these opinions and judgments, and 
how people be assured of  their lives in Egypt, if  they are 
non-Muslims or non-religious, and how that may have 
unleashed similar opinions from others, such as Sheikh 
Safwat Hegazi, on the legitimacy of  killing Jews who visit 
Egypt, even as tourists. Was it not such opinions that led 
to the criminal attempt to assassinate the great writer Naguib 
Mahfouz, in 1992?

Eighth, the growing clout of  the Brotherhood has been 
demonstrated, not only via the 88 seats it obtained in the 
recent legislative elections, but also through general cultural 
and behavioral manifestations. This has led to increased 
polarization between Muslims and Copts. Copts now take 
refuge in the Churchs, and feel safe only in its shelter. They 
have gone back to the old Coptic names, and put religious 
symbols on their cars and in their offices and homes, all of  
which was initiated by the Muslim Brotherhood on the 
Muslim side.

Ninth, Muslim-Christian polarization inside Egypt threatens 
national unity and a common sense of  belonging, reversing 
the modern Egyptian state project, which began at the 
hands of  Muhammad Ali nearly 200 years ago and was 
embodied by the 1919 revolution and its immortal slogan 
"religion is for God and the homeland for all". But this 
polarization has shaken the cohesion of  the community, as 
other ethnic groups, such as the people of  Nubia and the 
Sinai have begun demanding rights suppressed for many 
decades.	

Tenth, the rigid military hierarchy of  the Muslim Brotherhood 
has no place for women. There has been no representation 
of  women in the Guidance Office in the expanse of  80 
years, the age of  the group itself.

Of  course, Rizk's lecture spread a sense of  fear among the 
participants, and provoked heated debate. But businessman 
Hassan Elsawaf  raised the question early on: "Even assuming 
that the lecturer's information was quite true, what is to be 

done? Is the genocide of  the Muslim Brotherhood, who 
were said to number over one million, required, or the 
suppression of  their votes, the denial of  their human rights, 
or putting them in prison forever?"

This question brought down the temperature of  the room, 
directing the discussion toward more positive proposals. 
Indeed, it seems that some of  them have already come to 
light, such as the notification by the "Center for Humanitarian 
Dialogue" to the Attorney General against Mr. Mahdi Akef, 
to investigate his threat to assassinate the heads of  Arab 
states for their shameful position on the war in south 
Lebanon. Akef  allegedly made the statement before an 
audience of  hundreds at the Lawyer's Syndicate on the 
evening of  August 19, 2006. 

But more importantly in the long run is the proposal, which 
was supported by most of  the audience, to demand new a 
constitutional provision, one that clearly and unequivocally 
confirms:

One: the civilian nature of  the State and society 
in Egypt, and full equality in the rights of  citizenship 

for all those living in its 
territory.

Two: the entrusting of  the 
Egyptian Supreme Court and 
the Armed Forces with the 
maintenance and protection 
of  the civilian nature of  the 
society and the State.

Three: that in order for the proposed article, and 
the provisions of  the constitution generally, to 
work, we have to provide in the proposed 
constitutional amendments for the full independence 
of  the judges, and their complete oversight of  
public elections in Egypt.

Four: in the light of  the above, the allowing of  the 
free formation of  political parties without 
restrictions, with only notification to the concerned 
official bodies.

It emerged from the atmosphere of  the debate raised by 
Hamdi Rizk that the participants want neither to shed the 
blood of  the Muslim Brothers, nor to deny them their 
human rights. But they equally do not want the Brothers to 
shed the blood of  others, nor to deprive them of  their rights. 
Hence the proposal for dual protection from the judiciary 
and the armed forces. The Supreme Court is to decide 
whether there is a threat to the civilian nature of  the State. 
Accordingly, it shall be the duty of  the Armed Forces to 
intervene to protect the Constitution, just as it would 
intervene in order to protect the national territory in the 
case of  external aggression.

This is the de facto tradition in Turkey, and it is also in the 
Constitutional text. I pledged to raise the issue, as did Hamdi 
Rizk, who committed to present this proposal for public 
discussion in his daily column on the same page in Al-Masry 
Al-Youm, amidst talk of  political and constitutional reform 
due to the imminence of  the NDPÕs annual conference. 

The Supreme Court is to decide whether there is a threat to the 
civilian nature of  the State. Accordingly, it shall be the duty of  
the Armed Forces to intervene to protect the Constitution, just 
as it would intervene in order to protect the national territory in 
the case of  external aggression.

Viewpoints

September 200617



ast week's article, "The Constitution and Supreme 
Court and the Armed Forces," provoked wide and 
contradictory reactions. The majority of  responses 

came by e-mail, and especially from women and Copts who 
harbor fears about the rise of  the extremist Islamic trend, 
represented by the Muslim Brotherhood movement. The 
latter's share, in the first parliamentary elections in which 
it participated in the early days of  Mubarak (1984), did not 
exceed 2 percent. In the last elections (2006), they got 20 
percent, an increase by a factor of  ten during the quarter 
of  a century in which this man has ruled Egypt.

Most of  those approving of  last week's article do not want 
to "exterminate" the Muslim Brotherhood or any of  the 
Islamic groups, as in Algeria (1992-2002), nor place them 
behind bars forever, as is already the case for most of  them 
periodically in the era of  Mubarak, who has arrested, 
imprisoned, or executed about 60,000 of  them during the 
quarter of  a century, according to the data of  the Egyptian 
Organization for Human Rights. Some said they accepted 
the proposal to establish a constitutional provision giving 
the Supreme Court and the Army the right to intervene to 
protect the civilian nature of  the society and the State, 
bringing tranquility and safety for them and their families 
in both the present and future in their beloved homeland, 
for which there is no substitute.

However, the same article gave some readers several 
reservations, expressed via mail or orally at the weekly 
meeting of  the Forum of  the Ibn Khaldun Center, where 
the idea originally emerged in comments on the lecture by 
journalist Hamdi Rizk. The essence of  reservations is 
discomfort with giving the Army a constitutional right to 
intervene in politics for any reason, even if  it is to protect 
the Constitution from the same hardline Islamists. One 
person said that it is literally akin to "jumping out of  the 
frying pan and into the fire." This reservation seem valid, 
and deserves debate, which we will do shortly.     

There were also a few questions about the "Supreme Court," 
which is entrusted along with the Army to fulfull its duty 
and right to protect "the nature of  the civil society and the 
State." 

In Egypt, there are three courts, each of  which by tradition 
or the reality of  its designation is considered the "Supreme 
Court." These are the "Court of  Cassation," the " Supreme 
Administrative Court," and the "Supreme Constitutional 
Court." This is a legitimate question for which I do not 
have a definitive answer. I have been aided by people of  
constitutional law in clearing it up, especially those who are 
writing periodically in Al-Masry Al-Youm such as Dr. Yahya 
El Gamal and Dr. Ali El Shalqani. It is our belief  that the 
oldest of  these three courts is the "Court of  Cassation," 
which was established with the first constitution of  modern 
Egypt in 1923. It has managed to retain most of  its 
independence, the reality of  its form, and its traditions. But 

let this be left to competent authorities, as noted above.     

As for the role of  the Army, and the legitimate apprehension 
on the part of  the general public about being embroiled in 
anything "political," I along with 
others who have contributed to 
the Ibn Khaldun Forum resolve 
as follows:

One: that the Army is a national 
institution, which belongs to all 
Egyptians, and is not the 
property or preserve of  any 
party or group. With the proviso 
that it be "non-partisan," it was 
included with the Supreme 
Court in protecting the "civilian nature" of  the society and 
the State.

Two: that the provision that the Army carry out this duty

By Saad Eddin Ibrahim; trans. Blake Hounshell
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Resolved: the Army is a national 
institution, which belongs to all 

Egyptians, and is not the property 
or preserve of  any party or group.

Standing proud: along with the Army,
the judiciary is widely respected by Egyptians



September 200619

Viewpoints
By Saad Eddin Ibrahim; trans. Blake Hounshell

Why the Supreme Court and the Army?
be codified in Egyptian public life, so as not to exercise any 
role or activity, either openly or behind the scenes, other 
that which is constitutionally stipulated, i.e. its original role, 
which is unquestionably the protection of  "national territory" 
or defending the borders of  the Egyptian state. 

The proposal came in an article last week, but I summarize 
it here in this week's article, to add another duty no less 
vital than the original, which is to defend the unity and 
integrity of  the community against the ill of  sectarian or 
ethnic divisions. 

The national territory and the geographic borders of  Egypt 
have not been exposed to ill or violation over 33 years since 
the glorious October War and the signing of  a peace treaty 
with neighboring Israel. The evidence also is that much of  
the tensions or bloody conflicts during the last three decades 
were due to internal clashes between Islamic groups and 
the State. Fortunately for the Egyptian society, of  course, 
the State won in the end through the use of  security forces 
and the police, after the death of  about ten thousand from 
the two sides. 

Some Islamic groups have repented and given up violence, 
i.e. the so-called "historic leaders" who have left prison 
recently. But there remain some others at home or abroad 
who are waiting for a good opportunity to try to pounce 
again. Among them, as we all know, are Ayman al-Zawahiri 
and his ilk, who have not stopped broadcasting inflammatory 
messages from their caves along the Afghan-Pakistani border.     

Three: that all groups who have not yet done so announce 
that they will desist from using violence or resorting to it 
in the future in order to seize power in Egypt, using the 
argument that they were doing so to apply Article II of  the 
Egyptian Constitution, which provides that "the Islamic 
Shari'a" is the main source of  legislation. God only knows 
how they would interpret or apply this rule if  they succeeded 
in a violent uprising, or even via the ballot box. 

In the minds of  many Egyptians 
are the tragic scenes in countries 
like Afghanistan or Sudan, where 
either a "religious adolescence" 
or "political maneuvering," the 
playing of  the "Islamic Shari'a" 
card, led to the dismemberment 
of  these two countries in 
protracted civil wars that are 
going on after some 20 years. 
Hence the introduction of  the 
proposed article committing 

these group irreversibly to the above, so as to reassure the 
frightened.        

Four: regarding what came from readers on limiting the 

role of  protecting the civilian nature of  the state and society 
to the Supreme Court, without the Army: perhaps they 
missed that the judiciary generally require the the executive 
apparatus of  the state to carry out their rulings. 

Judges and courts generally have only moral authority. They 
depend on the police to implement their judgments. Unless 
this latter relationship is tinged with uncertainty and a lack 
of  confidence among the people, it is the natural arm of  
the State to fulfill this role. 

In a poll of  Egyptian public opinion, conducted by the Ibn 
Khaldun Center in 1999 on the level of  confidence in 14 
State and social institutions, the judicial and the military 
were at the top, with 81 and 78 percent, respectively. Whereas 
the People's Assembly (the legislative institution), the police 
(security institution), and the press (the media institution) 
rounded out the bottom of  the list. We do not think that 
there has been much change in this confidence in the 
judiciary and the Army since the poll was first conducted. 
Hence the proposal that together in solidarity, they act as 
joint guardians of  the balance of  powers required for any 
democratic country.

The always-sharp journalist Hamdi Rizk followed up on 
what was said in the Ibn Khaldoun Center's Forum via

Standing guard: In Turkey, the military is the
ultimate guarantor of the Constitution

Resolved: the Army is a national 
institution, which belongs to all 

Egyptians, and is not the property 
or preserve of  any party or group.




