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Cairo

V
eteran lawyer Khalid Fouad 
has concluded that Egypt’s 
justice system is not work-
ing well.

Fouad has been trying 
to get a ruling in favour of one of 
his clients from one of the nation’s 
courts for 11 years. However, a judg-
ment seems to be very distant in the 
case as well as in hundreds of thou-
sands of other in Egypt’s courts.

“Some of my clients even die 
before getting verdicts from the 
courts,” Fouad said. “Sometimes 
I have to deal with the successors 
of my clients who do not live long 
enough to see rulings issued by the 
courts.”

Egypt’s justice system moves 
at a snail’s pace, leaving litigants 
frustrated as they wait to see jus-
tice done. Millions of litigants, 
lawyers and suspects are locked in 
protracted court procedures across 
this country in what seems to be an 
endless cycle.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi expressed desperation 
with the pace of the justice system 
on June 30th during the funeral of 
chief prosecutor Hesham Barakat, 
who was killed in a car bomb attack 
in eastern Cairo.

“These laws and these courts will 
not do,” Sisi said angrily during the 
funeral, asking the nation’s judges 
to speed up their work to deal with 
cases.

Sisi’s expression of desperation 
comes at a time when Egypt’s courts 
seem to be incapable of quickly and 

effectively dealing with the terror-
ism cases that are piling up.

Egypt’s former president Hosni 
Mubarak was tried on charges of 
ordering the killing of hundreds of 
demonstrators in 2011 and financial 
corruption for four years before he 
was acquitted in 2015.

Terrorism experts say the slow-
ness of the justice system will ren-
der Egypt’s efforts to fight terrorism 
ineffective.

In 2011, there were 13 million cas-
es in courts across Egypt, according 
to the state-run Central Agency for 

Public Mobilisation and Statistics. 
Observers say the number might 
have increased by 20% since then, 
while the government works to 
bring people accused of terrorism-
related offences to court.

The government has also been ac-
tively cracking down on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and ordering its mem-
bers to court under accusations 
they are responsible for Egypt’s 
security turmoil. By any means, 13 
million cases is a huge number of 
cases for Egypt’s 16,000 judges to 
handle, legal experts say.

Justice Osama al-Feel, the head 
of the Appeals Court in the south-
ern province of Assiut, says judges 
do their best to finalise their work 
as quickly as possible.

“Most of the time is wasted dur-
ing court hearings and arguments,” 
Feel said. “As for the judges, they 

waste no time and are able to issue 
a verdict in any given case within a 
month as of the end of court hear-
ings and arguments.”

The solution, according to Feel, is 
for some disputes to be solved out-
side the courts.

Egypt established its family 
courts in 2004 with the aim of deal-
ing with tens of thousands of mar-
riage disputes and divorce requests 
outside of civilian courts. 

The courts include social ex-
perts who try to solve couples’ 
complaints before they turn into 
civil cases. Marriage disputes used 
to take years in the courts before 
wives were given the right to di-
vorce or alimony.

In 1994, the government also is-
sued the arbitration law with the 
aim of solving some legal disputes 
away from the courts, too. The law, 
however, is no longer effective.

Signalling its desperation with 
the pace of the work in the courts 
and its desire to deal effectively 
with terrorism cases away from any 
extrajudicial measures, the govern-
ment recently issued an anti-terror 
bill that includes possible death 
sentences for individuals or groups 
involved in terrorist attacks.

However, Fouad, the veteran 
lawyer, says Egypt doesn’t need 
new laws, noting that present ordi-
nances include tough penalties for 
terrorists.

 He suggests increasing the num-
ber of judges by enlisting help from 
the Egypt Bar Association and its 
500,000 experienced members. 
Egypt’s judicial authority law, 
which has never been applied be-
cause the Judges’ Club — the non-
governmental guild of the nation’s 
judges — objected to it, calls for 
increasing the number of  judges 
by enlisting help from experienced 
lawyers.

“This can make larger the num-
ber of judges dealing with cases in 
the courts,” Fouad said. “There are 
good solutions that can speed up 
the work of the courts, but the fact 
is that the government is not seri-
ous about finding radical solutions 
to this problem.”

Cairo

A
n attack on an Egyptian 
naval vessel off the coast 
in the north-eastern part 
of Egypt offers new evi-
dence that the country’s 

strategic waterways are within reach 
of terrorist groups.

A gunboat patrolling the coast off 
Rafah near the Gaza Strip was hit 
by a missile on July 16th. A group 
affiliated with the Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed responsibility for the attack, 
saying in a statement that it fired a 
guided missile at the vessel.

The Egyptian military said the 
ship caught fire during an exchange 
with militants but that no crew 
member died in the attack.

However, it is the use of a missile 
that caused the most concern in 
Cairo.

Security expert Khaled Okasha 
says it is worrisome that terrorists 
are using modern weaponry in attacks 
against the Egyptian Army.

“They have obtained these weapons 
in the past months and are now using 
them against the army, especially 
in their latest attacks in the Sinai,” 

Okasha said. “If they tell us anything, 
it is that these attacks are carried 
out by people who are qualified and 
well-trained.”

Egypt has been cracking down on 
Sinai militants for almost two years. 
Authorities are engaged in a massive 
operation that includes destroying 
hundreds of smuggling tunnels 
between Sinai and the Gaza Strip. 
Dozens of militants have been killed 
and scores of others arrested.

In November 2014, militants who 
used to operate under the umbrella 
of the local terror group Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis, swore allegiance to ISIS 
and called themselves Sinai Province. 
They have attacked Egyptian Army 
and police posts in northern Sinai, 
killing several military personnel 
and policemen. They have also 
launched attacks in Cairo and other 
provinces.

On June 29th, the group carried 
out coordinated attacks in north 
Sinai, killing 17 Egyptian troops and 
wounding several others. Two days 
earlier, it claimed responsibility for 
the assassination of Egypt’s chief 
prosecutor, Hisham Barakat.

The July 16th attack comes a few 
weeks before Egypt is to inaugurate 
a new waterway along the Suez Canal, 
one that will shorten transit time 
in the canal, which links the 
Mediterranean with the Red Sea.

The project is expected to more 
than double revenues from the canal 
(Egypt receives almost $5 billion in 
transit fees annually from the canal) 
in ten years and develop the Suez 

Canal region into a magnet for foreign 
and local investments.

Military experts say Egyptian Army 
successes in Sinai are forcing ISIS 
to take its attacks to the sea.

“The army is tightening the noose 
around the terrorists on the ground, 
targeting their hideouts and killing 
a large number of them,” Nabil Fouad, 
a former high-ranking Egyptian 
defence official, said. 

“It is normal for them to try to 
confuse the army by staging attacks 
in other areas.”

Quickly after the attack on the 
navy gunboat, the Egyptian Army 
retaliated by attacking ISIS hideouts 
in Sinai. 

At least 59 militants were said to 
have been killed in operations on 
July 18th. The army destroyed two 
warehouses containing explosives, 
along with three cars, according to 
army spokesman General Muhammad 
Samir.

Seven Egyptian Army personnel 
have died in battles with the terrorists, 
he said.

In November 2014, an Egyptian 
Navy vessel was attacked off the 
coast of the northern city of Damietta. 
Eight navy personnel remain missing 
from the attack.

Fouad said he does not expect 

naval attacks to turn into a strategy 
for the ISIS branch in Egypt. He 
described the sea as an “open field” 
where attackers can be easily spotted 
and targeted.

“There can be no hiding for the 

terrorists in the sea, which makes 
similar attacks not highly possible 
in the future,” Fouad said.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt’s anti-terrorism fight hamstrung by slow courts

Egypt’s judges have to deal with a huge number of cases at the courts.

Smoke rises from the Egyptian coastguard vessel on the coast of 
northern Sinai.
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 Millions of litigants, 
lawyers and suspects 
are locked in 
protracted court 
procedures

Missile attack on Egyptian 
vessel stirs concern

The July 16th attack 
comes a few weeks 
before Egypt is to 
inaugurate a new 
waterway
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