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US and Egypt renew security cooperation
despite political disagreements

Washington

U 

S Secretary of State John 
Kerry’s visit to Cairo at 
the beginning of August 
revealed a two-pronged 
US approach towards 

Egypt: full cooperation on strategic 
issues while pressing political re-
forms. For the Obama administra-
tion, this policy serves to support 
a strategic ally in a turbulent region 
while deflecting concerns of human 
rights groups and members of the 
US Congress.

For the Sisi administration in 
Egypt, the policy ensures continued 
US security assistance to help it fight 
a terrorist insurgency and protect 
its porous borders. Although Egypt 
remains annoyed by occasional US 
criticism on human rights, it views 
the new US policy as a positive de-
velopment, particularly because 
it appears that punitive measures, 
such as suspending aid, are not like-
ly to resurface.

In his August 2nd speech in Cairo 
marking resumption of the bilateral 
strategic dialogue, Kerry touched 
on all of the important issues in the 
relationship: cooperation against 
terrorism in Egypt and against the 
Islamic State (ISIS), training for the 
Egyptian military, support for the 
Egyptian economy and economic 
reforms and support for the “fun-
damental rights” of all Egyptian 
citizens.

Kerry specifically mentioned 
delivery of US-manufactured F-16 
fighter jets, Apache helicopters, 
fast missile boats and armoured 
vehicles. He also spoke of “robust 
training” for the Egyptian military 

and “new suggestions about how to 
expand our cooperation in counter-
ing terrorism and enhancing border 
security”.

From October 2013 to March 2015, 
much of the US military assistance 
to Egypt was suspended to protest 
the Egyptian government’s violent 
crackdown on the opposition. The 
United States hoped to persuade 
the Egyptian government to reverse 
undemocratic practices.

 But a combination of Egyptian 
national pride and substantial fi-
nancial aid from its Gulf Arab allies 
made Egyptian leaders — especially 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi — re-
sistant to pressure.

After much interagency wran-
gling, the Obama administration 
decided it was more important to 
restore aid to Egypt and resume the 
strategic dialogue.

 There is growing recognition in 
Washington that Egypt is facing a 
dangerous terrorism threat. An un-
named State Department official 
said in early August that the United 
States decided on the new approach 
because “the Egyptians were facing 
a very serious threat from [ISIS]-
affiliated organisations in the Si-
nai and [we] needed to help them 
and support what they’re trying to 
achieve there.” US punitive meas-
ures were not working as intended.

Underscoring this security im-
perative, Kerry said in Cairo that the 
United States and Egypt would re-
sume military exercises, including 
Operation Bright Star, which had 
been held on a biennial basis prior 
to 2011.

For Sisi, the restoration of full US 
security assistance is an important 

achievement.  Although Egypt has 
bought weapons systems from oth-
er countries, its military has been 
heavily dependent and trained on 
US equipment and systems since 
the late 1970s. 

While cognizant of how impor-
tant military assistance is to bilat-
eral relations, the Obama adminis-
tration has not given up advocating 
for human rights and democratic 
progress. While in Cairo, Kerry im-
plied that government crackdowns 
were driving young people into the 
arms of militants. “The success of 
our fight depends on building trust 
between the authorities and the 
public,” he said.

Kerry reportedly pressed Egyp-
tian officials to undertake police 
reforms, protect freedom of assem-
bly and speech and not to persecute 
non-governmental organisations. 

After Kerry left Cairo, Tom Ma-
linowski, assistant secretary of state 

for democracy, human rights and 
labour, met with Egyptian human 
rights groups and political party ac-
tivists. 

Such meetings and comments 
put the Egyptian government on 
notice that the United States will 
not turn a blind eye to human rights 
and democracy issues even while 
supporting its security needs. This 
has served to reduce criticism the 
Obama administration faced prior 
to the strategic dialogue from a 
number of human rights groups, 
newspapers, think-tank specialists 
and others claiming that the United 
States was coddling the Egyptian 
government.

Although many members of Con-
gress have developed a favourable 
attitude towards Sisi, particularly 
in light of his comments earlier in 
2015 that Islamic religious figures 
need to do a better job confronting 
the extremists’ ideologies, there are 

still influential members who have 
not given up on the issue of political 
freedoms in Egypt.

On July 29th, a bipartisan group 
of senators wrote to Kerry asking 
that he make “political reform, hu-
man rights and fundamental free-
doms” a central part of the strategic 
dialogue with Egypt.

Predictably, Egyptian officials, 
such as Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry, disagree with US com-
plaints on human rights and the is-
sue remains a sticking point in the 
bilateral relationship. But, for the 
time being, the two countries are 
unlikely to allow these issues to 
scuttle the security relationship.

Gregory Aftandilian is an 
associate of the Middle East 
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is a 
former US State Department Middle 
East analyst.
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Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) and Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (R) with US Secretary 
of State John Kerry (L) on August 2, 2015 in Cairo.
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Egyptians wear Pharaonic costumes as they march during inauguration ceremony 
of the new section of the Suez Canal, on August 6th.

 Egypt’s upgraded Suez Canal is bold bid on the future

T
here was good news for 
once coming from the 
Middle East, a region 
from which there has 
been seemingly little 
positive to report, as 

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has inaugurated the New 
Suez Canal project.

Launched in August 2014, the 
New Suez Canal project adds a 
35-kilometre shipping lane to the 
existing canal channel linking the 
Red and Mediterranean seas. The 
project is intended to increase the 
daily average of transiting vessels 
to 97 ships by the year 2023, about 
double the current rate. The new 
bypass will also allow direct un-
stopped transit in two directions.

Under a torrid sun and tempera-
tures exceeding 39 degrees Celsius, 
hundreds of foreign dignitaries 
gathered in Ismailia on the eastern 
bank of the Suez Canal for the Au-
gust 6th ceremony.

The inauguration was replete 
with military hardware — at least 40 
helicopters flew over the site, fol-
lowed by Egyptian Air Force trans-
ports and fighter jets trailing black, 
white and red smoke, the colours 

of the Egyptian flag, as a frigate 
cruised northward. During Sisi’s 

speech three merchant ships, heav-
ily laden with containers, transited 
north as another ship cruised south.

Sisi proclaimed that the New 
Suez Canal was Egypt’s “gift to the 
world”, an accurate assessment, 
given the canal’s importance since 
1869 in allowing cargo ships to 
avoid the 5,000-mile transit around 
South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope 
when sailing between the Atlantic 
and Pacific oceans.

The Suez Canal is Egypt’s second 
largest earner of foreign currency, 
exceeded only by tourism. Accord-
ing to the Egyptian Central Agency 
of Public Mobilization and Statistics 
(CAPMAS), over the past decade 
Suez Canal transit fees contributed 
$47 billion to the Egyptian econo-
my. CAPMAS statistics record that, 

in 2014, 16,700 ships used the Suez 
Canal and for the period 2004-14, 
182,300 vessels transited the chan-
nel. According to projections by the 
Suez Canal Authority, the upgrades 
will increase Suez Canal revenues 
from their current annual level of 
$5.3 billion to $13.2 billion in 2023.

An impressive aspect of the 
project is not only the speed of its 
construction but the fact that it was 
entirely financed through indig-
enous sources, rather than loans 
from international entities such as 
the International Monetary Fund 
and the World Bank.

When construction began in 
August 2014 to expand and widen 
the Ballah Bypass for $8.4 billion, 
financing was arranged by issu-
ing interest-bearing investment 

certificates exclusively available 
to Egyptian financial entities and 
individuals. In a notable display of 
public support for the project, the 
target amount was collected over 
only six working days. 

As the necessary funding was 
raised from indigenous sources, 
profits from increasing transit fees 
will accordingly remain in Egypt 
rather than being diverted to foreign 
fiscal institutions. At the current 
transit fee level, the upgrades will 
pay for themselves in less than two 
years. 

While economists note that 
maritime global shipping has been 
sluggish since the world financial 
collapse in 2008, the developments 
have led analysts to expect to see 
higher traffic totals for the Suez 
Canal in 2015, especially because of 
diversions from shippers fearing de-
lays at the Panama Canal, which is 
in the latter stages of adding a third 
set of locks to handle much larger 
container and other types of vessels.

The Egyptian government sees 
the New Suez Canal as only the 
harbinger of bigger plans costing an 
estimated $150 billion to develop 
the canal zone into an industrial and 
commercial hub. At a time of fiscal 
austerity and retrenchment, Egypt’s 
bold commitment to expanding a 
major maritime transit corridor can 
only be applauded by governments 
believing that trade is one of the 
best antidotes to extremism and 
war, both fuelled by poverty.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian and 
post-Soviet affairs.
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