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gypt has scheduled elec-
tions for October and 
November to decide the 
make-up of its parliament 
in the first such move since 

the overthrow of Islamist president 
Muhammad Morsi in July 2013.

Egypt’s elections commission said 
the voting would be in two stages: 
October 18th and 19th in 14 prov-
inces and November 22nd and 23rd 
in 13 provinces.

The elections are the third step 
on Egypt’s post-Morsi political road 
map, which was approved by the 
military, political parties and reli-
gious institutions after Morsi’s re-
moval from power.

Egypt has been without a parlia-
ment since then, but Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has been 

holding its legislative powers. He 
will continue to do this until parlia-
ment has its first session before the 
end of the year.

The elections come at a time when 
Egypt’s non-religious parties are 
the least prepared, having failed in 
the two years since the downfall of 
Morsi’s Muslim Brotherhood regime 
to strengthen their position on the 
streets.

Most of Egypt’s more than 100 
secular, leftist and liberal parties ex-
ist on paper only and are nowhere to 
be found among the general public, 
according to Abdel Ghaffar Shukr, 
a leftist politician and veteran of 
Egyptian politics.

“These parties are very weak 
and this will ultimately affect their 
chances in the elections,” Shukr 
said. “We have been calling on these 
parties to merge into two or three 
stronger ones but these calls have 
fallen on deaf ears.”

Sisi has been of the same view. 
The former army head, who became 
president in June 2014, does not 
have a political party. He has repeat-
edly called on various party leaders 
to create alliances that allow for a 
small number of stronger parties.

At stake are 120 parliamentary 
seats specified for political parties 
and 448 seats allocated for inde-
pendent candidates. The president 
has the right to give 28 seats to fig-
ures of his own choice, according 
to Egypt’s elec tion law. These seats 
usually go to marginalised Chris-
tians, women and disabled citizens.

Legislators have the right to with-
draw confidence from the president, 
influence political decision-making 
at the highest level and bring gov-
ernment officials to question in the 
light of Egypt’s new constitution, 
which was approved by voters in 
early 2014.

This is why Sisi is keen to warn 

the public against selecting “unfit” 
candidates for parliament. He has 
said that, in selecting legislators, the 
public needs to be cautious and act 
as though they are selecting bride-
grooms for their daughters.

Parliamentary hopefuls must sub-
mit election applications by Sep-
tember 12th. They must also under-
go medical tests to prove that they 
are physically and mentally fit.

A run-off for the first stage of the 
elections was set for October 27th 
and 28th. The run-off for the second 
stage is scheduled for December 1st 
and 2nd.

Egyptians living outside their 
country will also be allowed to cast 
ballots two days preceding the elec-
tions in each phase at home, Justice 
Ayman Abbas, the head of the elec-
tions commission, said August 30th.

Elections in Egypt are about con-
sensus. This is why soon after Abbas 
announced the election dates, secu-
lar, leftist and liberal party leaders 
began drumming up coalitions. The 
plan is for the parties to produce a 
joint list of candidates that ensures 
their candidates will not run against 
each other but be strong enough 
to face the competition of Islamist 
candidates. Six coalitions were an-
nounced within days of the election 
announcement.

The post-Morsi political road map 
also included a referendum on an 
amended version of the Muslim 
Brotherhood-drafted constitution of 
2013 and presidential elections.

According to Shukr, this weakness 
on the part of the secular, leftist and 
liberal parties will benefit the Islam-
ists, including ultraorthodox Salafist 
parties that backed Morsi’s ouster 
but apparently want to pose as a vi-
able substitute to the Muslim Broth-
erhood.

“I think the Salafists will have 
strong presence in the next parlia-

ment,” Shukr said. “Some voters 
still believe that a legislator is some-
one who offers social services, not 
someone who makes legislation.”

And services are what the Salafists 
are offering, especially in the coun-
tryside in the Nile Delta and south-
ern Egypt, learning a lesson from 
the Muslim Brotherhood and capi-
talising on the failure of the govern-
ment to provide for its people.

The Muslim Brotherhood used to 
give the poor free food, health care 
and medicine. Muslim Brotherhood 
teachers also used to offer free tui-
tion to schoolchildren at the coun-
try’s mosques. In times of crises — 
when there is a scarcity of butane 
gas cylinders, for example — Muslim 
Brotherhood members used to pro-
vide them at reduced prices.

The Salafists are doing the same 
now, offering food to the poor and 
medical services. Salafist preachers 
also use mosques to rally support for 
their parties. Al-Nour, one of several 
Salafist parties in Egypt, has started 
preparing for the elections by creat-
ing lists of candidates.

“We have started giving training 
to our candidates in effective com-
munication with the public,” Salah 
Abdel Maaboud, a senior member 
of al-Nour Party, said. “We have 
also prepared a strong election pro-
gramme.” He added that his party 
has hopes to win enough seats in 
parliament to have its say in Egyp-
tian political life for years to come.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

Egypt sets dates for parliamentary elections

Egyptians wait to submit nomination paperwork for potential candidates for parliament elections at a 
courthouse in Cairo on September 1, 2015.
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A 

potentially transform-
ing discovery of a mas-
sive natural gas field in 
the Mediterranean could 
ease an energy deficit 

that has hampered the Egyptian 
economy.

Italian energy company Eni an-
nounced on August 30th that the 
so-called Zohr prospect, about 180 
kilometres off the coast of Port Said, 
could hold “super-giant” reserves 
of 850 billion cubic metres of lean 
gas.

The company said Zohr could 
satisfy Egypt’s energy demands for 
decades. Eni Chief Executive Offic-
er Claudio Descalzi, speaking to US 
cable outlet CNBC, said the field “is 

changing the game for Egypt”.
In Egypt, the discovery was 

viewed as a heaven-sent gift to 
a country steeped in trouble and 
need. Egypt turned from a net pro-
ducer of gas to a net importer in a 
ten-year period. Egypt, which has 
natural gas reserves of 2 trillion 
cubic metres, produces 127 million 
cubic metres of gas every day but 
consumes 200 million cubic metres 
a day.

“To bridge the gap between pro-
duction and consumption, we have 
to depend on imports,” oil expert 
Ramadan Abdel Qadir said. “But 
this puts unbearable burdens on the 
state budget.”

People are looking to the Zohr 
discovery to bridge the gap. They 
say this and future gas discoveries 
could end an Egyptian energy crisis.

The lack of fuel seems to be an 
unbeatable challenge for economic 
planners as they strive to market in-
vestment opportunities in Egypt. As 
it shrugs off years of turmoil follow-
ing the 2011 uprising, Egypt needs 
investments to create jobs for its 
large number of unemployed youth.

After digging a waterway to allow 
two-way transit in the Suez Canal, 
Egypt aspires to turn the banks of 
the canal into an international in-
dustry and service hub. This is one 
of several ambitious economic pro-
jects planned by Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

However, electricity outages are 
so common that Egypt’s factories 
are closing and farmers are often 
unable to harvest crops because 
they lack necessary fuel. Economics 
expert Rashad Abdo says some fer-
tiliser companies have shut down 
because of a lack of fuel.

“Together with this, other factory 
closures induced by the shortage of 
fuel are costing the national econ-
omy dearly,” Abdo said. “Egypt’s 
products are gradually disappearing 
from world markets.”

Abdel Qadir said that not far from 

the new gas find, several factories 
have closed because of the lack of 
fuel. The shortages might become 
something of the past when pro-
duction starts in the Zohr field. Eni 
is expected to do that in about three 
years, according to the company 
and Egypt’s Petroleum Ministry.

Field development is expected 
to include approximately 20 wells, 
said Khaled Abdel Badie, chairman 
of Egypt’s state-run Natural Gas 
Holding Company (EGAS). He said 
development will initially cost $3.5 
billion, an amount that will double 
with full field development.

Eni, which has been operating 
in Egypt for almost 60 years, an-
nounced two other gas finds earlier 
in 2015. One of the discoveries — off 
the coast of the northern city of Al-
exandria — was reported to have po-
tential reserves of 425 million cubic 
metres of gas.

In June, Eni signed an energy ex-
ploration deal with Egypt’s Petrole-

um Ministry worth $2 billion allow-
ing it to explore in Sinai, the Gulf of 
Suez, the Mediterranean and areas 
in the Nile Delta.

In the past two years, Egypt 
signed 56 oil exploration deals with 
international companies with total 
investments of $13 billion.

While Eni’s Zohr discovery might 
gain energy investment in Egypt, 
the country will not likely turn into 
a natural gas exporter in the fore-
seeable future, experts say.

Former EGAS chairman Moham-
ed Shoeib says Egypt needs more 
than just this discovery in order to 
become a natural gas exporter.

“We need at least five or six dis-

coveries this size in order to have 
natural gas surpluses to export,” 
Shoeib said. “As for the current find, 
it will only help us satisfy our local 
consumption.” 

New natural gas discoveries 
might make Egypt less dependent 
on imports and also put in question 
plans for future imports. In March, 
Russia’s Gazprom signed a deal with 
EGAS to provide Egypt with 35 ship-
ments of liquefied natural gas by 
2020.

Egypt was also reported to have 
plans to import natural gas from Is-
rael where two major fields with to-
tal potential reserves of 566 billion 
cubic metres were discovered.

Egypt is expected to keep the deal 
with Gazprom intact but this might 
not be the case with gas importa-
tion plans from Israel, according to 
Shoeib.

“Such plans might be altered if 
production starts at the new field 
quickly,” Shoeib said.

Brighter prospects for Egypt after gas discovery

Eni CEO Claudio Descalzi, third left, and his delegation meet with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, centre, and an Egyptian delegation, in Cairo, on August 29th.
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