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V 

oter turnout in the sec-
ond phase of Egypt’s 
parliamentary elections, 
observers say, could 
be higher than the first 

phase as first-phase losers seek to 
make up for losses and winners 
look to maximise gains.

The second phase of the elec-
tions is scheduled for November 
22nd and 23rd in 13 provinces.

“Political parties are strongly in-
viting voters to heavily participate 
in the second phase of the polls,” 
said Akram Badr Eddin, a political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity. “Also, the fact that candidates 
have had enough time for cam-
paigning before the second phase 
of the polls will contribute to rais-
ing the turnout.”

Only 26.5% of eligible voters par-
ticipated in the first phase of the 
elections, a turnout interpreted by 
some observers as an indication 
of declining support for Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who 
implored people to vote.

About 27 million people are eligi-
ble to vote in the second phase of 
the elections, which will be in pop-
ulous provinces, including Cairo, 
and some of the provinces of the 
Nile Delta.

Political parties and independent 
candidates are stressing the need 

for voter participation.
First-phase winners, includ-

ing liberal parties, three of which, 
namely Egyptian Liberals, Coun-
try’s Future and Wafd, won 36% 
of the 226 seats at stake.The Sisi-
backed For the Love of Egypt coali-
tion won the 60 seats specified for 
political parties.

The Salafist al-Nour Party, the 
only Islamist party participating in 
the elections, won ten seats, while 
leftist candidates who ran as inde-
pendents won four seats in the first 
phase.

Egypt’s parliamentary elections 
matter because — apart from be-
ing the final phase in the coun-
try’s transitional road map — they 
decide the make-up and nature 
of Egypt’s internal politics for five 
years.

There were fears before the elec-
tions that al-Nour, a traditional ally 
of the Islamist Muslim Brother-
hood, would win a large number of 
seats in parliament and pose real 
opposition to Sisi. The party, how-
ever, suffered a staggering defeat.

Senior party member Salah Ab-
del Maaboud blames the party’s 
losses on the electoral system and 
what he described as an “inimical” 
campaign in Egypt’s private media.

According to the election law, a 
party list that does not win an abso-
lute majority of votes in a specific 
constituency loses elections alto-
gether in the constituency.

“We received almost 30% of all 
votes in the first phase,” Abdel 
Maaboud said. “While this per-
centage shows that we have a solid 
base of support, it could also have 
secured a larger number of seats for 
our party but for the election sys-
tem.”

Al-Nour will contest the 60 seats 

specified for political parties in the 
second phase. It will also compete 
for 120 of the 222 seats for inde-
pendent candidates.

However, political observers ex-
pect the party to continue to lose 
seats to liberal parties and coali-
tions.

“The mood of the voters is just 
changing,” said Youssri al-Ezbawi, 
who heads an elections research 
group at local think-tank Al-Ahram 
Centre for Political and Strategic 
Studies. “Voters have already dis-
covered that alluring Islamist slo-

gans can do nothing to solve their 
economic problems.”

A further loss by Islamists, ob-
servers like Ezbawi say, can augur 
the end of political Islam in Egypt.

The same future, meanwhile, 
seems to be awaiting Egypt’s left-
ists, whose elections prospects are 
also dim, the observers add.

The potential for none of the 
country’s political parties to secure 
an absolute majority in parliament 
will mean that none will be able to 
form any government in the next 
five years or pose a real challenge to 

Sisi, whose term as president runs 
to June 2018.

This is why political analysts 
such as Badr Eddin expect some 
groups with the largest number of 
seats in parliament to form a uni-
fied bloc to affect legislative voting.

“These forces will not be able to 
do anything other than this [back-
ing or opposing legislation inside 
parliament],” Badr Eddin said. “We 
need to know that our political is 
still at its formative stage, which 
means that the situation will be 
better in future elections.”
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Egypt readies for second round of elections

The second phase of 
the elections is 
scheduled for 
November 22nd and 
23rd in 13 provinces.

Election campaign banners in downtown Cairo, on November 19th, ahead of the second round of 
parliamentary elections.

Egypt faces many pressing problems

T 

he massive evacuation 
of Russian, British and 
other European 
tourists from Sharm 
el-Sheikh in the wake 
of the downing of the 

Russian airliner is likely to 
damage Egypt’s tourism industry 
for some time. However, this is 
not Egypt’s only pressing prob-
lem.

Low voter turnout for the parlia-
mentary elections, continued high 
levels of youth unemployment 
and intermittent arrests of journal-
ists underscore a sense of malaise 
about where Egypt is headed.

Although the cause of the down-
ing of the Russian jet has not been 
proved, intelligence agencies of 
major world powers (including 
Russia) are convinced the crash 
was the result of an on-board 
bomb.

Despite this consensus of expert 
opinion, Egyptian officials and 
government-owned media have 
been in a state of denial. Some pro-
government Egyptian journalists 
said the suggestion of a bomb was 
a Western conspiracy designed to 
weaken Egypt.

Obviously, Egyptian officials 
did not want to face the likely fact 
that the downing of the aeroplane 
was the result of a bomb because it 
would point to a serious breach of 
security at Sharm el-Sheikh Inter-
national Airport.

Perhaps worse, it highlights the 
continuing terrorist threat from the 
Islamic State-affiliate Sinai Prov-
ince. Despite Cairo’s claims that it 

is winning the war against Sinai 

Province, the group has proved to 
be resilient. If, indeed, Sinai Prov-
ince infiltrated Sharm el-Sheikh 
airport, it shows that the terrorist 
group can carry out brazen plots 
that differ from its usual hit-and-
run tactics.

The tourism sector, which took 
a big hit in the aftermath of the 
Egyptian revolution of 2011, had 
been recovering prior to the Rus-
sian aircraft crash. The southern 
Sinai (where Sharm el-Sheikh is) 
was a particular bright spot be-
cause most tourists were able to fly 
directly to the area from European 
airports, bypassing what were seen 
as riskier areas of Egypt.

A European travel analyst told 
CNN that tourists had “dissociated 
this part of Egypt from the unrest 
elsewhere”.

In 2014, 2.8 million Russians, 1 
million Britons and 600,000 Ger-
mans visited Egypt. These numbers 
are expected to fall dramatically 
after the October 31st air disaster.

Unfortunately for Egypt, the 
drop in tourism will adversely 
affect government revenues and 
jobs. According to figures from the 
World Travel and Tourism Council, 
tourism accounts for 13% of Egypt’s 
gross domestic product and about 
12% of jobs in the country are 
directly or indirectly supported by 
tourism.

The tourism sector was one area 
in which university graduates, 
often because of their facility with 
foreign languages, had opportunity 
for employment. Now the govern-
ment and Egypt’s friends abroad 
will have to double down on other 
avenues, such as entrepreneurial 
training, that can bolster employ-
ment.

The hit against tourism comes 
at a time when there is growing 
pessimism about where Egyptian 
politics is headed. The low voter 
turnout in the parliamentary elec-
tions indicates a lack of enthusiasm 
for Egypt’s political direction along 

with the sentiment among many 
Egyptians that pro-President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi politicians would 
dominate parliament. Informed 
sources say the turnout was no 
more than 26% of the electorate.

Although Sisi won plaudits from 
most Egyptians for removing Mu-
hammad Morsi from power in 2013 
and cracking down on the Muslim 
Brotherhood, and for his grand 
project of building an extension to 
the Suez Canal, these policies have 
not translated into more jobs.

Among the intelligentsia, there is 
growing unease about the arrests, 
albeit intermittent, of independent 
journalists and dissidents. Hossam 
Bahgat, a journalist for Mada Masr, 
was arrested for “publishing false 
news that harms the national inter-
est”. He had reported on a case of 
26 military officers accused of plot-
ting a coup. Bahgat was released 
only after an international outcry.

And to add to Egypt’s malaise, 
Saudi Arabia’s generous financial 
support to Cairo since Morsi’s 
ouster is unlikely to continue on 
the same scale because of Saudi 
Arabia’s own financial worries 
stemming from low oil prices and 
its costly military intervention in 
Yemen.

These mounting problems do not 
mean the Egyptian government 
is in danger of collapse but they 
do suggest that it needs a course 
correction to overcome present 
difficulties. Egypt’s friends in the 
international community should 
continue to offer counterterrorism 
support and do what they can to 
encourage economic reform and 
ways to reduce youth unemploy-
ment. But Cairo should also un-
derstand that legitimate criticism 
should be tolerated and not be seen 
as a threat.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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course 
correction 
to overcome 
present 
difficulties.

The drop in tourism 
will adversely affect 
government revenues and 
jobs.

Empty coffee shop in the Old Town market, Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, after the 
Metrojet crash.


