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T 

he failure to win seats in 
parliamentary elections 
may sound the death 
knell for dozens of Egyp-
tian political parties, ana-

lysts said.
A group of three political parties 

won most of the seats in the Egyp-
tian elections in October and No-
vember, leaving the rest of Egypt’s 
112 political parties without a voice 
in the legislature.

“This means that some political 
parties will totally disappear from 
this country’s political map,” said 
Essam Sheha, a veteran of Egyp-
tian liberal politics. “What makes 
this more likely is that these par-
ties do not have any support on the 
streets.”

A coalition backing Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi won 
the 120 seats specified for political 
parties in the elections. The coali-
tion included al-Wafd, Free Egyp-
tians and Country’s Future parties. 
The three parties also won 37% of 
the seats specified for independ-
ents in the first phase of the polls 
before taking most of independ-
ents’ seats in the second phase.

That left almost all other political 
parties without seats.

“We are talking about political 
parties that have nothing but their 
own headquarters,” said Tarek 
Fahmi, a political science professor 
from Cairo University. “They do not 
have any following on the streets.”

Before the 2011 revolution, there 
were fewer than 20 political par-
ties in Egypt. Most of those parties 
lacked public support, except for 
al-Wafd, a party that dominated po-
litical life before the 1952 coup that 
ended the Egyptian monarchy.

A political party committee, ap-
pointed by long-ruling president 
Hosni Mubarak, made the forma-
tion of political parties nearly im-
possible. After Mubarak stepped 
down during the 2011 revolution, a 
sense of empowerment permeated 
political circles, emboldening revo-
lutionary youths to form parties. 
The army council, which took over 

after Mubarak, encouraged party 
formation, resulting in a surge to 
more than 100 political parties.

Something was missing though. 
Most party founders apparently 
forgot they needed to have popu-
larity on the streets, which meant 
that most of the political parties 
barely existed beyond a name.

Now there are calls for limiting 
the formation of political parties to 
groups that are endorsed by at least 
20,000 people.

Most of the seats in parliament 
will be held by pro-Sisi legislators, 
meaning there will be little opposi-
tion inside parliament for the next 
five years.

“This can result in the emergence 

of street opposition through the for-
mation of protest movements like 
the ones formed during Mubarak’s 
last years in office,” Sheha said.

Several protest movements ap-
peared during the last years of 
Mubarak’s rule to make up for the 
absence of real party opposition but 
most of the members of the move-
ments are in jail.

In late 2013, Egypt applied the 
Protest and Peaceful Assembly 

Law, which makes it necessary for 
protest organisers to get permission 
from the authorities before stag-
ing street protests. There is grow-
ing pressure for the government to 
abolish the law and allow peaceful 
assembly on the streets.

Some observers pin their hopes 
on the Salafists to oppose the 
government in parliament. The 
Salafists are the only Islamists in 
parliament after the Muslim Broth-
erhood was almost wiped out of 
Egypt’s political life.

The Brotherhood, which used to 
be Egypt’s largest Islamist move-
ment, is reeling from the effects of a 
crackdown by the authorities since 
the army’s July 2013 overthrow of 

Muhammad Morsi, the movement’s 
party chief who became president 
in June 2012. Morsi is in jail facing 
charges of inciting murder and es-
pionage. Almost all movement and 
party activists are also imprisoned 
and face similar charges. Brother-
hood members and backers large-
ly boycotted the parliamentary 
elections and refused to back the 
Salafists, accusing them of support-
ing Morsi’s overthrow by the army.

“The Salafists and the leftists 
have less than 3% of the seats of 
parliament,” Fahmi said. “Can 
these two groups influence deci-
sion-making in the legislature with 
less than 3% of its seats? I really do 
not think so.”
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A man casts his vote at a polling station in Toukh, north-east of Cairo, Egypt, on December 1st.
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T 

ensions have increased 
between Egypt and Su-
dan since the killing of six 
Sudanese migrants who 
were trying to cross from 

Egypt into Israel. Egyptian and Su-
danese analysts said those stresses 
are only the tip of the iceberg.

The Egyptian army said on No-
vember 23rd its troops killed six 
Sudanese nationals who were try-
ing to enter Israel from the Sinai 
peninsula.

Sinai has served as a transit area 
into Israel for African migrants for 
years but the recent killings led to 
calls by Sudanese legislators to sev-
er relations with Egypt. They are 
also demanding an official apology 
from Cairo.

A few days earlier, a Sudanese 
citizen was reported to have been 
tortured at an Egyptian jail. Foot-
age broadcast by Qatari news chan-
nel Al Jazeera, which pursues an 
editorial policy critical of Egypt, 
showed marks of physical torture 
on the man.

Political observers in Cairo said 
the “sensational” reaction in Su-
dan’s media and at parliament 
to the killing of the six Sudanese 
nationals is a symptom of deeper 
tensions between Cairo and Khar-
toum.

“The new regime in Egypt views 
with scepticism the Islamist-led re-
gime of Omar al-Bashir in Sudan,” 

said Amani el-Tawel, an expert on 
Egyptian-African relations from 
local think-tank Ahram Centre 
for Political and Strategic Studies. 
“Both regimes follow two different 
and irreconcilable political ideolo-
gies.”

Since becoming president in 
2013, Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has ferociously cracked 
down on the Muslim Brotherhood, 
Egypt’s biggest Islamist organisa-
tion, which received support from 
Qatar and Turkey.

Al-Bashir’s regime has especially 
strong ties with Qatar and Turkey.

However, the differences be-
tween Egypt and Sudan — coun-
tries bound together by the Nile 
river and shared history — seem to 
be more than just ideological dif-
ferences between the two rulers.

Cairo has been looking with 
suspicion at the role played by 
Khartoum in Libya, which has de-
scended from revolution to total 
lawlessness since the overthrow 
of long-standing leader Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011.

Libya’s Egypt-backed legitimate 
government has accused Sudan of 
delivering arms to Islamist militias.

“Khartoum has been playing a 
very negative role in Libya by pro-
viding the country’s militias with 
arms,” Tawel said. “This has had 
negative effects on Egypt’s security 
as well.”

Egypt said the guns given to Lib-
ya’s militants often end up being 
used against troops and policemen 
in Sinai and on the western border 
with Libya. Turmoil in Libya forced 
Cairo to increase security along its 
border with Libya, further exhaust-
ing Egypt’s overstretched military.

A disputed border triangle also 
continues to strain relations be-
tween Egypt and Sudan. Sudan 
says the Halayeb triangle was oc-
cupied by Egypt but Cairo says 
the area is Egyptian territory and 
refuses to discuss the issue with 
Khartoum.

Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibra-
him Ghandour recently said Sudan 
had filed a complaint with the UN 
Security Council against Egypt 
over the disputed region.

Ruqaya Abdel Kadir, a Sudanese 
dissident living in Cairo, said al-Ba-
shir provokes tension with Egypt 
over the triangle every now and 
then to deflect attention from the 
economic and political failures of 
his regime.

“In this way, the disputed ter-
ritory acts like a lifeboat for this 
man [al-Bashir],” Abdel Kadir said. 
“Al-Bashir’s government has failed 
at every level at home, while its in-
ternational isolation increases day 
after day.”

In recent months, Cairo has 

grown more sceptical of Khartoum 
because of what Egyptians call the 
latter’s lack of cooperation on a 
multibillion-dollar hydroelectric 
dam built by Ethiopia on the Nile, 
virtually Egypt’s only source of wa-
ter.

Egypt is concerned that the dam, 
which is about 40% complete, 
would significantly keep Nile water 
away from it, aggravating its water 
shortages.

Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia have 
been involved in technical negotia-
tions over the dam for four-and-a-
half years but the talks have pro-
duced nothing. The feeling grows 
in Cairo that Khartoum is taking 
sides with Addis Ababa against 
Egypt’s demand that the dam be 
designed in a way that does not 
harm it.

Local newspapers recently quot-
ed unnamed Arab sources who said 
that al-Bashir made his mediation 
between Egypt and Ethiopia over 
the dam conditional on Egypt ced-
ing the Halayeb triangle to Sudan, 
giving credence to the Egyptian 
view that he is not an honest broker 
in the negotiations with Ethiopia.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Not joining hands now. Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, (C), 
Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah al-Sisi, (L), and Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Hailemariam Desalegn, (R), hold hands after signing an 
agreement on sharing water from the Nile River, in Khartoum, 
Sudan, last March.
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