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Bumpy road ahead of Egypt’s new parliament speaker

Cairo

A 

li Abdel A’al, Egypt’s new 
parliament speaker, has 
been handed the tasks 
of controlling a body in 
which there is no major-

ity while leading legislative debates 
that allow all members, even oppo-
nents, to speak freely, analysts say.

Abdel A’al, a 67-year-old profes-
sor emeritus of constitutional law, 
was elected speaker during the par-
liament’s opening session on Janu-
ary 10th. A total of 401 legislators — 
out of 580 present — voted for him.

A member of the For the Love of 
Egypt coalition, which controls 120 
of parliament’s 596 seats and backs 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Ab-
del A’al enjoyed coalition support. 
That endorsement does not, how-
ever, mean that Abdel A’al will have 
full support inside parliament.

“What will he do if the coalition 
falters, for example?” asked Tarek 
Fahmi, a political science professor 

from Cairo University. “Continued 
coalition backing will make it easy 
for the man to lead parliament in 
fulfilling its mission.”

Almost two-thirds of the mem-
bers of parliament are independ-
ents with no definite political or 
legislative agendas. The fragment-

ed make-up threatens to hinder the 
legislature’s work, observers say.

Egyptians had a taste of this frag-
mentation on January 10th when 
members needed 17 hours to elect 
Abdel A’al, the longest such internal 
polling process in the parliament’s 
history.

It then took them almost two-
thirds of the following day to elect 
two deputies to the speaker. Leg-
islators locked horns verbally and 
behaved inappropriately, which 
caused Abdel A’al to occasionally 
lose his temper.

Minutes after his election, Ab-
del A’al had to chastise an MP for 
speaking without permission. The 
following day, he warned another 
MP that he should not speak before 
he allowed him to.

Analysts, including political sci-
ence Professor Gehad Auda, say 
verbal duels often occur inside par-
liament.

“The important thing is for these 
duels not to hinder parliament’s 

work,” he said. “This parliament 
has an endless list of laws it needs 
to either approve or draft.”

Some of the laws — more than 
400 — were issued by Egypt’s presi-
dents in the past two and a half 
years in the absence of parliament. 
MPs now have to debate those laws 
in first 15 days of work.

Abdel A’al is not new to lawmak-
ing. He was among the writers of 
the latest election laws and was 
also part of the ten-member panel 
that drafted the 2014 constitution.

Nevertheless, Auda says the real 
test will be for the speaker, a Sisi 
loyalist, to make parliament a dem-
ocratic institution welcoming all 
views.

Abdel A’al vowed to do this, say-
ing he would work to turn the legis-
lature into a forum of “democratic” 
and “elevated” dialogue between 
all MPs, regardless of political affili-
ation.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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In rebel-held Douma, a front-line town on the north-eastern 
edge of Damascus, where thousands of civilians have 
been killed or wounded in the nearly 5-year-old Syrian 
war, people have run out of space to bury the dead. In this 
January 7th photo, a burial party is laying to rest a victim of 
a regime mortar bombardment in a new kind of cemetery, 
dug deep and divided into multiple layers to make room for 
bodies to be buried on top of each other. The  death toll in 
Syria stands at about 260,000 in a conflict that shows no 
sign of ending.

Ali Abdel A’al greets members of parliament after he was elected 
the speaker of Egypt’s parliament, on January 10th.

Abdel A’al is not 
new to lawmaking. 
He was among the 
writers of the latest 
election laws.
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Syrians face
starvation as
bombings continue

Beirut

E 

ven as UN envoys strug-
gle to end the catastrophic 
Syria war, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s regime 
wages a cruel war against 

its own people, using starvation 
sieges and Russian air strikes, which 
have killed hundreds of men, wom-
en and children in recent weeks.

A relief convoy of 44 trucks car-
rying food and medicine reached 
the 20,000 people of Madaya on the 
outskirts of Damascus on January 
11th, where 23 inhabitants, six of 
them children, had starved to death 
in recent weeks during a seven-
month siege.

Madaya is one of several districts 
around the Syrian capital held by 
rebel forces and considered strate-
gically important because of their 
proximity to Assad’s seat of power. 
All have reported deaths from star-
vation in sieges aimed at turning the 
population against the opposition.

The emaciated residents of Ma-
daya, including skeletal children, 
told relief officials they had been re-
duced to eating leaves and grass and 
killing their pets for food.

“You don’t see a child whose eyes 
aren’t sunken and staring from hun-
ger,” lamented Ebrahem Abass, a 
former Syrian Army sergeant who 
defected.

The United Nations estimates that 
400,000 Syrians are under siege 
around Damascus and in the north.

Sieges have been employed 
throughout history and by all sides 
in this conflict but Assad’s regime 
has made cutting off food, water 
and electricity one of its most gro-
tesque strategies, along with chemi-
cal weapons, barrels bombs and in-
discriminate bombardment.

Russian warplanes bombed a 

school in Ain Jara in Aleppo prov-
ince in the north on January 11th, 
killing 25 people, including an en-
tire class of 14 students and their 
teacher, said the Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights, a Britain-based 
group that monitors the war.

Just two days before, 21 civilians 
were killed when Russian jets fired 
four missiles into a judicial complex 
run by the rebel al-Nusra Front, 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing, in Maarat 
al-Numan in north-western Idlib 
province. The Observatory said 29 
militants and seven detainees were 
also killed.

Russia’s air strikes are often in-
discriminate as they employ “dumb 
bombs” rather than the precision-
guided munitions used by the Unit-
ed States and its allies to attack anti-
Assad rebels.

The Observatory reported that 
Russian air strikes — 5,000 since 
September 30th — have killed more 
than 2,300 people, including 800 ci-
vilians, 180 of them children.

Moscow dismisses the allegations 
as “absurd”. But Philip Luther of 
Amnesty International said the Rus-
sians “have directly attacked civil-
ians… by striking residential areas 
with no evident military target and 
even medical facilities”.

James Bruce has written 
extensively for publications such 
as Jane’s Intelligence Review and 
Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives in 
Beirut.

The emaciated 
residents of 
Madaya had been 
reduced to eating 
leaves and grass. 
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