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C 

racks are appearing in a 
front Saudi Arabia is try-
ing to form with al-Azhar, 
the Cairo-based high-
est seat of Sunni Islamic 

learning, days after its grand imam, 
Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, attended a 
conference in Chechnya about who 
should be called a Sunni.

Organisers did not invite any-
one from Saudi Arabia to the late-
August gathering in the Chechen 
Republic, although 200 religious 
scholars from other countries were 
asked to attend.

The Saudis were especially an-
gered by the failure of the confer-
ence’s final communiqué to include 
Wahhabism, the branch of Sunni Is-
lam followed by most Saudis, on the 
list of “true Sunnis”.

Also excluded was Salafism, an 
ultraorthodox branch of Sunni Is-
lam followed by millions of Egyp-
tians and Saudis and financially 
backed by Saudi Arabia.

“The conference is part of a new 
intellectual war against Saudi Ara-
bia,” said Saudi writer Moham-
med al-Bishr. “Those who paid all 
this money to host 200 scholars 
in Grozny did not do this because 
they loved those who attended the 
conference but because they hated 
those who did not attend it,” he 
wrote in the Saudi newspaper Kol 
al-Watan.

Several Saudi writers and schol-
ars expressed similar sentiments 
and called on Saudi Arabia to turn 
its back on Egypt after the Grozny 
conference, which Osama al-Azha-
ri, the religious adviser to Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, at-
tended.

Al-Azhar issued a statement say-
ing that it had nothing to do with 
the final communiqué of the con-
ference and its participation was 
restricted to a speech delivered by 
Tayeb.

“Al-Azhar did not organise this 
conference,” said Sheikh Abbas 
Shouman, a senior official of al-
Azhar. “There is no conflict be-
tween al-Azhar and Saudi Arabia. 
We have contacted the organisers of 
the conference to get clarifications 
on the final communiqué.”

This, however, seems to be less 
about the conference and more 
about Saudi efforts to control al-
Azhar, partly to maintain its self-
proclaimed leadership of the Sunni 
Islamic world and partly to fortify 
its front in the battle against Shias, 
experts said.

Saudi Arabia has been trying to 
win al-Azhar to its side, spending 
tens of millions of dollars on pro-
jects desired by the religious insti-
tution and its university.

The projects included the renova-
tion of al-Azhar mosque in south-
ern Cairo, funding an al-Azhar 
television channel, financing the 
construction of a hostel for thou-
sands of foreign students and of-

fering free pilgrimages to al-Azhar 
leaders and scholars.

When he visited Cairo in April, 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud visited al-Azhar mosque 
and met with Tayeb. He was the 
first Saudi monarch to visit al-Azhar 
since 1946.

Some experts said Saudi Arabia 
has been trying to control al-Azhar 
by financially supporting some of 
its Salafist leaders.

“It actually spends a lot of money 
to do this,” said Ahmed Kerima, a 

professor of comparative jurispru-
dence at al-Azhar University. “The 
problem is that those Salafists — like 
Wahhabis — believe that they are 
the only true Muslims in the world.”

He called the Salafists and the 
Wahhabis the new “Kharijites” — a 
despised splinter sect of early Islam 
accused of killing indiscriminately 
and falsely labelling other Muslims 
as infidels.

Kerima said the Egyptian gov-
ernment should refuse to back the 
Wahhabis who financially support 

the Salafists, describing the Salafists 
as an “impediment on the way of re-
forming al-Azhar”.

Shouman did not deny that Saudi 
Arabia and al-Azhar stand united 
against Shias and Iran’s growing in-
fluence.

“Al-Azhar is totally against grow-
ing Shia influence in the region,” he 
said. “Saudi Arabia strongly backs 
this role.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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T 

wo French consultancy 
firms have been chosen to 
conduct studies for Ethio-
pia, Egypt and Sudan on 
the technical and environ-

mental effects a multibillion-dollar 
hydroelectric dam Ethiopia is con-
structing on the Nile will have on 
the two downstream countries.

The studies are expected to take 
11 months, which means that Ethio-
pia will have finished construction 
on the disputed Renaissance Dam 
by the time they are completed.

“The studies will be useless and 
the two riparian states will be faced 
with a situation they cannot alter,” 
Egypt’s former Irrigation minister 
Mohamed Nasr Allam said. “Ethio-
pia is only wasting time until it con-
structs the dam and puts Egypt and 
Sudan in an irreversible situation.”

With an annual share of 55 billion 
cubic metres of water from the Nile, 
Egypt, which has a population of 91 
million, already suffers a water defi-
cit of almost 20%. The deficit will 
increase as the population grows 
and as Ethiopia starts filling the Re-

naissance Dam reservoir next year.
The dam is expected to shatter 

Egypt’s agricultural development 
plans, which are indispensable for 
feeding its growing population. This 
is why there is alarm among Egyp-
tians.

The three countries signed a dec-
laration of principles on the dam in 
March 2015 vowing to cooperate on 
the Nile and not cause significant 
harm to each other. However, the 
declaration is non-binding.

Non-binding, too, are the results 
of the studies of the two French 
firms, according to Walid al-Haqiqi, 
the spokesman of the Egyptian Irri-
gation Ministry.

“The studies will only explore the 
effects the construction of the dam 
will have on the two downstream 
states,” Haqiqi said. “However, 
none of the three states is under any 
obligation to act in the light of these 
recommendations.”

This is Egypt’s calamity. Ethiopia 
says the construction of the dam is 
vital for its economic development. 
A sizeable part of the country is 
prone to drought and famine. Ethi-
opia says electricity generated from 
the dam will also bring in much-
needed funds for the economic wel-
fare of its people.

This, however, is less about eco-
nomic development and more 
about Ethiopia’s desire to bring 
Egypt to its knees, Allam said.

“Ethiopia wants to shift the focus 
of ongoing negotiations from the 
impacts of the dam to water itself,” 
Allam said. “It wants to negotiate 
with Egypt over water and sell it to 
Egypt in the future.”

This is why he is among experts 
calling for halting what they de-
scribe as “useless” negotiations 
and starting a new course of action. 
One of the scenarios proposed is for 

Egypt to resort to the UN Security 
Council to get international support 
for suspending dam construction.

However, water expert Nader 
Nour Eddin said it is too late to do 
this.

“We have followed the wrong 
course from the very beginning and 
Ethiopia succeeded in wasting time 
until the dam became a fact on the 
ground,” Nour Eddin said. “There 
can be no international arbitration 
while the dam is almost complete.”

The studies by the two French 
firms will cost $6 million, paid by 
Egypt.

The three countries were given 
copies of the technical and environ-
mental study contracts. Sudan and 
Ethiopia have approved the con-

tracts but Egypt has not, according 
to media reports.

It took the countries almost three 
years to settle on the companies 
that would conduct the studies and 
the duration of conducting these 
studies. They are also expected to 
take time to agree on the terms of 
the studies’ contracts.

Ethiopia is, meanwhile, actively 
implementing the Renaissance Dam 
project and preparing plans for con-
structing other dams on the Nile.

In a 2013 meeting with ousted Is-
lamist president Muhammad Morsi, 
which was broadcast on state TV by 
mistake, a group of Egyptian politi-
cians called for bombing the Ethio-
pian dam. One of the politicians 
suggested paying the Ethiopian 

opposition to stoke tension in the 
country with the aim of suspend-
ing dam construction. This is why 
Ethiopians do not trust Egypt, ob-
servers said.

Egypt does not apparently trust 
Ethiopia either.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has been preparing the public 
for the dry days to come by initiat-
ing seawater desalination projects 
and sewage treatment plants.

“Acute water shortages will be 
strongly felt here as of next year,” 
Nour Eddin said. “We are heading 
towards tough days.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is 
a Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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A March 2015 file picture shows Ethiopian workers at a  construction site of the Grand Renaissance 
Dam near the Sudanese-Ethiopian border.
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