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Cairo

A 

decision by Saudi state-
owned petroleum com-
pany Aramco to suspend 
oil deliveries to Egypt 
puts Cairo in a challeng-

ing situation, uncovers the enormity 
of political differences between 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia and exposes 
Egyptian economic vulnerabilities, 
experts said.

“This decision creates a tough 
situation in Egypt because now our 
country will have to immediately 
pay for its oil imports,” said ener-
gy expert Ibrahim Zahran. “Given 
Egypt’s hard economic conditions, 
this is very difficult at present.”

Aramco told Cairo it would not 
deliver 700,000 tonnes of oil in Oc-
tober, an amount considered indis-
pensable to close a gap between pro-
duction and consumption in Egypt.

The Saudi company did not clarify 
the reasons for the decision but the 
announcement spread fear that it 
would lead to cancelling other ship-
ments stipulated in an agreement 
with the Egyptian government. Ara-
mco signed an agreement in April 
to deliver 700,000 tonnes of oil to 
Egypt every month for five years.

The $23 billion deal allowed Egypt 
to pay for the shipments over 15 
years with the first instalment to be 
paid after three years from the date 
of first delivery.

Now, Cairo will have to pay up 
front to buy oil from other markets. 
The Egyptian Petroleum Ministry 
said it had negotiated the delivery of 
the 700,000 tonnes of oil from other 
markets.

Petroleum Ministry spokesman 
Hamdy Abdel Aziz explained that, 
under the Aramco agreement, Egypt 
would pay $700 million for each 
shipment of Saudi oil.

“If we buy the same amount of 
oil from other markets now, we will 
have to pay close to $1 billion, given 

the rise in oil prices, compared with 
prices in April,” he said.

The extra amount will pressure 
Egypt’s foreign currency reserves, 
which rose in September to $21.5 
billion from $19.5 billion after Saudi 
Arabia sent a deposit of $2 billion to 
Egypt’s Central Bank.

Egypt, which suffers from a 
marked drop in tourism and export 
revenues and continues to recover 
from political and security unrest, 
has been struggling to prop up re-
serves to secure food imports.

It has requested an International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) loan of $12 bil-
lion but IMF conditions for the loan 
demand Cairo cut subsidies, float its 
currency and bring in other reforms 
that could trigger public anger and 
political and security unrest.

“This is why Aramco’s decision 
is totally untimely and threatens 
to make Egypt totally incapable of 
securing its oil needs,” Zahran said. 
“This means that our factories can 
stop working.”

Some observers attribute Aram-
co’s move to a late-September deci-
sion by the Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

to cut output to 32.5 million-33.2 
million barrels per day (bpd), the 
first output cut since the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, to keep oil prices at $50 a 
barrel.

In Egypt, however, the decision 
led to questions about Egyptian-
Saudi ties. Despite apparent amity 
and Saudi economic support, Egypt 
has been following policies that are 
often in opposition to those of Saudi 
Arabia, experts said. Syria, they add-
ed, is an example of the policy dif-
ference between the two countries.

“Egypt will not abdicate its stance 
on the need for preserving Syria’s 
territorial unity, the unity of its army 
and the wellbeing of its state institu-
tions,” said Tarek Fahmi, a political 
science professor from Cairo Uni-
versity. “Saudi Arabia, on the other 
hand, wants just the opposite.”

Saudi Arabia insists that Syrian 
President Bashar Assad step down 
before a negotiated solution is 
reached to the crisis in Syria.

Egypt, which has a non-perma-
nent UN Security Council seat, vot-
ed in favour of a Russia-sponsored 
resolution calling for suspending 
support to Syrian opposition groups. 
The vote angered Saudi Arabia and 
triggered fierce criticism of Egypt in 
Saudi media.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi defended the vote and said 
Aramco’s decision had nothing to do 
with it.

“Some observers thought that 
halting the October shipment was 
in response to that issue,” Sisi told a 
gathering of army officers. “I say no; 
take note that this is a commercial 
deal.”

He said Egypt was keen on its 
“historical” ties with the countries 
of the Gulf and warned against cre-
ating tension between Egypt and 
those countries.

Nonetheless, observers say that, 
apart from Syria, Saudi Arabia ex-
pects more from Egypt in Yemen, 
where Riyadh is embroiled in a war 

against Houthi militias.
Egypt has contributed naval units 

to the Yemen campaign but Saudi of-
ficials apparently expected more in 
return for its economic aid, Fahmi 
said.

Egypt also has been unable to 
follow through on an agreement to 
transfer to Saudi control two Red 
Sea islands Egypt occupied before 
the 1967 war with Israel at the re-
quest of Saudi Arabia.

An Egyptian delegation is to soon 
travel to Riyadh to seek to temper 
Saudi anger, media reports said, but 
Aramco’s move opened the door 
for debate about how Saudi Arabia 
should act towards Egypt.

“Saudi Arabia shouldn’t think it 
is a superpower that dictates poli-
cies to others, because Egypt is 
not a marginal state that should 
blindly obey orders,” wrote Abdul-
lah al-Senawi in the Egyptian daily 
al-Shorouk. “Both Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt have no interest in clashing 
because each of them needs the 
other.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Rights advocate sceptical about role of Egypt institutions
Cairo

T
he outgoing head of 
the Human Rights 
Committee in 
Egypt’s parliament 
said he does not 
trust state institu-
tions to take actions 
needed to improve 

human rights in Egypt.
“Sorry to say state officials 

become very nervous when you 
mention human rights to them,” 
Mohamed Anwar Sadat said. 
“Human rights as an issue needs 
revision and direct intervention 
from the president.”

Sadat, a nephew of Egypt’s late 
president Anwar Sadat, resigned 
as head of the Human Rights 
Committee in August to protest the 
lack of cooperation on human rights 
issues.

Sadat and his 39 colleagues 
on the committee had created 
subcommittees to focus on specific 
areas, including political rights and 
economic rights. They planned 
a series of field visits to Egypt’s 
prisons and hospitals. They also 
wanted to travel outside of Egypt, 
including to the office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human 
Rights in Geneva.

However, none of the visits were 
approved by parliament Speaker Ali 
Abdel Aal.

Sadat said Abdel Aal shunned 
him when he wanted to discuss 
salaries of army generals. Another 
time, the speaker accused him of 
writing a “negative” report about 
human rights conditions in Egypt 
and sending it to an international 

organisation.
Sadat said when committee 

members wanted to visit a prison, 
hospital or school, the parliament 
speaker, who has to approve 
the trips, told them the security 
apparatus had refused the requests.

“The security apparatus controls 
parliament, which violates the 
independence of this parliament,” 
Sadat said. “This parliament 
needs to work independently from 
security agencies.”

Human Rights Watch in 2015 
described Egypt as a country in 
crisis. It said authorities imprisoned 
tens of thousands of people, 
effectively banned protests and 
outlawed the country’s largest 
opposition group, the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

“Law enforcement forces 
committed torture and enforced 
disappearance, and deaths in 
custody continued,” Human Rights 
Watch said. “At least 3,000 people 
were charged or sentenced in 
military courts.”

The National Council for Human 
Rights, a local agency, concedes 
some violations in its 2015 report, 
released in August. The council 
referred to torture in police 
stations, the death of prisoners in 
police custody and the enforced 
disappearance of some people.

Sadat said there is a lack of 
readiness inside decision-making 
circles in Egypt to improve human 
rights conditions.

“Whenever you speak about 
human rights, the answer is always 
that Egypt is in a state of war and 
that such discussions should be 
delayed until this country becomes 
more stable,” Sadat said. “The 
government believes that opening 
up to rights and civil society 

freedoms will further destabilise 
the country.”

The result of such an attitude, 
Sadat said, is that most of Egypt’s 
human rights violations go 
unaddressed.

Some question Sadat’s 
assessment and his motivations, 
said Mohamed al-Ghoul, a 
lawmaker and a member of Sadat’s 
committee. By resigning Sadat only 
wanted to appear in the news, he 
said.

“He resigned only when the 
legislative session would have 
ended after few days,” Ghoul 
said. “He only wanted to make 
a show because if he had really 
been maltreated by the parliament 
speaker, he could have resigned 
long before the session ended.”

Sadat said most members of the 
Human Rights Committee had 
thought of resigning long before the 
legislative session ended in early 
September because they were sure 
they would not be allowed to act 
against human rights violations.

A video on social media shows 
Abdel Aal fiercely castigating Sadat 
for inquiring about the salaries of 
army generals.

Sadat added the timing of his 
resignation was meant to send a 
strong message about parliament’s 
readiness to handle human rights 
violations.

“I wanted to send the message 
that my decision wasn’t hasty 
but taken after I had seen enough 
evidence that nothing good would 
come out of this parliament,” he 
said.

Sadat said he does not plan to 
seek another term as committee 
chairman in the new legislative 
session, which started on October 
4th. He said that another committee 
member, who is a retired police 
officer, will most likely fill the post 
in the new session after receiving 
strong support from Abdel Aal.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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A man walks past graffiti depicting relations between Egypt and Saudi Arabia in Cairo, on October 12th.
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