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Washington

I 

srael and Egypt are emerging as 
US President Donald Trump’s 
top allies in the Middle East 
as he tries to strengthen US 
ties in the region with a focus 

on countering Iran’s influence and 
fighting Islamic extremists.

In his first few days in office, 
Trump had separate telephone con-
versations with Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu and Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. 
He invited both leaders to visit him 
in Washington, with Netanyahu’s 
trip scheduled for early February, a 
White House statement said. With 
Sisi, Trump “discussed a visit to the 
United States in the future” but ap-
parently did not fix a date, White 
House spokesman Sean Spicer said.

Netanyahu and Sisi were the first 
leaders from the Middle East to have 
direct contact with Trump since the 
inauguration. From what is publicly 
known, the new president has yet to 
speak with leaders of other US allies 
such as Turkey, Jordan or the Gulf 
countries.

Trump and Netanyahu “agreed 
to continue to closely consult on a 
range of regional issues, including 
addressing the threats posed by 
Iran”, the White House said. “The 
president affirmed his unprec-
edented commitment to Israel’s 
security and stressed that counter-

ing ISIL and other radical Islamic 
terrorist groups will be a priority for 
his administration”, the statement 
added, using a different acronym 
for the Islamic State (ISIS).

Following Trump’s inauguration, 
Israel announced a major expan-
sion of settlements on Palestinian 
territory in the West Bank and in 
East Jerusalem. Trump’s prede-
cessor, Barack Obama, who had a 
rocky relationship with Netanyahu, 
saw the settlements as a factor pre-
venting a peaceful solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and in 
December allowed the UN Security 
Council to pass a resolution con-
demning the practice.

In contrast, Trump did not com-
ment on the settlement expansion, 
which is considered illegal under 
international law. The new admin-
istration’s stance is seen as an en-
couragement for unilateral Israeli 
action. “The president emphasised 
that peace between Israel and the 
Palestinians can only be negotiated 
directly between the two parties,” 
the White House said.

In his conversation with Sisi, 
Trump discussed “military assis-
tance to Egypt and working with 
Egypt to ensure that assistance 
most effectively supports the Egyp-
tian military’s fight against terror-
ism”, Spicer said in reference to 
Egypt’s battles with Islamic mili-
tants on the Sinai peninsula. In ad-
dition, Trump “offered to discuss 
ways the United States could sup-
port Egypt’s economic reform pro-
gramme”, the spokesman said.

US media reported that Trump 
was planning to designate the 
Muslim Brotherhood — Sisi’s main 
political adversary — a terrorist or-
ganisation. The Egyptian president 
came to power in 2013 after top-

pling Muhammad Morsi, a senior 
Brotherhood member.

Trump’s overtures to Israel and 
Egypt are partially motivated by 
a perceived need to reassure tra-
ditional US partners in the Middle 
East. During last year’s presiden-
tial campaign, Trump argued that 
Obama was weak on terrorism and 
had abandoned key US allies, Eric 
Trager of the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy said. “So it’s 
not surprising that Trump is mov-
ing very quickly” to re-establish 
close ties with Israel and Egypt,” he 
added.

Trager said Israel and Egypt fit 
Trump’s priority of fighting terror-
ism in the Middle East and were 
seen as trusted “local partners”. 
Egypt can expect that US military 
aid under Trump will not be tied 
to political issues, including demo-
cratic reforms, but the Sisi govern-
ment is likely to be under an ob-
ligation to deliver results. So far, 
reports on that front were “mixed”, 
Trager said. Egypt’s security forces 

have been fighting ISIS and other 
militant groups in the Sinai but are 
yet to assert control over the terri-
tory.

Trump’s US-Israel-Egypt triangle 
could face other challenges as well. 
The new president’s foreign policy 
agenda foresees a decidedly pro-
Israel approach to the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict, which could anger 
Egypt. “Egyptians have a soft spot 
for the Palestinians,” said Hisham 
Fahmy, chief executive officer of the 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Egypt.

One controversial issue could be 
Trump’s plan to move the US em-
bassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jeru-

salem, a project pushed by his nom-
inee for the post of US ambassador 
to Israel, David Friedman. Moving 
the embassy would be a strong sig-
nal of US support for Israel’s claim 
to the whole of the city, which is 
seen by Palestinians as the capital 
of a future Palestinian state.

CNN reported that Trump’s team 
had informed US allies that it was 
moving the embassy to Jerusalem 
but Spicer said no decision had 
been taken. “We’re at the very early 
stages of that decision-making pro-
cess,” the White House spokesman 
said. Israeli broadcaster Channel 
2 has reported that, under a com-
promise deal, Friedman could live 
in Jerusalem but the embassy itself 
would remain in Tel Aviv.

Fahmy expressed hope that the 
“reality of the situation” in the Mid-
dle East as well as objections raised 
by Egypt and other US partners 
would influence the Trump admin-
istration’s stance. “Sisi will bring 
the Palestinians into the equation,” 
he said.
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A 2016 file picture shows Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (R) speaking to the
then-Republican US presidential candidate Donald Trump in New York.                                                                     (Reuters)

Trump’s foreign 
policy agenda 
foresees a decidedly 
pro-Israel approach, 
which could anger 
Egypt.

Israel and Egypt fit 
Trump’s priority of 
fighting terrorism in 
the Middle East.
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A 

debate is under way in 
the Trump administra-
tion about whether the 
United States should de-
clare the Muslim Broth-

erhood a terrorist organisation and 
subject it to US sanctions, officials 
and people close to President Don-
ald Trump’s transition team said.

A faction led by Michael Flynn, 
Trump’s national security adviser, 
wants to add the Brotherhood to US 
State Department and US Treasury 
lists of foreign terrorist organisa-
tions, the sources said.

“I know it has been discussed. 
I’m in favour of it,” said a Trump 
transition adviser, who declined to 
be named because of the sensitivity 
of the issue.

The adviser said Flynn’s team 
discussed adding the Muslim 
Brotherhood to the US list of ter-
rorist groups but said it was unclear 
when — or even if — the adminis-
tration ultimately would go ahead 
with such a move.

Other Trump advisers and vet-
eran national security, diplomatic, 
law enforcement and intelligence 
officials argue the Brotherhood has 
evolved peacefully in some coun-
tries, officials and people close to 
Trump’s entourage said.

They worry that a US move to 
designate the entire Brotherhood 
a terrorist group would compli-
cate relations with Turkey, a key 

American ally in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), and where 
the Islamist-rooted Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), which 
dominates the Turkish government 
of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
is in power. Tunisia’s Islamist En-
nahda Party has also participated in 
democratic elections.

The Muslim Brotherhood in 
Egypt, the country’s oldest Islamist 
movement, was designated as a ter-
rorist organisation in that country 
in 2013.

It is not clear which faction with-
in the US administration has the 
upper hand, and US Senator Ted 

Cruz, R-Texas, and US Representa-
tive Mario Diaz-Balart, R-Florida, 
have introduced legislation in Con-
gress to add the Brotherhood to the 
terrorist list.

There was no immediate com-
ment from the White House.

Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, among others, have 
designated the group on their ter-
rorist lists and Trump’s nominee 
for secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, 
described the Brotherhood as “an 
agent of radical Islam” during his 
Senate confirmation hearing.

US criminal law prohibits people 
in the United States from knowing-

ly providing “material support” to 
designated terrorist organisations 
and members of such groups are 
banned from entering the United 
States.

Some conservative and anti-
Muslim activists have argued for 
years that the Brotherhood, which 
was founded in Egypt in 1928 and 
sought to establish a worldwide Is-
lamic caliphate by peaceful means, 
has been a breeding ground for ter-
rorists.

Some branches of the Brother-
hood, including the Palestinian 
group Hamas, have engaged in anti-
government violence and provoked 
violent government reactions. 
Ayman al-Zawahiri, the leader of al-
Qaeda, was once a member of the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.

Other offshoots in Turkey and 
Tunisia have forsworn violence 
and come to power by democratic 
means. Former Muslim Brother-
hood leader Muhammad Morsi 
became Egypt’s first freely elected 
president in June 2012 in the after-
math of the ousting of long-time 
ruler Hosni Mubarak. An army take-
over stripped Morsi of power in 2013 
following mass protests against his 
rule. Hundreds of Islamists have 
since been killed or arrested.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi and Trump spoke by phone 
recently and discussed ways to 
boost the fight against terrorism 
and extremism.

A US official who declined to be 
identified said there had been dis-
cussions at the State Department 
that looked at intelligence and in-

formation on the group in which it 
was thought “it would be difficult 
to justify legally, in terms of the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, to 
meet the criteria”.

“It’s one thing to say one group’s 
ideology has been used to influence 
a terrorist organisation and another 
thing to say that this group is a ter-
rorist organisation,” said the US of-
ficial.

Following the September 11th, 
2001, al-Qaeda attacks on the 
United States, the George W. Bush 
administration investigated the 
Brotherhood and related Islamist 
movements.

After years of investigations, 
however, the United States and 
other governments, including Swit-
zerland’s, closed investigations of 
Brotherhood leaders and financial 
groups for lack of evidence and 
removed most of the leaders from 
sanctions lists.

A British government review into 
Egypt’s outlawed Muslim Brother-
hood, published in December 2015, 
concluded that membership of or 
links to the political group should 
be considered a possible indicator 
of extremism but stopped short of 
recommending that it should be 
banned.
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In favour. US President Donald Trump’s national security adviser 
Michael Flynn attends the inaugural parade in Washington, on 
January 20th.                                                                                          (Reuters)

Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
and Trump spoke by 
phone recently.


