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gypt has taken more steps 
to construct its new capi-
tal in the desert between 
Cairo and Suez despite 
economic difficulties and 

contractual setbacks.
Having built the infrastructure 

to most of the city, the government 
has invited real estate developers 
to buy plots for its housing commu-
nities over an area of 3.5 million sq. 
metres. The Housing Ministry said 
they would include 17,000 flats.

“These flats will be built by real 
estate developers with interest in 
investing in the new project,” said 
Khaled Abbas, the assistant Hous-
ing minister. “We are giving major 
discounts on the lands to develop-
ers who will apply.”

With discounts of up to 25% on 
the land, interest in investing in the 
capital is expected to be high.

Project plans have had a bumpy 
ride since Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi announced them 
almost two years ago. The Emirati 
firm that designed it and planned 
to implement it quickly drew back 
after financial disagreements with 
the government.

A Chinese company sought to fill 
in but was recently declared out of 
the first phase of the project be-
cause it, the government said, ex-
aggerated the price of its works.

Now, local construction compa-
nies are working on the project and 
foreigners are totally out, Sisi said.

Together with the digging of a 
parallel channel to the Suez Canal, 
one of the world’s most important 
maritime passages, the new capital 
is the economic pride of Sisi’s presi-
dency.

About the size of Singapore and 
two-thirds the size of Paris, the 
700 million-sq.-metre project is 
to be Egypt’s first smart city. It is 
to be the centre of government, 
a new meeting point for bankers, 
the business and trade hotspot and 
would contain a quarter designed 

with the super-affluent in mind.
Many foreign universities will 

have branches in the new capital 
as will banks and multinational 
companies. With a large amount of 
green space, state-of-the-art enter-
tainment facilities and a modern 
transport network, the $45 billion 
project is predicted to be like noth-
ing Egypt has ever seen.

Approximately 35,000 construc-
tion workers, engineers and urban 
planning specialists work day and 
night on the project, which not that 
long ago was empty desert.

Since then, buildings have 
popped up, roads were paved and 
infrastructure work in some areas 
is nearly complete.

Almost 70% of the basic infra-
structure for the project is done, 
said Ayman Ismail, board chairman 
of the Administrative Capital for 

Urban Development (ACUB), the 
company founded by the govern-
ment to oversee implementation of 
the project.

“Investors showing interest in 
the project can start their work as 
of today,” Ismail said.

Sisi’s government has spent 
close to $1 billion on infrastructure 
works, an amount of money, he 
recently said that came from the 
budget of the military.

Nonetheless, the government 

said it expected to receive tens of 
billions of dollars from land sales in 
the project. Sisi said income gener-
ated from the project is expected 
to more than cover construction 
costs.

The new city project is strongly 
connected with Egypt’s plans for 
the Suez Canal region. After dig-
ging a parallel channel to the canal, 
Sisi said he wanted the banks of the 
canal to become the Middle East’s 
largest industrial, logistics and ser-
vices hub, attracting hundreds of 
billions of dollars in investments.

Russian and Chinese businesses 
are constructing their own in-
dustrial zones in Suez. They are 
expected to be followed by other 
countries and major firms.

The construction of the new 
capital comes during an unprece-
dented economic crunch in Egypt. 

The country had to approach the 
International Monetary Fund for a 
$12 billion loan, open multiple lines 
of credit at African and European 
banks and donor institutions and 
significantly slash subsidies given 
its people.

Economist Ali Lutfi, a former 
prime minister, said that the pro-
ject’s moving ahead, despite the 
financial strains, should give in-
sights into the nature of Egypt’s 
leaders.

“This is a resourceful leadership 
that cannot be easily defeated by 
tough economic conditions,” Lu-
tfi said. “This is why I expect it to 
move ahead with completing the 
project to its end, regardless of 
what might happen.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt keeps building new capital despite difficulties
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Workers continue construction of roads and buildings in Egypt’s planned new capital.

Many foreign 
universities will have 
branches in the new 
capital as will banks 
and multinational 
companies.

The Israeli-Egyptian warm peace

O
bservers of Israeli-
Egyptian relations 
cannot fail to notice 
that those engage-
ments have reached 
a safe zone. Coop-

eration between the countries is 
increasing, warming a few 
degrees and making previous talk 
about a cold peace obsolete.

Closer cooperation between 
Israel and Egypt is nowhere clearer 
than in the security domain. Israel 
did not object to Egyptian Army 
movements in recent years in the 
Sinai, although the Camp David 
Accords of 1978 placed restric-
tions on military operations there. 
Egyptian Air Force planes have, 
on several occasions, transgressed 
Israeli air space while conduct-
ing bombing operations against 
extremist militia positions in the 
Sinai and Tel Aviv observed a sol-
emn silence about the matter.

It must be said that protesting 
the transgressions would have em-
barrassed Israel. Rumours indicate 
that Israel is rather satisfied to see 
Egyptian security forces kept on 
their toes by terrorist groups.

The Egyptian side appreciates 
the relative freedom to act in Sinai 
and is quite happy to move for-
ward with the Israeli side towards 
agreeing on how to fix the border 
between them. So, when terrorists 

launched a missile attack on the 
Israeli port of Elat, it was meant 
to ruin relations between Egypt 
and Israel. Both sides, however, 
understood the game being played 
and ignored the incident.

Another sign of the warming 
relations between Egypt and Israel 
concerns Cairo’s silence regarding 
the new Israeli settlements in the 
occupied territories. Last Decem-
ber, Egypt withdrew its backing 
for UN Security Council Resolution 
2334, which condemned Israeli 
settlement building, calling it a 
violation of international law. 
Egypt later voted in favour of the 
resolution after it had been intro-
duced by other countries.

Usually, Egypt would raise a 
row in similar circumstances but 
now soft diplomacy towards Israel 

seems to be the order of the day to 
the point that it has been said that 
standing up to Israel is no longer 
among Cairo’s priorities.

In truth, however, there are a 
number of local and regional con-
straints that explain the Egyptian 
regime’s mellowness towards 
Israel, with the tense and difficult 
economic and security situation in 
Egypt at the top of the list. Then 
there are the terrorist groups in 
Sinai. The Egyptian regime cannot 
afford to open two costly confron-
tational fronts, one with Israel 
and another in battling the terror 
groups.

Patience and even cooperation 
with Israel were the logical choices 
given Egypt’s internal circum-
stances. Regionally, Egyptian lead-
ers have learnt from mistakes not 

to open multiple fronts of confron-
tation. The regional circumstances 
are frankly more favourable to 
Israel than to Egypt. The Syrian 
front with Israel has almost col-
lapsed. Iraq is no longer an Arab 
player. Wars in Yemen and Libya 
are weakening any potential Arab 
front with Israel. These factors 
make it unwise for Egypt to get 
mixed up in a conflict with Israel.

The general tendency in the 
region is towards more regional 
cooperation. The powerful coun-
tries prefer regional cooperation 
and are looking for opportunities 
to include Israel in cooperation 
schemes. This means that antago-
nising Israel becomes risky. This 
conclusion was well understood 
by all regional powers, both Arab 
and non-Arab, that hurried to 
weave secret or open relations 
with Tel Aviv.

Obviously, the Egyptian govern-
ment’s attitude towards Israel 
benefited from the absence of 
pressure from the Egyptian public 
to act otherwise. This was not the 
case under Hosni Mubarak’s re-
gime. Strong public opposition to 
normalising relations with Israel 
kept the cold peace in place.

The path Israeli-Egyptian 
relations is taking is opposite of 
Egypt’s overall strategic orienta-
tion. In the Egyptian military dog-
ma, Israel is a constant and real 
enemy and must always be moni-
tored. Any necessary momentary 
cooperation and coordination with 
it is just that — momentary.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.
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Egypt cannot afford to open two 
costly confrontational fronts, 
one with Israel and another with 
terror groups. A 2013 file picture shows Israeli f lag (L) and Egyptian flag fluttering at the Nitzana 

crossing, along Israel’s border with Egypt’s Sinai peninsula.                                               (Reuters)


