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Curtain-raiser Egypt

Egyptian president has opportunity to restart relationship with US

E
gyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s 
visit to Washington to 
meet with US President 
Donald Trump and 
senior policymakers 

comes at a vital point in the 
US-Egyptian relationship.

Over the last 16 years, during 
both Republican and Democratic 
administrations, the US-Egyptian 
relationship has been greatly 
strained. These years have also 
been a time of immense hardship 
and change for the Middle East, 
where many parts of the region 
descended into intense violence.

Both presidents have the oppor-
tunity to change these dynamics, 
renew the US-Egyptian partnership 
and help build a strong, independ-
ent and stable Middle East.

Egypt is a vital ally of the United 
States due to its geostrategic loca-
tion; its population (the largest in 
the Middle East and North Africa); 
its Suez Canal linking the Red Sea 
and Indian Ocean; and its tradi-
tional leadership role in the Arab 
world, which is partly a function 
of the al-Azhar University and 
mosque.

Under former US presidents 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama, 

the United States pursued a strat-
egy of political and social trans-
formation in the Middle East but 
failed to understand or manage the 
implications of their policies.

During this time, Iraq, Syria, 
Yemen and Libya fell into civil 
wars that created a vacuum for 
terror groups such as al-Qaeda and 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to flourish. 
Meanwhile, Tehran’s revolution-
ary expansionist government used 
regional instability to expand and 
cement its malign influence over 
the region.

While Egypt also went through 
a period of crisis and had missteps 
along the way, the country has now 
moved towards establishing stabil-
ity and assuming a leadership role.

Now Egypt has the opportunity 
to rebuild its strategic bilateral rela-
tionship with the United States.

During his election campaign 
and in the early days of his admin-
istration, Trump stated his desire 
to remake US foreign policy. He 
promised to defeat terrorism, step 
away from the internal political dy-
namics of foreign countries, allow 
the Middle East to solve its own 
problems and support long-term 
alliances that benefit the tacti-
cal and strategic interests of the 
United States.

Sisi should build on those 
themes and focus his discussions 
with the Trump administration on 
three key areas that benefit both 
countries.

The first is expanding economic 
and trade ties. Sisi’s impressive 
reforms, which include the devel-
opment of infrastructure and the 
reduction of subsidies, are under 
way and should win the support of 
the United States.

As the largest market in the 
region that has strong links to the 
Gulf states, Africa and Europe, 
Egypt’s reforms make it an even 
more attractive market for US 
investment but Egypt will need 
US goods and services to renew its 
manufacturing base.

Sisi should ask Trump to support 
those efforts with new agreements 
and facilities. He should request 
that Trump back the Export-Import 
Bank, which has played a major 
role in financing US-Egypt com-
mercial deals.

Second, the United States should 
renew its important cash flow 
finance system, which would guar-
antee long-term bilateral military 
cooperation and allow Egypt to 
purchase much-needed military 
equipment.

The two countries’ precarious 
and inconsistent military relation-
ship has been one of the greatest 
sources of tension. This was par-
ticularly evident when the Bright 
Star joint training operation was 
cancelled in 2013, raising concerns 
about whether Egypt’s military 
equipment was sufficient to defeat 
terrorists within its borders and 
support regional security.

Going forward, the two countries’ 
presidents should do everything 
in their power to put their security 
relationships ahead of politics.

Finally, the United States should 
support and encourage Egypt in tak-
ing a leadership position in the Mid-
dle East by helping Cairo stabilise 
neighbouring countries and defeat-
ing terrorists in Sinai.

US efforts should also go towards 
establishing an Arab version of 
NATO, with a military alliance that 
is strong enough to defeat terrorists 
and other threats. With the largest 
military in the region and deep ties 
to the United States, Egypt would 
be the ideal country to lead such an 
alliance.

By taking a leadership role, Egypt 
would be better positioned to build 
off its historic role in working to-
wards a peaceful two-state solution 
between the Israelis and Palestinians.

Sisi’s visit to Washington offers an 
excellent opportunity for the two 
countries to remake and strengthen 
their important partnership. The 
Egyptians should work with the 
needs of the new US administra-
tion to develop mutually beneficial 
policies that will create a strong and 
stable Egypt. This would benefit the 
whole Middle East.

Paul W. Hamill is an adjunct 
senior fellow at the American 
Security Project and principal at 
Logan International Relations in 
Washington.
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hen Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi sits down 
with US President 
Donald Trump in 

Washington, it will mark the first 
formal meeting between the two 
countries’ heads of state since Sep-
tember 2010. Then, Hosni Mubarak 
and Barack Obama met in the con-
text of Middle East peace talks. 
Obama did confer with Sisi in Sep-
tember 2014 but it was on the side-
lines of the UN General Assembly in 
New York.

In his first two years in office, 
Obama met with Mubarak three 
times, including a visit to Cairo 
in 2009 just months after assum-
ing office. However, when Egypt 
erupted in popular revolt in 2011, 
the Obama White House was 
caught by surprise, as its confused 
reaction demonstrated. Ultimately, 
Obama sent envoys to Cairo to urge 
Mubarak to step down. After he did, 
Washington kept pressure on the 
interim military-led government to 
have elections, which it did in June 
2012.

The winner of those elections, 
Muslim Brotherhood leader Mu-
hammad Morsi, never met with 
Obama, although the US adminis-
tration recognised him as Egypt’s 
legitimate president and tried to 
maintain as normal a relationship 
as possible.

When Morsi was ousted in July 
2013 by the Egyptian military, led 
by Sisi, the Obama White House 
once again vacillated, refusing to 
label the event a “coup” — to have 
done so would have triggered a US 
law requiring all US aid to Egypt to 
cease — while delaying the delivery 
of military equipment to Cairo as a 
sign of displeasure.

The ensuing three years were 

among the most difficult in US-
Egyptian relations since president 
Anwar Sadat’s historic pivot to 
Washington in the 1970s. Sisi’s sup-
porters accused the Obama White 
House of favouring the Muslim 
Brotherhood and refusing to ap-
preciate the renewed stability that 
the Sisi government had brought 
about.

Obama administration officials 
did not hesitate to criticise Sisi’s 
repressive policies while attempt-
ing to maintain a working relation-
ship, especially with the Egyptian 
military.

It is no wonder that Sisi seemed 
to relish Trump’s surprise election 
victory last November and was one 
of the first foreign leaders to call 
and congratulate him. Trump im-
mediately invited Sisi to Washing-
ton.

On the surface, a close Trump-
Sisi relationship looks promising. 
Both leaders view Islamic extrem-
ism as a mortal threat, Trump has 
shown very little concern about 
human rights and democratisation 
issues and values military strength.

In testimony before the US Con-
gress in March, US Army General 
Joseph Votel, head of the US Cen-
tral Command, said: “Foreign arms 
sales to allies shouldn’t be bur-
dened with preconditions tied to 
human rights because they could 
damage military-to-military ties.” 
The words certainly must have 
been music to Sisi’s ears.

Indeed, the first official meet-
ing between Sisi and Trump likely 
will go swimmingly. Expect mutual 
compliments, warm handshakes 
and lots of smiles. Each leader 
wants to send a message to his do-
mestic audience, said Perry Cam-
mack, a fellow in the Middle East 
Programme at the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace. “Both 
want to show their domestic audi-
ences that they are the ones who 
got the relationship back on track,” 
Cammack said. “Both will want to 
project [the meeting] as a win.”

For Trump, whose domestic poli-
cy challenges are piling up, there is 

an additional yearning for success. 
He wants to show that “I can do 
the foreign policy stuff”, Cammack 
said.

Cammack points out that the 
relationship involves “short-term 
games and long-term games”. In 
the short term, interests converge 
but in the long term, he said, “the 
underlying factors that led to ten-
sions with Obama are still there”. 
For example, although Trump 
voices little concern about human 
rights issues, others in Washington, 
including prominent Republican 
senators John McCain of Arizona 
and Lindsay Graham of South Car-
olina, continue to criticise Egypt.

Trump demonstrated in his 
meeting with German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel in March that 
he would not hesitate to question 

whether US military assistance to 
other countries is a “good deal” for 
the United States. It is hard to im-
agine that he will not at some point 
put Egypt’s annual $1.3 billion US 
military aid package on the chop-
ping block.

One suggestion is that the Trump 
administration intends to turn 
Egypt’s military aid package into a 
loan. One can only imagine Cairo’s 
reaction, especially given that in 
2016 the US Congress passed and 
Obama signed an agreement giving 
Israel $39 billion in military grants 
over the next ten years.

Sisi’s biggest immediate prob-
lem is the Egyptian economy. His 
government has undertaken bold 
reforms, including flotation of the 
Egyptian pound, and made some 
impressive infrastructure invest-

ments but serious challenges re-
main and it is hard to imagine what 
Trump may offer as support.

“The United States wants mar-
ket access [to Egypt] for US com-
panies,” said Hisham Fahmy, chief 
executive officer of the Washing-
ton-based American Chamber of 
Commerce in Egypt. And Egypt, 
Fahmy said, “wants more exports 
allowed to the United States”, es-
pecially citrus fruit and vegetables.

Given Trump’s “America first” 
philosophy, Cairo should not ex-
pect any favours.

So, while the rhetoric surround-
ing the Trump-Sisi meeting likely 
will be glowing, Cammack said, 
“we won’t really know where the 
relationship is going until the 
longer-term divergences become 
clear”.
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Security focus. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) meeting with General Joseph Votel, 
Commander of the US Central Command, at the presidential palace in Cairo, last February.              (AFP)
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