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A
fter being denied an 
official Washington 
visit by former 
president Barack 
Obama, Egyptian 
President Abdel 

Fattah al-Sisi received the respect 
he likely believes he deserves 
from meeting with US President 
Donald Trump at the White 
House.

Although Obama never labelled 
Sisi’s 2013 overthrow of former 
president Muhammad Morsi a 
coup, which would have legally 
required him to cut off US aid, he 
saw Sisi’s policies as unnecessarily 
harsh. Bilateral relations improved 
somewhat after Obama restored 
full military aid to Egypt in March 
2015, after having suspended much 
of it in October 2013, but he and Sisi 
never had a warm relationship.

Not so it seems with Trump. 
Following their meeting at the UN 
General Assembly last Septem-
ber, Trump and Sisi seem to have 
developed a close bond. Trump 
called Sisi a “fantastic guy” and 
the Egyptian president was the 
first foreign leader to congratulate 
Trump after his victory in Novem-
ber.

At their White House meeting on 
April 3rd, Trump repeated a similar 
phrase, saying Sisi has done a “fan-
tastic job in a difficult situation” 
and that he would stand by him 
and the Egyptian people. Trump 
cryptically alluded to “some 
things” that they do not agree on 
but it was not clear whether Trump 
was referring to human rights or 
to the imprisonment of some dual 
Egyptian-American citizens or to 
the way Egypt has been conduct-
ing counterterrorism operations in 
the Sinai.

Publicly, at least, Trump did not 
raise human rights with Sisi, which 
must have pleased the Egyptian 
leader.  An unnamed Trump 
administration official said there 
would be no “finger-wagging” by 
Trump on human rights as there 
was by previous administrations.

Sisi thanked Trump for the 
warm reception and praised the 
US president for “standing very 
strong” in countering “the evil 
ideology” of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and similar groups.  In their closed 
door session, Sisi was expected to 
update Trump on Egyptian mili-
tary operations against the ISIS 
affiliate in the Sinai and probably 
other threats facing Egypt.

He also may have asked Trump 
for more military and economic 
assistance as a resumption of cash-
flow financing that was halted by 
the Obama administration. How-
ever, given Trump’s general policy 

of reducing foreign aid worldwide, 
the same unnamed administra-
tion official said Sisi would likely 
be disappointed on the aid picture 
because “he is not going to get 
[more] aid”.

Trump may have asked Sisi to 
play an intermediary role between 
Israel and the Palestinian Author-
ity, given Egypt’s good relations 
with both. The problem is that Sisi, 
despite his ties to Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, is 
unlikely to buck the Arab League 
consensus for a two-state solution. 
Sisi might go through the motions 
to stay in Trump’s good graces 
but, until Netanyahu and Trump 
unequivocally support two states, 
such efforts will come to naught.

In contrast to his positive meet-
ing with Trump, Sisi had a mixed 
reception during his meetings with 
members of Congress. Some in the 
House of Representatives, such 
as Dana Rohrabacher, a California 
Republican and founder of the 
Friends of Egypt congressional 
caucus, unreservedly support 
Sisi. Rohrabacher has introduced 
legislation to restore cash-flow 
financing, boost economic aid and 
provide Egypt with a $10 billion 
loan guarantee.

Others, however, such as Ed 
Royce, the California Republican 
chairman of the Foreign Affairs 

Committee, were expected to raise 
human rights concerns with the 
Egyptian president.

In the Senate, Sisi had an even 
tougher audience.  To coincide 
with Sisi’s visit, a bipartisan group 
of senators, including Marco Rubio 
(R-Florida), Ben Cardin (D-Mary-
land), Tim Kaine (D-Virginia), Todd 
Young (R-Indiana) and Robert Me-
nendez (D-New Jersey), introduced 
a resolution that called on Egyp-
tian leaders to take steps “toward 
meaningful political and human 
rights reforms”, an end to the 
harassment of non-governmental 
organisations and independ-
ent media and the release of Aya 
Hijazi, a dual Egyptian-American 
citizen who has been imprisoned 
for more than two years for what 
many observers say are trumped-
up charges.

In addition, two powerful Re-
publican senators — John McCain 
of Arizona and Lindsey Graham 
of South Carolina — have been 
particularly critical of Sisi’s crack-
down on NGOs and journalists. 
McCain is chairman of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee and 
Graham heads the Senate subcom-
mittee that has jurisdiction over 
foreign aid.

In December, McCain and 
Graham sharply criticised Egypt’s 
proposed law that was restrictive 

on non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs) and urged Sisi to 
reject it (he has yet to sign it). 
They criticised Cairo for failing to 
resolve the cases of US and other 
foreign NGOs in Egypt that were 
repressed in late 2011, before Sisi 
was in office.

McCain and Graham have threat-
ened to strengthen human rights 
conditions and democracy bench-
marks on US assistance to Egypt 
if the NGO legislation is signed 
into law. Democratic Senator 
Patrick Leahy of Vermont has long 
favoured conditioning financial 
assistance to Egypt on democratic 
benchmarks.

So, while some members of the 
House want to boost aid to Cairo, 
many senators will resist doing so 
until they see discernible progress 
on human rights. When all is said 
and done in the legislative process, 
US aid to Egypt is likely to remain 
at current levels, signifying that, 
while Congress wants Egypt to 
succeed, it remains wary of Sisi’s 
policy of cracking down on his po-
litical opponents and civil society 
activists.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

S
yria stands accused 
once again of using 
chemical agents against 
its civilian population. 
In this latest episode, at 
least 87people are 

reported to have been killed. The 
death toll is expected to rise.

After the incident, French Presi-
dent François Hollande called for 
new sanctions against the govern-
ment of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and US President Donald 
Trump condemned the attack 
and held Assad responsible. There 
were no immediate indications 
from the White House as to how, 
or even if, the United States would 
respond.

Trump said the attack in Syria’s 
Idlib province was “reprehensible 
and cannot be ignored by the civi-
lised world”. He did not miss an 
opportunity to blame his prede-
cessor, Barack Obama.

“These heinous actions by the 
Bashar Assad regime are a con-
sequence of the last administra-
tion’s weakness and irresolution,” 
Trump said in a statement. “Presi-
dent Obama said in 2012 that he 
would establish a ‘red line’ against 

the use of chemical weapons and 
then did nothing.”

The Syrian military denied 
responsibility for the attack and 
said it would never use chemical 
weapons.

Indications point to the use of 
sarin, US government sources 
said, and that it was “almost cer-
tainly” carried out by forces loyal 
to Assad.

“This is clearly a crime,” a US 
State Department official said. 
Those who support the Syrian 
regime “obviously have a lot to 
answer for,” the official said, tak-
ing aim at Russia and Iran.

Moscow and Tehran continue 
to provide military assistance to 
Damascus, without which Assad 
would have never been able with-
stand, as he has for more than six 
years, the war that has devastated 
the country.

The incident and Trump’s 
response and reaction to it could 
well be a godsend for his admin-
istration, helping the US presi-
dent climb from his low approval 
ratings. Then again, it could 
also prove to be a double-edged 
sword, further hurting the Trump 

presidency.
This is one of the first major 

tests for the Trump team in 
foreign policy, an area in which 
neither Trump nor his closest 
advisers have real experience and 
are facing astute politicians such 
as Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin, his Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Sergei Lavrov or an old fox, Syrian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Walid 
Muallem.

This development comes 
after the announcement that the 
Trump administration would 
no longer seek to oust Assad as 
a means to resolve the crisis in 
Syria. Instead, the United States 
announced it would focus on 
removing the bigger and most 
immediate threat posed by the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Both US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson and US Ambassador to 
the United Nations Nikki Haley 
said their focus in Syria was on 
stopping ISIS militants rather 
than pushing Assad to relinquish 
power. A senior Trump adminis-
tration official told Reuters after 
the chemical attack that it was 
considering policy options in 

Syria but that they were limited 
and that the views expressed by 
Tillerson and Haley still held.

French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Marc Ayrault said this was 
Damascus’s way of testing the 
Trump administration and to see 
what sort of response the chemi-
cal attack would draw.

Syrian opposition officials said 
that the attack comes about as 
a “direct consequence” of the 
United States’ recent statement on 
Assad. That statement coincides 
with the position reiterated by two 
key US allies in the region, Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia. Both indicated 
that eliminating the threat to the 
region posed by ISIS takes priority 
over replacing Assad.

Early in the Syria war, Obama 
insisted Assad had to leave power. 
In later years, Obama shifted his 
focus to the fight against ISIS mili-
tants, who captured large areas in 
Iraq and Syria in 2014.

Unless the Trump White House 
comes up with drastic changes in 
its policy regarding Syria, the cur-
rent administration’s stance may 
prove to be no different than the 
one criticised by Trump.

The mood in Washington about Sisi is mixed
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Caveats. US President Donald Trump (L) greets Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi as he arrives 
at the White House in Washington, on April 3rd.                                                         (AP)
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