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He said the first step to 
encouraging research would be for 
the government to provide more 
funding.

In the 2016-17 budget, the 
government earmarked a little 
more than $1 billion for scientific 
research.

While this is a fraction of what 
is needed to meet the needs 
of research centres and help 
researchers maintain their work, 
the budget is almost double what 
was allocated to scientific research 
in previous years.

Abdel Ghaffar also plans to get 
Egypt’s business community more 
involved in scientific research. 
He said he would convince 
businesspeople to support 
research and the work of the 
country’s academic institutions 

because this, he said, would also 
serve their businesses.

“In some countries, the business 
community contributes 70% 
of funds needed by research 
institutions,” Abdel Ghaffar 
said. “Some of the country’s 
businessmen donate tens of 
millions of pounds for academic 
institutions already, which means 
that there [is] awareness about 
the importance of the role the 
business community can play…

“We need this role to grow 
bigger because advancing 
scientific research is too huge a 
mission for governments alone to 
carry out.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.
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A
n examination of 
opinions and 
positions expressed 
by authorised 
Islamist parties in 
Egypt reveals 

factions in those parties in favour 
of using violence instead of 
political action. The authorities’ 
laxness in dealing with these 
attitudes and tendencies turns 
these parties into time bombs.

A recent eulogy by the Building 
and Development Party, an Islam-
ist party, for one of its exiled 
leaders, Abou El Ella Abd Rabou, 
who died in Syria while fighting 
in the ranks of Ahrar al-Sham, 
revealed the adoption by the 
Islamist group of an approach it is 
likely to put into practice in 
Egypt.

We find the same attitude in 
the eulogies expressed by many 
of the party’s officials and cadres. 
They have used terms that seem 
to encourage violence. They 
described Abd Rabou’s actions in 
Syria as “heroic” and said he had 
left Egypt seeking shahada 
— dying for the faith.

The same terms have been used 
by Islamist parties in eulogies for 
Sheikh Omar Abdel-Rahman, the 
mufti of extremist groups, who 
died in prison in the United 

States. His funeral in Egypt was 
given a great deal of attention by 
many Islamist parties.

In Egypt, the legal framework 
for creating political parties 
clearly requires them “to commit 
to resorting to peaceful political 
actions, accepting political plural-
ity and equality of opportunities, 
respecting opposite views and 
working towards social peace”.

Many self-exiled leaders of 
Islamist parties were implicated 
in the violence that ripped 
through Egypt since their 
departure following the revolu-
tion in June 2013. These leaders 
joined terrorist organisations and 
kept in touch with party leaders 
in Egypt.

There are eight parties in Egypt 
with Islamist orientations — al-
Nour, al-Bina wal Tanmiya, 
al-Watan, al-Wasat, al-Asala, 
al-Fadhila, ash-Sha’b and Misr 
al-Qawiya. Since the law forbids 
the creation of any party based on 
religion, practically all of these 
parties are inactive in the public 
sphere, except for al-Nour, which 
secured 12 seats in parliament 
and enjoys some political 
freedom.

For many observers, the 
remaining parties are legal fronts 
for extremist views justifying 
violence. Their hidden role of 
providing ideological support for 
terrorist activities may prove to 
have disastrous consequences 
soon.

Most of the Islamist parties 
have expressed political posi-

tions that should have produced 
a strong reaction from the 
authorities. The absence of any 
reaction on the part of the 
specialised committee oversee-
ing political activities by parties 
in Egypt seems to point to the 
existence of a crisis within the 
committee.

The committee is reluctant to 
take the necessary legal steps to 
dissolve these parties. This is all 
the more apparent in light of a 
recent court decision refusing a 
lawsuit demanding the dissolu-
tion of al-Nour. The court refused 
to hear the case because “it was 
not submitted by the specialised 
authority”.

Many political civil circles have 
been critical of the government 
laxness in dealing with religious 
parties. Refaat El-Saeed, honor-
ary president of the National 
Progressive Unionist Party 
(Tagammu), said the govern-
ment’s strategy towards Islamist 
parties has failed since the 
parties went underground. He 
said the official attitude towards 
these parties encouraged more 
violence because the parties 
excel at working underground 
under the banner of legal political 
entities to gain maximum public 
support.

Saeed said he rejected the 
argument by some close to the 
government that said allowing 
religious parties to exist serves 
political plurality in Egypt. Saeed 
said this attitude would create a 
favourable environment for 

Islamist parties still very much alive in Egypt
terrorism. More specifically, he 
said making deals with Salafists 
would result in giving al-Nour an 
edge. The party stands to reap 
great political benefits shortly.

Maher Farghaly, an expert on 
Islamist groups, pointed out that 
the Egyptian government 
preferred to use several 
approaches in dealing with 
political Islam in Egypt. The 
government chose to directly 
confront the mother organisa-
tion, the Muslim Brotherhood, 
but preferred to contain the 
Salafist current and include it in 
the country’s political life.

Farghaly said the government 
refused to place all Islamist 
organisations in the same basket 
until it reached a definitive 
conclusion to the case of the 
Brotherhood and terrorist groups 
in Sinai. Also, Islamist organisa-
tions have strong popular roots in 
villages and the countryside at 
large, which makes confronting 
them all at the same time ill-
advised. Farghaly said that policy 
may last for quite some time.

Mohamed Attia, coordinator of 
the “No to Religious Parties” 
campaign in Egypt, said the 
Islamist parties took advantage of 
the absence of secular parties 
from the public scene. Al-Nour is 
simply trying to take up the 
former role of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. The ghost of 
Islamist parties is alive in Egypt.

Ahmed Jamal is an Egyptian 
journalist.
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Egyptian Minister Abdel Ghaffar: 
There is ‘will’ to rescue scientific research
Cairo

K
haled Abdel 
Ghaffar, Egypt’s 
new Higher 
Education 
minister, said he 
has a plan to stop 
Egypt’s brain 
drain, rescue 

scientific research and put local 
universities on the international 
academic map.

“We need to know that 
scientific research and academic 
standards in our country took 
steps backward in the past 
decades because there was not 
the necessary political will to 
support them,” Abdel Ghaffer said. 
“But this will is present now with 
the government specifying more 
funds for research.”

Abdel Ghaffar is a renowned 
dentistry professor who 
revolutionised educational 
standards at the College of 
Dentistry of Ain Shams University 
when he became dean in 2014 by 
introducing modern technology 
and educational methods. He took 
over the Higher Education and 
Scientific Research portfolio in 
February this year.

He said his plan would 
depend on changing legislation 
that hampers advancement 
of scientific research, closely 
monitoring the implementation 
of academic reform plans and 
best marketing scientific research 
findings to prevent them from 
gathering dust in the drawers 
of scientific research centres for 
years.

“We will launch what are known 
as technological incubators 
to offer the necessary boost 
to research and promising 
researchers,” he said. “We will 
also establish links between 

research centres and industrial 
institutions.”

Whether he will succeed in 
achieving these goals is uncertain 
but Abdel Ghaffar seems to know 
what Egypt needs most: To 
build economic development on 
home-grown scientific research 
and rescue local researchers from 
tough conditions.

Egyptian universities, including 
some founded even before some 
countries of the region, fail to 
make lists of the world’s top 
universities. Scientists leave the 
country and join universities and 
scientific research institutions 
abroad for better opportunities 
to continue their scientific future 
and research.

Sherif Salah, a clinical 
immunology scientist, left Egypt 
years ago because of a lack of 
opportunities to achieve scientific 
excellence.

“Scientists do not even find the 
basics for making research here,” 
Salah said. “The atmosphere is 
so frustrating that those who 
stay have to forget about their 
scientific dreams.”

A few years ago, Salah 
was awarded gold medals in 
Switzerland, Italy and Romania 
for inventing medicines for the 
treatment of hepatitis C, hepatitis 
B and liver cancer.

He said he would never have 
had such success had he stayed in 
Egypt.

Hussein Khaled, a former higher 
education and scientific research 
minister, said Abdel Ghaffar and 
his ministry staff face a tough 
challenge in resuscitating the 
country’s scientific institutions, 
which are considered graveyards 
for scientific innovation.

“Challenges to scientific 
research here are many,” said 
Khaled, an oncology professor. 
“The scientific research 
environment itself is baffling and 
frustrating to researchers.”
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Khaled Abdel Ghaffar, 
Egypt’s Higher 

Education minister


