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Cairo

E 

conomists and rights ad-
vocates expressed fears 
that the state of emer-
gency in Egypt would 
negatively affect the flow 

of investments into the country 
and allow for human rights abuses.

“When you apply a state of 
emergency, you are sending the 
message to the international busi-
ness community that security 
conditions in your country are not 
normal,” said Yumn al-Hamaqi, an 
economics professor at Cairo Uni-
versity. “This will make those who 
plan to come here to invest their 
money think twice.”

The state of emergency was 
announced April 10, a day after 
suicide attackers set off bombs in 
churches in the northern coastal 
city of Alexandria and the Nile 
Delta city of Tanta. The bombings 
were the latest in a string of attacks 
against Egypt’s Christian minority 
and were claimed by the Islamic 
State (ISIS), whose affiliate Ansar 
Beit al-Maqdis is active in Sinai.

The state of emergency, secu-
rity experts said, would give the 
authorities unhindered abilities to 
track suspected terrorists and raid 
their hideouts in all provinces.

“It also gives the president the 
right to refer terrorism cases to 
state security courts thus bringing 
about swift justice in these cases, 
which will contribute to stemming 
the terrorist tide,” said Khaled 
Okasha, a retired police lieutenant-
general and the head of the Na-
tional Centre for Security Studies, 
a Cairo-based think-tank.

Nonetheless, economists 
warned that the state of emergency 
would have a toll on investments 
being moved into Egypt, which is 
trying to attract foreign investors. 

Last October. Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi formed the Su-
preme Investment Council to seek 
ways to attract investors and ease 
investment red tape. Egypt’s long-
awaited investment law is expect-
ed to be approved by parliament 
soon.

“All these measures will be futile 
in fact as long as we send the wrong 
message about security conditions 
in our country,” Hamaqi said. “Se-
curity forces can fight terrorism 
and tighten the noose around ter-
rorists without any exceptional se-
curity measures.”

In 2016, Egypt attracted $6.8 
billion in investments, the Invest-
ment Ministry said, but to keep a 
lid on poverty and reach a satisfac-
tory economic growth rate, Egypt 
needs to attract four times that 
volume of investments. This is a 
goal that will be hard to achieve 
during a state of emergency, which 

will last for at least three months, 
economists said.

Equally concerned are the 
country’s rights advocates who 
expressed fears about the lack of 
guarantees that the state of emer-
gency would not be used in ways 
that increases rights abuses.

“There are no guarantees that 
this state (of emergency) will not 
open the door for abusing human 
rights,” said Nasser Amin, a rights 
advocate and a member of the Na-
tional Council for Human Rights, 
Egypt’s rights watchdog. “This is 
particularly true in the light of past 
experiences.”

The state of emergency acquired 
its notoriety in the three decades 
of rule of autocratic leader Hosni 
Mubarak. When he came to power 
in 1981, Mubarak kept the state of 

emergency, which was imposed 
months earlier after the assassi-
nation of Egyptian leader Anwar 
Sadat, intact. It was only abol-
ished after Mubarak’s regime was 
brought down in 2011.

During those three decades, 
Amin and other rights advocates 
said, security forces could arrest 
activists, detain opponents and 
put innocent people in jail for long 
periods of time without trials.

In the past three years, rights 
groups said, hundreds — maybe 

thousands — of political activists 
were jailed only because they op-
posed Sisi’s government. During 
the same period, the groups said, 
Egypt’s civil society organisations 
were harassed and some civil soci-
ety workers were put imprisoned.

“The authorities need to send as-
surances to the public that the state 
of emergency will only be used as a 
tool in the fight against terrorism,” 
said Mohamed Abdel Naiem, the 
head of local rights group United 
National Organisation for Human 
Rights. “They also need to show 
transparency as far as the arrest of 
people accused of involvement in 
terrorist operations is concerned.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.
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A 

court ruling supporting 
an agreement to hando-
ver the Red Sea islands 
of Tiran and Sanafir to 
Saudi Arabia opens the 

door for approval of the deal by 
the Egyptian Parliament but also 
threatens to stoke public anger.

The verdict by the Court of Ur-
gent Matters, which rules on cases 
that require immediate judicial in-
tervention, reverses a decision by 
the Higher Administration Court, 
which looks into legal disputes 
between citizens and the state. It 
had nullified the islands’ handover 
agreement with Saudi Arabia.

“The government insists to ab-
dicate control of the islands for 
money,” said Khaled Ali, a lawyer 
who was among those leading the 
legal battle against the islands’ 
handover, “but I want this govern-
ment to know that it will open the 
door for a new public uprising if it 

goes ahead with giving the islands 
to Saudi Arabia.”

The potential handover of the 
islands has been divisive since 
the Egyptian government signed 
a deal with Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud in April 2016 
during a visit to Cairo.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, who strongly advocated the 
islands’ control transfer to Saudi 
Arabia, said Tiran and Sanafir 
moved to Egyptian control before 
the 1967 war against Israel when 
the Saudis asked Egyptians to pro-
tect them against potential Israeli 
occupation.

Many Egyptian politicians and 
historians agree with him but oth-
ers say there are documents prov-
ing that the islands have been 
Egyptian for hundreds of years.

In December, the government 
referred the agreement to parlia-
ment, which is controlled by back-
ers of the president, for approval. A 
few days later, the Higher Adminis-
trative Court revoked the deal and 
said the islands were Egyptian.

The Court of Urgent Matters’ 
ruling on April 2, however, gives 
the government the right to move 
ahead with the referral of the deal 
to parliament, lawmakers said.

Mohamed Orabi, a former for-
eign minister who is a member of 
the Egyptian Parliament’s Foreign 
Affairs Committee, said parliament 
would debate the deal anyway.

“Parliament members are mind-
ful that there is opposition to the 
deal on the streets,” Orabi said. 
“Nevertheless, they must be mind-
ful of the rights of others.”

The latest verdict was issued 
only days after Sisi met with King 
Salman on the sidelines of the 
Arab summit. The meeting fol-
lowed months of tension between 
Cairo and Riyadh on several fronts, 
including Egypt’s opposition to 
Saudi Arabia’s stance on the war in 
Syria.

Saudi Arabia called for unseat-
ing Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and was reported to have heavily 
invested in backing the armed op-

position to him. Egypt, however, 
sought to retain Assad’s presence 
in power for a transitional period 
during which his army kicks what 
it calls the “radicals” out of Syria.

In November 2016, Saudi oil giant 
Aramco suspended the delivery of 
oil shipments to Egypt — based on 
a deal signed seven months earlier 
giving Cairo preferential financial 
treatment — in what was seen as 
a sign of growing Saudi problems 
with the Cairo government.

Tensions between the two coun-
tries seem to be on the way out. 
Aramco in mid-March said it would 
resume shipping oil to Egypt. King 
Salman has invited Sisi to visit Ri-
yadh and a Saudi Foreign Ministry 
delegation is expected in Cairo to 
prepare for Sisi’s visit.

These developments give Ali the 
impression that the mending of 
fences between Cairo and Riyadh 
will come at the cost of Egyptian 
control of the islands. Ali has ap-
pealed the Court of Urgent Mat-
ters’ ruling. He warned that the 
islands’ transfer would sound the 
death knell for Sisi’s regime.

“There are worrying signs that 
Sisi will move ahead with giving 
the islands to the Saudis but this is 
very dangerous,” Ali said.

Soon after the islands’ hando-
ver deal was announced, protests 
erupted in Cairo and other prov-
inces. Behind the anti-deal fervour 
is the sacredness of land in Egyp-
tian culture, hence expectations 
that the handover of the islands 
would cause nationwide unrest.

Legal expert Shawqi al-Sayed 
called for a solution that does not 
destabilise Egypt nor anger the 
Saudis.

“Legal experts can find a solu-
tion that causes no harm to any-
body,” Sayed said. “The govern-
ment cannot sacrifice its ties with 
Saudi Arabia but also cannot risk 
angering the people.”

Sayed did not say, however, what 
this “harmless” solution could be.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.
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Wrong message? Soldiers guard a street near a church in Cairo, on April 10.                                        (AP)
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