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Sisi’s popularity shrinks as Egypt’s reform drive picks up
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

ough economic reforms
are causing Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
to lose much of his popularity, threatening his
prospects in next year’s presidential
election and could lead to unrest,
experts said.
“The president has lost most of
his popularity because of the intensity of the reforms,” said Hassan Nafaa, a political science professor at
Cairo University. “Millions of people suffer from the negative effects
of the reforms on them.”
Sisi came to power following four
years of political unrest and economic devastation. He said he had
no option but to reform the economy to reduce a growing budget deficit, bring down the huge public debt
and save the national currency.
The deficit in the fiscal year
that ended in June amounted to
30%, public debts reached 107%
of Egypt’s GDP and the Egyptian
pound lost ground against foreign
currencies.
To bring the economy back on
track, Sisi significantly slashed fuel,
water, electricity and transport subsidies, floated the national currency
and requested a $12 billion loan
from the International Monetary
Fund.
Nonetheless, the reforms, the last
of which were initiated on June 29
and included a cut of more than
30% of fuel subsidies — bringing
total fuel subsidy cuts to more than
80% — sharply increased commodity prices, causing millions of people
to descend into poverty and further
devalued the pound.
Before the flotation, one US dollar
sold for 8.8 pounds at local banks.
It now sells for 18 pounds. The national poverty rate rose to 27.8% of
the population and commodities
are three times what their prices
were before Sisi became president
in June 2014.
Economists attributed this to
“misguided” policies followed by
Sisi’s government. They said instead of stimulating production, attracting investments and reducing

Making ends meet. Egyptians buy sugar from a truck in Cairo. 				
corruption, the government slashed
subsidies and raised taxes.
“The reform course chosen by
these governments is causing commodity prices to surge, consumer
inflation to rise and individual income to be dwarfed by commodity prices,” said Amr el-Gohary, a
member of parliament’s Economic
Committee. “Social protection programmes are even far from enough
to shield the poor against the effects
of the so-called reforms.”
The consumer inflation rate is
34% but such a downside from the
reform is met by more government
spending on social protection. On
June 21, Sisi raised subsidies within
the national food ration system by
$4 billion, increasing the amount
of money specified for food ration
stamp holders by 150%.
The reforms are increasing anger at the president, even as some
people concede they are inevitable.
Vehicle fuel prices were raised more
than 30% on June 29. The price of

butane gas cylinders doubled. The
government said the cuts would reduce energy subsidies by $2 billion
annually, an amount to be channelled to health and education.

The deficit in the fiscal
year that ended in June
amounted to 30% and
public debts reached
107% of Egypt’s GDP.
Social media reaction to the decision was very negative. Nafaa said
this had not translated into street
violence because of fear of a harsh
response from authorities.
“The public will most likely show
this anger in the next presidential
election by not voting for Sisi,” Nafaa said. “Economic conditions are
witnessing unprecedented deterioration and I think he will pay for this
in the election.”
When he led the army in protecting Egyptians’ uprising against
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Islamist President Muhammad
Morsi in 2013, Sisi was perceived as
a national hero. Now, however, his
tough economic policies are apparently causing some people to turn
away from him.
Sisi does not seem to care about
his popularity ratings. He has said
numerous times that he cannot deceive the people just to be popular.
In April, he said he could have
opted for a reformless course,
noting that his aides warned him
against the effect of the reforms
on his popularity. “I cannot leave
my country to go down the road to
destruction to save my popularity,”
he said. “I have opted for the course
that will give my countrymen a better future.”
Some of the reforms are paying
off. A depreciated pound is causing
an unprecedented surge in agricultural and construction material exports while imports are down. Before the reforms, Egypt was on the
edge of bankruptcy with foreign

currency reserves at $14 billion, the
lowest in two decades. Reserves
have rebounded to $32 billion.
Sisi also ended Egypt’s acute electrical power supply deficit, made
the country more secure and is returning Cairo to regional and international political arenas.
Sisi has not said whether he
would seek a second four-year term
in the June 2018 presidential elections. There is no formidable competition to him yet, but hard living
conditions, Nafaa said, may lead the
public to seek an alternative.
The president’s backers say instead of making Sisi lose popularity,
the reforms are gaining local and international respect.
“Sisi is doing what should be done
to reform the economy,” said Tarek
Fahmi, another political science
professor from Cairo University.
“He is literally putting his political
future in danger to rescue his country from bankruptcy. The people are
aware of and respect this.”
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n July 3, 2013, the
Middle East changed
when Muhammad
Morsi was removed
from power in
Egypt. Some
countries in the region had
become obvious power nests for
the Muslim Brotherhood. In other
countries, the Brotherhood was
the real power despite remaining
in the shadows.
Thus, four years after the
Brotherhood was dealt a knockout blow in the entire MENA
region, Islamists in Algeria,
Tunisia, Libya, Jordan and Yemen
are enjoying a level of freedom
much higher than that given to
the Muslim Brotherhood in its
original country, Egypt, before
the “Arab spring.”
Let us imagine how this region
would have looked if Morsi were
still in power. All the countries
mentioned above would have
ended up in the hands of the local
branches of the Brotherhood and
would have turned into areas for
chaos. In such a scenario,
however, the centre of power
would have been shared within
the triangle of Egypt, Qatar and
Turkey.

With the Muslim Brotherhood
in control of the Gulf fortunes,
terrorist organisations would
have thrived.

One of the logical results of this
connection would have been the
Muslim Brotherhood’s access to
tremendous resources for the
creation of a radical Sunni power
axis. This would have become the
perfect haven for al-Qaeda and
other jihadist organisations.
The second power axis would
have belonged to Shia political
Islam. With the region falling
deeper into the grip of political
Islam, it would have become easy
for the Iranian regime to convince Iranians and pro-Iranian
militias that the Sunni axis had
become a real danger to Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei’s state.
The net result would have been
the perfect conditions for putting
Iran’s Shia crescent project in
motion. The feverish race
between two competing Islamist
movements would have caused
civil wars raging in one or two
countries to engulf the entire
Arab region.
Both Islamist axes agree on one
thing: They hate the Gulf countries. The Gulf region is caught
between two types of extremism.
One is trying its utmost to turn
the Gulf into its Shia backyard
and the other is working tirelessly to seize power in the Gulf
countries and place its fortunes at
the service of its ideological
project. If that happens, these
fortunes will not be sufficient to
spare the Gulf people the horrors
of disunity. What better way to

make that happen than causing
the implosion of the Gulf house
from the inside.
With the Muslim Brotherhood
in control of the Gulf fortunes,
terrorist organisations would
have thrived and it is impossible
to believe that the Islamic State
(ISIS) would have shrunk. Turkey
and Qatar at some point maintained excellent relations with
ISIS and al-Qaeda. Imagine how
those relations would have grown
if the Muslim Brotherhood had
survived the events of July 3,
2013.
In the aftermath of July 3, 2013,
some branches of the Muslim
Brotherhood chose to bend with
the wind. This was the case of the
Ennahda movement in Tunisia,
the Justice and Development
Party in Morocco and Jordan’s
Muslim Brothers. They were
pragmatic enough to choose
political survival over ideology.
Qatar, Turkey, Hamas and the
Muslim Brotherhood members in
Libya, however, went for ideological extremism.
On July 3, 2013, the West
changed its traditional views of
political Islam. The Islamists
were no longer the sole guarantors of stability in the region.
They were no longer the only
political force capable of stirring
popular unrest. The Egyptian
Army proved that state institutions were the only guarantors of
stability in Egypt.

The Gulf
region is
caught
between
two types of
extremism.

Before July 3, 2013, the West
believed that it was possible to
create moderate Islamist political
parties, along the lines of the
Christian political parties in
Europe. Angela Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union of Germany party, for example, took
some liberal economic principles,
mixed them with socialist
concepts and social and family
values and joined the historic
movement of liberal democracies
in Europe. That will not be the
case with Islamist parties.
We are in the post-Muslim
Brotherhood phase. It took the
Brotherhood 90 years to achieve
its objective of seizing power in
Egypt. It will probably take half
as long to get rid of it completely.
The real problem, though, is the
virus planted by the Muslim
Brothers in the minds of millions
of Arabs and Muslims. Uprooting
it will require a much more
potent and attractive idea.
Just as Egypt was the birthplace
of extremist movements, it will,
in time, be the barrier that will
stop them. The mission requires
time, finances and a real longterm project. It will be an arduous
process that will span generations. In the end, the Muslim
Brotherhood and what it stands
for will be wiped out lest our
current efforts be lost forever.
Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian
writer.

