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gypt’s nascent attempts 
to mediate a solution to 
the conflict in Syria must 
address hurdles in east-
ern Ghouta and northern 

Homs.
Egyptian mediation efforts suc-

ceeded in late July and early Au-
gust to de-escalate fighting in the 
two regions, capitalising on Cairo’s 
good terms with both Russia, which 
is backing the Assad regime, and re-
bel groups fighting the Syrian Army.

However, the de-escalation ap-
pears to be colliding with the plans 
of Qatar and Turkey, which are 
backing rival forces in Syria.

“Both countries will not allow 
Egypt to have a presence on the 
Syrian stage,” said Firas al-Khalidi, 
a representative for the Cairo group 
of the Syrian opposition. “The roots 
of the positions of the two coun-
tries can be traced to regional rival-
ries and in the huge gap between 
Egypt’s vision for solving the con-
flict in Syria and their vision for the 
same.”

Cairo relied on Syria’s Tomorrow 
Movement, an opposition political 
party founded in Cairo in 2016, to 
convince groups active in the two 
regions to agree to a ceasefire.

Syria’s Tomorrow Movement 

leader Ahmad Jarba, a former presi-
dent of the Western-backed Syrian 
National Coalition, confirmed that 
Cairo was a viable broker because it 
was not directly backing any party 
in the conflict.

“Egypt was not implicated in the 
shedding of Syrian blood either,” 
Jarba said at a news briefing in Cai-
ro. “Cairo’s strong ties with Moscow 
played a central role in turning the 
aspired deal into a reality.”

However, absent from the signing 
of the ceasefire in Cairo were sev-

eral groups active in both regions, 
including al-Rahman Legion, a coa-
lition of Islamist militias backed by 
Turkey and Qatar. The group said 
it would not agree to any ceasefire 
deal sponsored by Egypt or agreed 
to in Cairo and instead called for 
future ceasefire talks to be in Doha.

Egypt had hoped the eastern 
Ghouta and northern Homs cease-
fire deals would serve as models 
for other regions of the embattled 
country.

“The hope was for these two 

ceasefires to be emulated in other 
areas so those fighting against each 
other in Syria could have the chance 
to sit down and find a negotiated 
solution,” said Mohamed Orabi, a 
former Egyptian foreign minister 
and now a member of the country’s 
parliamentary Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee. “Egypt believes that there 
can be no military solution to this 
conflict, which is why it works hard 
to convince all parties to solve their 
problems at the negotiating table.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi differs from regional allies 
such as Saudi Arabia that insist Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad must 
step down. Cairo’s desire to broker 
a solution to the Syrian conflict is 
based on the fear that, if the coun-
try fragments, it could fall further 
into the hands of Islamist groups 
such as al-Qaeda or the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The eastern Ghouta ceasefire is 
holding but there have been reports 
of flare-ups in a number of suburbs, 
controlled by the al-Rahman Le-
gion and allied militias, Jarba said.

He called on al-Rahman to join 
the ceasefire, holding it responsi-
ble for violence in suburbs it has 
controlled since the signing of the 
ceasefire July 22 in Cairo.

Al-Rahman has denied being be-
hind the violence. “Those holding 
us responsible for the crimes com-
mitted by Assad [in these suburbs] 
equate the victim and the victim-

iser,” an al-Rahman Legion state-
ment said.

To those in Cairo closely follow-
ing Egypt’s mediation efforts in 
Syria, the exchange of blame means 
that the prospects of future me-
diation efforts are far from certain. 
However, such mediation could 
work in areas in Idlib, Hama and 
Latakia, where groups financed by 
Turkey or Qatar are not in control.

“These areas, at least, can form a 
good basis for the calm both Egypt 
and Russia aspire to achieve in 
Syria to open the door for negotia-
tions,” said Tarek Fahmy, a political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity. “As for other areas, I think 
Egypt will need assistance from 
other parties to bring about this 
de-escalation, including the United 
States, which can influence rival 
countries.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.
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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has signed 
into law a bill stipulating 
the formation of a National 
Election Commission, set-

ting off preparations for next April’s 
presidential elections.

The commission has a huge task, 
including preparing the electoral 
register, deciding the location of 
polling stations and completing 
logistical preparations for the elec-
tion, said Refaat Komsan, election 
affairs adviser to Egypt’s prime min-
ister.

“We are talking about 60 million 
eligible voters here,” Komsan said. 
“So preparing the electoral roll will 
be a challenging matter, indeed.”

The vote in April marks Egypt’s 
third presidential election since the 
revolution against long-standing 
President Hosni Mubarak in 2011 
and the second since the ouster 
of Islamist President Muhammad 
Morsi in 2012. Sisi won the election 
in 2014 with nearly 97% of the more 
than 24 million ballots cast.

The commission must secure 
finances needed for the electoral 
process, a cost estimated at tens of 
millions of dollars. While the judges 
who will lead the commission must 
have credibility and be trusted by 
political forces and parties, political 
experts said.

Egypt’s five judicial authorities 
will nominate two of their members 
each to join the board of the Nation-
al Election Commission, an inde-
pendent agency that will have an in-
dependent budget. The ten judges, 
who must be less than 54 years old, 
will not be allowed to maintain their 
positions in the judiciary.

The next presidential poll comes, 
experts said, at a time when Egypt 
will have likely overcome many of 
the political, economic and security 
uncertainties that marred the 2014 
elections.

“The political, economic and se-
curity settings are totally different 
this time,” said Tarek Fahmy, a po-
litical science professor from Cairo 
University. “In 2014, Egypt was 
struggling on all fronts.”

Fahmy said the vote in 2014 was 
overshadowed by Egypt’s flailing 
economic and massive national se-
curity uncertainty, issues that have 
seen improvement in the past four 
years.

“These threats have either to-
tally disappeared now or are less 
intense,” Fahmy said. “There is real 
progress.”

Even if Egypt is not facing as dour 
an outlook in 2018, that does not 
mean that economic and security is-
sues will not dominate the election 
season.

Egypt’s foreign currency reserves 
have reached $36.3 billion, the high-
est since 2011, and exports are on 
the rise, thanks to Cairo’s economic 
reforms. The same reforms, particu-
larly the flotation of the national cur-
rency and the significant slashing of 
fuel, electricity and water subsidies, 
have resulted in commodity price 

hikes that angered many Egyptians.
Egypt’s military has progressed in 

its fight against Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants. The recent killing of four 
Egyptian policemen in North Sinai 
demonstrates that the group has not 
been defanged, however.

Sisi has not said whether he will 
seek a second four-year term in of-
fice. However, Yasser Rizq, a for-
mer editor-in-chief of state-owned 
Al-Akhbar newspaper who is known 
to have close ties to the presidency, 
wrote that he believed Sisi would 
run in the next elections.

Sisi, when asked in July whether 
he intended to run, said the most 
important thing was that Egyptians 
participate in the elections.

With many political figures and 
parties, such as the Free Egyptians 
Party, the largest party in parlia-
ment, already announcing support 
for a Sisi second term, many say the 
Egyptian president is concerned 
that nobody will step forward to 
challenge him in next year’s elec-
tions.

“So, why should anybody run in 
the election against him?” asked 

Gamal Eid, a human rights advocate 
and vocal critic of Sisi. “I think no-
body will run against him because 
— apart from the fact that the results 
of the elections will be known be-
forehand — few people will trust the 
whole electoral process.”

With the elections eight months 
away, no opposition figure has ex-
pressed an intent to run against Sisi.

Nasserist candidate Hamdeen Sa-
bahi, who was Sisi’s only challenger 
in 2014 and secured less than 4% of 
the vote, has called on Egypt’s left-
ists to unite to run against the presi-
dent.

However, given current divisions, 
few say this is possible and, even if 
it were, this would not constitute a 
serious electoral challenge to Sisi. 
Many say there is a strong likelihood 
that Sisi could stand unopposed.

“If this happens [the absence of 
multiple candidates in the election], 
the whole process will turn into a 
referendum, which will bring us 
many, many years back,” Rizq said.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Having a presence. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) 
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Palace in Cairo.                                                                                           (AP)

News & Analysis Egypt

The de-escalation 
appears to be 
colliding with the 
plans of Qatar and 
Turkey, which are 
backing rival 
forces in Syria.

Call for unity. 
A file picture 
shows Nasserist 
figure Hamdeen 
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