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smail Nasreddin, a pro-Sisi par-
liamentarian, has withdrawn 
a proposal to lengthen presi-
dential terms, ending a con-
flict that could have delayed 

Egypt’s April 2018 presidential elec-
tions, for two years. 

Nasreddin had called for the 
Egyptian Constitution to be amend-
ed to lengthen the presidential term 
from four to six years, which many 
said would allow President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi to stay in power two 
more years.

Nasreddin argued that four years 
were not enough for any president 
to put a platform into effect.

“This is particularly the case for 
countries in transition,” Nasreddin 
said. “Those who rule such coun-
tries need enough time in the presi-
dency to manage to implement 
their programmes.”

Sisi’s term is to officially end next 
June, according to the 2014 consti-
tution, which limits the presiden-
tial term to four years and allows 
the president to spend a maximum 
of two terms in office.

When the constitution was draft-
ed in 2014, following the ouster 
of Islamist President Muhammad 
Morsi, Egypt’s constituent assem-
bly was keen to limit the powers of 
the president, unlike previous con-
stitutions, which gave the country’s 
presidents vast powers.

Under the 1971 constitution, 
for example, the Egyptian presi-
dent could stay in office for an in-
definite number of six-year terms. 
Hosni Mubarak stayed in office for 
30 years, a lengthy rule the con-
stituent assembly wanted to guard 
against.

Nasreddin and a group of like-

minded lawmakers, however, said 
such “short” presidential terms 
hinder whoever occupies Egypt’s 
top post from implementing in-
tended programmes.

“The president needs enough 
time to complete the mission he 
started when he came to power,” 
Nasreddin said.

Nasreddin, reacting to a public 
outcry, reversed his position and 
said, while he still supports increas-
ing presidential terms, any change 
would not be in effect until after 
Sisi left office.

Preparations for Egypt’s presi-
dential elections have begun with 
Sisi forming the independent Na-
tional Electoral Commission in 
August. The commission must pre-
pare the election register, which in-
cludes nearly 60 million voters, de-
cide where to set up polling stations 
and oversee logistical arrangements 
for the electoral process.

Nasreddin’s proposal, whether 
it would apply to Sisi or not, was 

major cause for concern among 
Egypt’s opposition.

“Such calls are not constitutional 
at all and will open all the gates of 
hell,” said Mohamed Fayek, head 
of the National Council for Human 
Rights, the national rights advocacy 
group. “Apart from causing anger, 
an amendment of the constitution 
will be easily revoked by the courts 
if appealed.”

Nasreddin said he planned to for-
mally propose the constitutional 
amendment in September and that 
there was more than enough sup-
port for the change in parliament. 
However, even if two-thirds of the 
598-member legislature approve the 
bill, a national referendum would be 
required to amend the constitution.

Opposition figures expressed con-
cern that people within Sisi’s camp 
were working to extend the presi-
dential term, even if Sisi has not 
confirmed that he intends to run for 
a second term.

Khaled Dawoud, head of the op-
position Constitution Party, said the 
opposition would not stand idly by 
and watch while the constitution is 
amended “for Sisi’s pleasure.”

“This is yet another attempt to 
obstruct the transition of power and 
bring us back to the days when the 
presidents ruled indefinitely,” Da-
woud said. “A successful president 
will create the institutions that will 
implement his programme, regard-
less of whether he is still in office or 
not.”

Veteran Egyptian statesman Amr 
Moussa, who headed the 50-mem-
ber constituent assembly that 
drafted the constitution, explicitly 
rejected Nasreddin’s call in a public 
statement. “Parliament should look 
to implement the constitution, not 
amend it,” he said.

Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.
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attles between state secu-
rity forces and militants 
hiding in the mountain-
ous regions of southern 
Egypt indicate that the 

country’s fight against terrorism 
has spread beyond the Sinai Pen-
insula.

“This is becoming so clear with 
the emergence of a number of ter-
rorist groups turning the moun-
tains of the southern provinces 
into hideouts,” said security expert 
Khaled Okasha. “These groups are 
very dangerous because they are 
moving the battle against terrorism 
to yet a totally new territory.”

Investigations into an attack 
this month on a police patrol in 
the southern province of Luxor, in 
which a policeman and a civilian 
were killed, led to the discovery of 
a major militant training camp in 
the southern province of Qena.

The fighters trained in the camp, 
police reports said, were from 
southern provinces and some of 
them had been involved in other 
attacks in recent months, includ-
ing one in March on a bus carrying 
Christian pilgrims to a monastery 
in the western desert.

Battles between the militants, 
believed to be affiliated with the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), and police raged 
for several days and authorities 
sent reinforcements, including hel-
icopters and special forces soldiers.

Many militants fled into the 
mountains of northern Qena, pos-
sibly headed to either neighbour-
ing Libya or Sudan. There is a fear 
in Cairo that ISIS would move the 
battle into southern Egypt.

Experts said that there could be 
several other training camps in the 
region south of Egypt’s western de-
sert.

Egypt’s southern provinces, 
which historically provided major 
support for the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood, could be an area for 
radical groups to grow, experts 
warned.

“Poverty is rampant in these 
provinces, development is totally 
absent and arms are everywhere 
to be found,” said Ahmed Zayed, 
a political sociology professor at 
Cairo University. “This is the most 
fertile soil for terrorist groups to 
easily find recruits.”

To the surprise of many Egyp-
tians, most of those who carried 
out attacks against churches in the 
past few months were from south-
ern Egypt.

The southern provinces were 
ignored by the Egyptian govern-
ment’s development plans for dec-
ades, leading millions of south-
erners to migrate to Cairo or to 
the northern coastal cities to find 
work.

While the government of Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
has said it was making advances 
against ISIS in Sinai, there is con-
cern that the group could attack 
from the southern provinces.

“In the past months, the army 
has managed to kill most ISIS lead-
ers in Sinai and force the remain-
ing militants into a very small area 
in the northern part of the penin-
sula,” said retired police General 
Mamdouh al-Kidwani, “but this 
intense pressure is reason enough 
for the militants to try to deflect 
attention from Sinai by creating a 
new hot spot.”

The mountainous northern 
Qena is sparsely populated and 
difficult to police. Routes within 
the mountains make it easier for 
militants to evade capture and 
provide ease of movement around 
southern Egypt and into Libya and 
Sudan.

Policemen raiding the militants’ 
training camp this month said 
they seized large amounts of arms 
and ammunitions, most of which 
was from abroad.

“This is why I believe eradi-
cating these groups as a security 
threat can be far bigger than the 
capabilities of the police force in 
Qena,” Okasha said. “The govern-
ment needs to allocate more re-
sources for a comprehensive secu-
rity operation to stamp out these 
groups from the mountains of the 
western desert once and for all.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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