
10 November 12, 2017

Cairo

S 

peaking at the World Youth 
Forum in Sharm el-Sheikh, 
Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi once again 
sought to highlight the 

power of Egypt’s youth. However, 
the forum, convening under the 
slogan “We Need to Talk” and at-
tended by young people from more 
than 113 countries, apparently failed 
to convince Egypt’s own youth.

“I do not think such events will 
succeed in improving Sisi’s relation 
with the youth so long as he contin-
ues to put many of them in jail,” said 
Ahmed Darag, a political science 
professor at Cairo University. “It 
would be better if he were to release 
the thousands of youth languishing 
in jail, open the public space and 
stop muzzling the media.”

Egyptian youth activists com-
plain that the Sisi government tar-
gets them to shut down dissent. 
The conference hashtag #WeNeed-
ToTalk was hijacked by youth activ-
ists to raise awareness about human 
rights abuses in Egypt.

“#WeNeedToTalk about forced 
disappearances,” tweeted Amr Bak-
ly, director of the Cairo Liberal Fo-
rum, which describes itself as a civ-
ic organisation that seeks to spread 
liberal values among Egyptians.

The forum was attended by re-
gional and international leaders, 
including Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas, United 
Arab Emirates Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan, Lebanese Parliament 
Speaker Nabih Berri, Gabon Presi-
dent Ali Bongo Ondimba, Senega-
lese Prime Minister Mahammed Di-
onne and Equatorial Guinea Prime 
Minister Vicente Ehate Tomi.

Sisi addressed different sessions 
of the forum on issues such as un-
employment and extremism. The 
government portrayed the forum 
as an example of Sisi’s commitment 
to listening to and engaging with 
Egypt’s youth.

“The president is very keen on 
getting close to the youth and lis-
tening to them,” said Assistant 
Youth Minister Youssef Wardani. 
“Since coming to power, the presi-
dent has taken many steps to em-
power the youth and encourage 
them to participate economically 
and politically.”

Wardani, in his mid-30s, was 
appointed assistant minister of 
Egypt’s Ministry of Youth and 
Sports thanks to one of Sisi’s youth 

empowerment programmes. Sisi 
made it obligatory for cabinet min-
isters to appoint assistants under 
the age of 40 to ensure that Egypt’s 
cabinet remains relevant. This has 
brought dozens of new faces to 
the second line of leadership in the 
cabinet.

Sisi has sponsored conferences 
across Egypt with the aim of engag-
ing with the country’s young peo-
ple who were at the forefront of the 
2011 uprising but who often suffer 
from poverty and a lack of employ-
ment opportunities.

The World Youth Forum in Sharm 
el-Sheikh sought to go further, 
engaging not just with domestic 
youth organisations and groups 
but also attempting to do so with 
regional and international youth 
associations.

However, many critics say this 
focus on engaging with younger 
Egyptians is superficial and fails to 
address the most pressing issues 
facing them.

“There are thousands [of youth] 
behind bars,” Darag said. “Hun-
dreds of opposition websites are 
blocked because Sisi does not want 
the people to hear a different point 
of view.”

Government supporters argue 
that those who have been arrest-
ed are not political prisoners but 
have been convicted of criminal of-
fences.

“There were previous demands 
by young people to have a review 
of youth jailed pending trial. We 
agreed that a youth committee 
would be formed to undertake such 
a review, in accordance with the 
constitution and law. For my part, I 
was glad to sign such a review,” Sisi 
said during the conference.

The committee to review the 
cases, formed in October 2016, has 
reportedly secured the release of 
hundreds of youth activists de-
tained in political cases but not for 
violent offences.

Hassan Nafaa, another political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity, said initiatives such as this, not 
youth gatherings, would help Sisi 
win the hearts of young people.

“The real test is for the president 
to allow for more freedoms,” Na-
faa said. “You cannot claim to be a 
supporter of youth while there are 
many of them behind bars.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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Sisi reaches out to Egypt’s youth
but many remain unconvinced

Onus of proof. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi speaks at a financial conference in Sharm 
el-Sheikh, last September.                                                                                                                                                  (AP)
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gyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi, who 
is yet to officially an-
nounce he is running 
for a second term next 

year, confirmed he will not seek 
a third term in office and will 
adhere to the Egyptian Consti-
tution’s two-term limit on the 
presidency.

“It doesn’t suit me as president 
to stay one more day against the 
will of the Egyptians… We will 
not interfere with [the constitu-
tion]. I am preserving two four-
year terms,” he said on CNBC.

Although Sisi refused to com-
ment on whether he intends to 
run in the upcoming elections, 
many took Sisi’s statement that 
he would not seek a third term 
as implicit confirmation that he 
would be seeking a second term.

Pro-Sisi activists launched the 
“To Build It” campaign this year, 
amassing more than 3.7 million 
signatures to convince the presi-
dent to run again. Most political 
analysts expect Sisi to run and 
secure an easy victory in elec-
tions next spring. Sisi took 96.9% 
of the vote in the 2014 election.

The CNBC interview served as 
the starting point for the cam-
paign for the Egyptian presi-
dency, with prominent Egyptian 
human rights lawyer Khalid Ali 
announcing his intention to run 
for office one day later. Ali shot 
to prominence last year over his 
role in attempting to thwart Cai-
ro’s move to repatriate two Red 
Sea islands to Saudi Arabia.

Ali is the only person to offi-
cially announce his candidacy 
for next year’s presidential elec-
tions. However, there are ques-
tions as to whether he will be 
eligible to run given that he is 
facing a three-month jail sen-
tence for public indecency after 
being convicted of making a vul-
gar hand gesture outside a Cairo 
courthouse.

An appeal against the convic-
tion, which Ali claims is politi-
cally motivated, is upcoming. If 
the appeal fails, Ali would likely 
be disqualified from running for 
president.
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hen little known 
terrorist group An-
sar al-Islam claimed 
responsibility for a 
deadly ambush on 

Egyptian police in October in the 
Western Desert, it was keen to clari-
fy that it was only targeting security 
officials, not the Egyptian public.

This is a line that other terrorist 
groups in Egypt, particularly al-
Qaeda-affiliated al-Mourabitoun 
and the Muslim Brotherhood-
linked Hasm Movement have 
played up. The Islamic State (ISIS), 
which remains most active in the 
restive Sinai Peninsula, has sought 
to inspire fear among Egyptians, 
including launching a campaign 
targeting Egypt’s Coptic Christians.

This difference in modus op-
erandi, security experts said, 
meant al-Mourabitoun and Hasm 
were likely operating out of ur-
ban areas and seeking to win the  
public to their side.

“This, in fact, serves many of the 
objectives of the terrorists,” said 
retired Army General Sameh Abu 
Hashima. “Alienating the public 
would make it more difficult for 
terrorist groups to attract recruits 
from among them.”

The Ansar al-Islam that surfaced 
in Egypt is not known to be affili-
ated with the group of the same 
name operating in Syria and Iraq. 
Its statement explicitly urged Egyp-
tians to join its fight against the 
government and stressed it had 
released all conscripts it had cap-
tured, implying the group was spe-
cifically targeting officers.

Many terrorist organisations have 
emerged in Egypt since the 2013 
ouster of Islamist President Mu-
hammad Morsi. While some have 
direct links to the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood, others with ties to ei-
ther al-Qaeda or the Islamic State 
(ISIS) have found Egypt to be a fer-
tile recruiting ground.

The recent arrest of several 
Hasm members revealed that 
many were radicalised a short 
time ago and showed no history of  
violent extremism.

In drawing their recruits, security 
experts said, these groups capital-
ise on traditionally strained rela-
tions between police and some of 
the public.

“So, by declaring their enmity to 
police, these groups pretend to be 
in this war on behalf of those vic-
timised by some policemen,” said 
Mamdouh al-Kidwani, a retired po-
lice general.

By portraying the situation as a 
domestic battle against the Egyp-
tian government and its security 
apparatus, rather than targeting 
Egyptians or seeking to establish 
an Islamic state, terrorist groups 
can recruit from among disenfran-
chised Egyptians.

Ansar al-Islam said Abu Hatem 
Emad al-Din Abd al-Hamid was in-
volved in the al-Wahat al-Bahriya 
attack. Hamid had been the deputy 
of Hisham al-Ashmawi, a former 
Egyptian army officer who founded 
al-Mourabitoun.

The Ansar al-Islam claim of re-
sponsibility said Hamid was killed 
in a subsequent Egyptian air 
strike, leaving questions about the  
group and its leadership.

It is not clear if Ansar al-Islam and 
al-Mourabitoun are the same group 
or two separate but allied groups or 
whether this is another schism in 
the intricate world of Islamic ter-
rorism.

Hamid and Ashmawi graduated 
from Egypt’s military academy in 
the same year and were both dis-
charged from the army for radical 
Islamist beliefs. Both were believed 
to have been members of Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis, a Sinai-based terrorist 
group that split in 2014 with most 
of its members pledging allegiance 
to ISIS. Hamid and Ashmawi report-
edly left to form al-Mourabitoun.

In July 2015, Ashmawi released 
a six-minute audio recording in 
which he called on jihadists to tar-
get state institutions, police and 
army troops.

“Public support to law-enforce-
ment agencies is indispensable 
for the success of these agencies 
in the fight against terrorism,” 
said Mahmud Qotri, a retired brig-
adier-general. “When you take 
this public support away, these 
agencies can be greatly weakened, 
which gives terrorist groups an 

unparalleled edge.”
The arrest of hundreds of mem-

bers of ISIS and other terrorist 
organisations over the past three 
years would not have been possible 
without cooperation from the pub-
lic, officials said.

Egypt enforces compulsory mili-
tary service, meaning that, with 
few exceptions, every Egyptian 
male between the ages of 18 and 
30 must complete an 18-36-month 
military service, followed by a 
nine-year reserve obligation. 
Conscripts are likely to be ordinary 
soldiers, not officers, perhaps ex-
plaining Ansar al-Islam’s claim that 
it released conscripts it had cap-
tured.

“If this means anything, it means 
that the terrorists cannot separate 
the public from army troops or po-
licemen,” Hashima said. “Every-
body in this country considers the 
war against terrorism a personal or 
family issue because army troops 
and policemen come from every 
home here.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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