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Cairo

R 

ussian and Egyptian 
leaders have signed a 
contract for the con-
struction of the Arab 
country’s first nuclear 

power plant, a $21 billion facility 
near Egypt’s Mediterranean coast, 
and made plans to establish a Rus-
sian industrial zone in the Middle 
Eastern country.

Moscow pledged to help mod-
ernise the Egyptian Army, includ-
ing with many big-ticket military 
items, during talks December 
11 between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, in 
Cairo.

It was the eighth such meeting 
between the two leaders in four 
years and the nuclear and military 
deals seem to be part of Russia’s 
efforts to expand its influence  
in the Middle East. It has estab-
lished military bases in Syria and 
gained influence in Turkey, ana-
lysts said.

“In this, Russia is capitalising 
on the failures of the US adminis-
tration in the region,” said Saad al-
Zunt, the head of the Political and 
Strategic Studies Centre, a Cairo 
think-tank. “The Russians want to 
fill in every inch left by the Ameri-
cans in the Middle East.”

The significance of the tim-
ing of Putin’s visit to Cairo was 
manifest, analysts said. It came 
only days after US President Don-
ald Trump recognised Jerusalem 
as the capital of Israel, which 
sent shockwaves across the Arab 
world. Putin, echoing a chorus 
of other world leaders, said the 
move would destabilise the re-
gion and end prospects of peace 
between the Palestinians and the 
Israelis.

Putin and Sisi oversaw the sign-
ing of a contract for the construc-
tion of Egypt’s first nuclear power 
plant near the coastal city of El 
Dabaa 300km west of Cairo. Rus-
sia’s state-owned Rosatom is to 
construct the facility, which will 
include four reactors and cost $21 
billion; 85% of the funding is from 
a long-term loan from Russia.

“The plant will open a totally 
new chapter in Egypt, one that 

is long overdue,” said Abdelhadi 
al-Sueify, an economics professor 
at Assiut University in southern 
Egypt. “Apart from securing the 
electricity supply for millions of 
Egyptians, the project will help 
Egypt enter the nuclear power 
age, which can contribute a lot to 
economic development here.”

Hundreds of Egyptian engi-
neers are to be trained in Russia to 
operate the plant and many of the 
components for the project are to 
be manufactured locally.

The four reactors will produce 
4,800 megawatts of power and 
are expected to be fully opera-
tional by 2029.

The development of an industri-
al zone in the Gulf of Suez should 
bring in an estimated $7 billion in 
Russian investments and lead to 

massive industrial cooperation 
between Cairo and Moscow, offi-
cials said.

The strengthening of economic 
and military ties between Cairo 
and Moscow was solidified by the 
signing December 15 in Moscow of 
a security protocol that allows for 
the resumption of direct flights 
from Russia to Egypt.

When he was in Cairo, Putin 
praised security measures at 
Egyptian airports but made the 
resumption of the flights condi-
tional on the protocol on security 
cooperation. The protocol makes 
it necessary for Egypt to desig-
nate an airport solely for planes 
arriving from and travelling to 
Russia, Egyptian media reports 
said. Some Egyptians consider 
the protocol an infringement on  

national sovereignty.
Russia, which used to send 

Egypt nearly 3 million tourists 
every year, suspended direct 
flights following the bombing of 
a Russian passenger plane over 
Sinai in 2015. Those suspensions 
were partially responsible for a 
severe recession in Egypt’s tour-
ism sector.

“The absence of Russian tour-
ists had nearly devastated the 
prospects of the tourism sector,” 
said Adel Abdel Razik, a former 
deputy head of the Federation of 
Tourist Chambers, the guild of lo-
cal tourism investors. “Everybody 
waited for Mr Putin to give the go-
ahead for the tourists to return.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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T 
he recent visit by 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to 
Egypt caused heart-
ache among US of-
ficials even though 

neither the White House nor the US 
State Department issued a public 
statement about it.

Egyptian-Russian relations have 
been deepening since Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi became president of Egypt in 
2014. Sisi has visited Russia twice, 
a gesture reciprocated by Putin.

From Egypt’s perspective, grow-
ing ties with Moscow are important 
for two reasons: By playing the 
Russia card, Sisi puts the United 
States on notice that the US-Egyp-
tian relationship cannot be taken 
for granted and signals to the Egyp-
tian people that he is not beholden 
to Washington.

The latter is especially important 
when US policies are generating 
sharp criticism from the Egyp-
tian public. US President Donald 
Trump’s decision to recognise 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital was 
denounced by the Sisi government 
and the Egyptian people, Muslim 
and Christian alike.

Indeed, the grand imam of al-
Azhar, Ahmed el-Tayeb, and Coptic 
Pope Tawadros II have both de-
clined to meet with US Vice-Presi-
dent Mike Pence when he visits the 

Middle East, a trip scheduled for 
this month.
Putin’s December 11 visit to Cairo 

witnessed the signing of a large 
nuclear energy deal. Al-Ahram 
reported that the Dabaa nuclear 
reactor project would cost $21 bil-
lion, with Russia providing a loan 
to cover 85% of the construction 
costs. The project aims to gener-
ate 4,800 megawatts of electricity 
when completed in 2028-29.

In addition, Russia and Egypt 
signed agreements concerning 
economic zones in both countries 
that would enhance bilateral trade 
and investment.

Resuming Russian flights to 
Egypt for tourism is problematic, 
however. The terrorist bombing of 
a Russian Metrojet over the Sinai 
Peninsula in October 2015 caused 
a rupture in Russian tourism to 
Egypt, which had accounted for 
about one-fifth of all European 
tourism to the country.

During his visit to Cairo, Putin 
declined to announce that such 
flights would resume but indicated 
that Russia would do so soon, a 
potential boon to Egypt’s strug-
gling tourism industry. Indeed, on 
December 15, Russian Transporta-
tion Minister Maksim Sokolov and 
Egyptian Minister of Civil Aviation 
Sherif Fathi signed a protocol on se-
curity cooperation allowing direct 
flights between Russia and Egypt to 
resume as of February.

The growing economic ties are 
not as worrisome to Washington as 
are developing military relations. 
In November, Egypt and Russia ap-

proved a draft agreement to allow 
Russian military aircraft access to 
Egyptian military bases. During 
Putin’s latest visit to Cairo, Egypt 
agreed to purchase more Russian 
weapons. Although Egypt has 
purchased Russian weaponry in 
the recent past — with money from 
the Arab Gulf countries — allowing 
Russia access to Egyptian military 
facilities has not happened since 
Egypt was a Soviet ally during the 
Cold War.

By playing this Russian card, Sisi 
is taking a risk because the history 
of foreign access to military bases 
has been controversial in Egypt 
since the colonial era when Britain 
maintained bases in the country, 
including a very large one along the 
Suez Canal. Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 
decision to allow 10,000 Soviet 
military advisers into Egypt after 
the 1967 Arab-Israeli war tarnished 
his nationalist reputation and 
proved highly unpopular with the 
Egyptian populace.

Nonetheless, the US decision in 
August to suspend $195 million in 
military aid and cut $96 million in 
economic aid, even as Trump and 
Sisi have developed good personal 
relations, apparently so upset Sisi 
that he was willing to allow the 
Russian military to return to Egypt, 
albeit in a limited manner.

Interestingly, US officials have 
not publicly commented on the 
growing Egyptian-Russian mili-
tary ties, perhaps because they 

do not want to give prominence 
to Sisi’s gamesmanship. Despite 
recent Egyptian arms purchases 
from Moscow, US officials seem to 
believe that the Egyptian military 
is so heavily dependent on US arms 
and military systems that it would 
not be easy for Cairo to shift to Rus-
sian military hardware in a major 
way.

While the United States is un-
popular in Egypt, Russia may not 
be too far behind. Although Sisi and 
Putin have been in sync on the Syr-
ian crisis, Egypt’s majority Sunni 
population has little sympathy 
for the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, whom Russia has 
been supporting militarily.

There is a growing consensus 
among US policymakers and for-
eign policy specialists in Washing-
ton that Russia is flexing its mus-
cles around the world, including in 
the Middle East, a view shared by 
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson 
and H.R. McMaster, the national 
security adviser.

The Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, a prominent 
Washington think-tank, is to launch 
a 2-year study of Russia’s foreign 
and military activities that will 
likely include analysis of Russia’s 
new military engagement with 
Egypt.

The muted US official response to 
growing Egyptian-Russian mili-
tary ties probably masks genuine 
concern.

Gregory Aftandilian

The muted US 
official response 
to growing 
Egyptian-Russian 
military ties 
probably masks 
genuine concern.

 is a lecturer in the Pardee School 
of Global Studies at Boston 

University and a former US State 
Department Middle East analyst.
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Russia is capitalising 
on the failures of 
the US administration 
in the region.

Saad al-Zunt, the head of 
the Political and Strategic 
Studies Centre

Russians are coming. A 2015 file picture shows Russian passengers preparing to depart from Sharm el-Sheikh Airport in south Sinai.    (AP)
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