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T 

he Egyptian presidential 
election campaign took 
another unexpected 
twist with former Chief 
of Staff Sami Anan and 

human rights lawyer Khalid Ali 
quitting the race, leaving Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi without a 
main rival in the March vote.

Anan, 69, was arrested by mili-
tary police on January 23, a week 
after announcing his election bid. 
Ali, 45, pulled out of the election 
race a day later.

Anan and Ali were the latest 
presidential hopefuls to see their 
candidacies blow up ahead of the 
March 26-28 elections. Former 
Prime Minister Ahmed Shafiq and 
ex-MP Mohamed Anwar Sadat also 
ruled themselves out of the elec-
tions after initially indicating that 
they intended to run.

Registration to run in the presi-
dential election is to end January 
30, with candidates requiring ei-
ther the endorsement of at least 
20 MPs or 25,000 citizens from at 
least 15 governorates, with at least 
1,000 endorsements from each 
governorate.

“This means that we will end up 
having an election with one candi-
date in it,” said Gamal Eid, director 
of the Arabic Network for Human 
Rights Information, an NGO in 
Cairo. “This is actually an indica-
tion of the political regression we 
are having in our country.”

Anan’s election bid imploded 
after he was arrested regarding al-
legations of forging official docu-
ments, inciting the public against 
the army and announcing a presi-

dential election bid without per-
mission. As a retired general, Anan 
is a reservist who must obtain per-
mission from Egypt’s Supreme 
Military Council before running 
for office.

Anan’s campaign announced it 
would suspend operations “until 
further notice” with few observ-
ers expecting the once-powerful 
Egyptian general to make a politi-
cal comeback.

“It is now clear that what hap-
pened on July 3, 2013, was a full-
fledged military coup, not against 
the Muslim Brotherhood but 
against democracy as an idea,” 
Hazem Abdel Azeem, spokesman 
of Anan’s presidential campaign, 
posted on Twitter.

Sisi led a coalition that removed 
Muhammad Morsi as president on 
July 3, 2013.

Ali, speaking January 24 at a 
news conference, said there was 
an “absence of any possibility for 
competition” in the election, cit-
ing the challenge his campaign 
faced in obtaining the required 
25,000 endorsements from across 
the country.

He said some of his campaign 
volunteers had been arrested and 
charged a lack of cooperation from 
the National Election Authority.

Ali’s candidacy was in doubt be-
fore he withdrew because he was 
appealing a 3-month jail sentence 
handed down after he was found 
guilty of making an obscene hand 
gesture in January 2017. The ap-
peal has been adjourned until 
March 7 — three weeks before the 
elections. He would not have been 
able to stand in the polls if the sen-
tence was upheld.

“All this proves my view that we 
do not have real elections ahead,” 
Eid said. “I think a large number 

of those following these devel-
opments on the streets share the 
same view.”

Critics questioned Ali’s electa-
bility, even if he had obtained the 
required endorsements. He stood 
in the 2012 elections but took less 
than 1% of the vote.

Anan, the powerful chief of staff 
of the armed forces from 2005-12, 
would likely have been far stiffer 
competition for Sisi, who was 
elected president in 2014 with 
more than 96% of the vote.

“He [Anan] would have been 
a strong competitor to Sisi,” said 
Hassan Nafaa, a political science 
professor at Cairo University. “He 
has experience as a military com-

mander and had support from a 
sizeable portion of the public.”

Anan had indicated that he 
would have been open to dialogue 
with the outlawed Muslim Broth-
erhood, which could have boosted 
his election chances.

“Apart from this, he would have 
received support from the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, some of the 
Mubarak regime figures and the 
anti-Mubarak revolutionaries,” 
said Saad al-Zunt, head of the Po-
litical and Strategic Studies Cen-
tre. “Some of these forces view 
him [Anan] as the candidate most 
capable of defeating Sisi in the 
elections, especially after Shafiq’s 
withdrawal.”

Many in Egypt expressed con-
cern about the possibility that two 
former chiefs of staff competing 
against each other at the ballot box 
could polarise state institutions, 
especially the military.

With Anan and Ali out of the 
race, Sisi should have a clear path 
to re-election unless another 
heavyweight candidate registers 
before January 30.

A series of lesser candidates, 

including outspoken Egyptian 
businessman Mortada Mansour, 
scrambled to obtain endorse-
ments before the deadline. MPs 
affiliated with Al-Wafd, Egypt’s 
oldest political party, said they 
are backing a rival candidate, with 
party leader El-Sayed el-Badawi 
seen as the likeliest challenger. Al-
Wafd had earlier supported Sisi’s 
re-election.

Sisi formally submitted his 
election bid on January 24, with 
464 out of 596 MPs endorsing his 
nomination. A pro-Sisi In Order to 
Build It campaign had obtained 
more than 13 million endorse-
ments from citizens calling for 
Sisi’s re-election.

According to Egyptian elec-
tion law, victory in a presidential 
election with only one candidate 
— whether only one candidate is 
registered or candidates drop out 
before the election date — can be 
secured for the sole candidate 
with the vote of just 5% of eligible 
voters.

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.
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D 

ecades-old tensions over 
rights to the waters of 
the Nile heightened in 
recent weeks with shift-
ing alliances and much 

posturing among the riparian coun-
tries, including Egypt, Sudan and 
Ethiopia.

Attention has focused on the 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
project, which the Ethiopian gov-
ernment expects to complete by the 
end of this year. Egypt is worried it 
will end up with less water from the 
Nile basin.

The dispute is the backdrop to 
general geopolitical uncertainty in 
the Horn of Africa, which analysts 
said could lead to open conflict as 
Gulf countries, led by Saudi Arabia, 
seek alliances and military bases in 
the region.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi said Egypt’s strategic choice 
was peace, not war. “We are not pre-
pared to go to war against our breth-
ren or anyone else for that matter. I 
am saying this as a clear message to 
our brothers in Sudan and Ethio-
pia,” Sisi said in televised comments 
January 15.

Several days previously, Khar-
toum admitted it had deployed 
troops along its border with Eritrea 
after what it called military threats 
from Asmara and Cairo. Sudan re-
portedly closed its border with 
Eritrea in December after Egyptian 

troops were said to have been de-
ployed.

The troop deployments have not 
been independently verified and 
the military movements may have 
more to do with preventing smug-
gling and trafficking, analysts said, 
but there is no doubt they raised 
tensions.

The Egypt-Sudan dispute started 
last summer with trade boycotts. 
More recently, Khartoum recalled 
its ambassador to Cairo. Aside from 
the dam issue, the two countries are 

at loggerheads over Turkey’s incur-
sions into the region. Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan visited 
Sudan in December when he won 
rights to develop the Red Sea island 
of Suakin.

Reports in the Ethiopian media 
that Egypt sought to sideline Su-
dan from talks over the dam were 
denied by Cairo but still generated 
a great deal of anger in Khartoum, 
said Salman Salman, editor of the 
International Water Law Journal.

“There is talk about war but I 

doubt this will happen soon,” he 
said in a telephone conversation 
from Khartoum. “People here are 
angry but eventually things have to 
calm down and the parties have to 
negotiate.”

The $4.8 billion dam on the Blue 
Nile is more than 40% complete 
and Cairo is worried Ethiopia might 
start to fill its 74 billion-cubic-metre 
reservoir this summer. That process 
could take three years under aver-
age hydrologic conditions or as long 
as 15 years if Ethiopia chose but ana-
lysts say the latter is unlikely.

Addis Ababa said its dam will not 
affect downstream countries while 
failing to recognise what Cairo calls 
its entitlement of 55.5 billion cubic 
metres of water from the Nile basin 
under a 1959 agreement between 
Egypt and Sudan — an agreement to 
which Ethiopia was not a signatory.

Sudan has moved closer to Ethio-
pia and away from Egypt partly be-
cause more water would allow it to 
boost its agricultural sector, with 
two or three crop rotations annually 
instead of one, said Salman.

“There has been a lot of talk in 
the Egyptian media, on TV and by 
officials claiming the dam isn’t safe 
but I’ve spoken to people who told 
me Ethiopia approved a $300 mil-
lion design change just to make sure 
there isn’t any catastrophic failure,” 
he added.

Egypt’s fears about the dam are 
“existentialist” because of its con-
cern about water and energy secu-
rity, said Gerald Feierstein, a former 
US ambassador to Yemen and now 
senior fellow at the Middle East In-

stitute in Washington. “We were in 
Cairo a year ago and saw Sisi just 
after he returned from an African 
Union summit and when he was 
optimistic about agreement on the 
dam that has not come to fruition,” 
he said.

“I don’t think active combat, di-
rectly or by proxy, will come soon 
but there are lots of triggers and ri-
valries and the dam is a flashpoint.”

Ahmed Soliman, a research asso-
ciate at London’s Chatham House 
Royal Institute of International Af-
fairs, said he expected to see a lot 
more posturing on the issue ahead 
of this year’s presidential elections 
in Egypt.

“One bright spot is countries in 
the Horn of Africa have a lot more 
agency than they used to and they 
are forging ahead with integration 
and infrastructure that could be 
very beneficial while there are po-
litical bodies such as the African 
Union that can play a role in defus-
ing tensions,” he said.

Sharmila Devi is a former British 
correspondent in the Middle East 
and writes on political and social 
issues in the region.
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out, Sisi can 
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ride to re-election
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Simmering tension. Members of the Sudanese border security 
patrol the Sudan-Eritrea border near the eastern border town of 
Kassala in Sudan.                                                (AFP)

Military movements 
may have more to do 
with preventing 
smuggling and 
trafficking but there 
is no doubt they 
raised tensions.

Unexpected twist. People walk in front of the National Election Authority, which is in charge of 
supervising the 2018 presidential election, on January 24.      (Reuters)

Anan’s campaign 
announced it would 
suspend operations 
“until further notice” 
with few observers 
expecting the once-
powerful Egyptian 
general to make a 
political comeback.
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