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E 

gypt has adopted a con-
ciliatory tone towards 
Sudan as Cairo seeks to 
deal with several foreign 
policy challenges, partic-

ularly Ethiopia’s construction of a 
multibillion-dollar dam.

A summit between the leaders of 
Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia on Janu-
ary 29 in Addis Ababa resulted in an 
agreement to resolve outstanding 
issues related to the dam within 
one month.

“Egypt’s interests are one with 
Ethiopia’s and also one with Su-
dan’s. We are speaking as one 
voice,” Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi said.

There had been fears that in-
creasing tensions between Cairo 
and Khartoum would lead Sudan to 
throw its support behind Ethiopia, 
side-lining Egypt in the negotia-
tions.

In addition to disputes over the 
Grand Renaissance Dam, reasons 
for tensions between Cairo and 
Khartoum include the disputed Ha-
layeb Triangle territory, as well as 
accusations from Sudan that Egypt 
was backing Eritrea amid increas-
ing Sudanese-Eritrean tensions.

“Egypt stands to benefit nothing 
by antagonising Sudan and allow-
ing the deterioration in relations 
to reach dangerous levels,” said 
Hani Raslan, a researcher who spe-
cialises in the Nile Basin at Egypt’s 
Al-Ahram Centre for Political and 
Strategic Studies. “Antagonising 
Khartoum carries many risks that 
Egypt is in no need of running.”

On January 15, Sisi had sought 
to reassure observers that Egypt 
would not go to war with Sudan.

“I assure our brothers in Sudan 
that we will never conspire against 
them,” Sisi said. He called on the 
Egyptian media, which had been 
publishing various anti-Sudanese 
editorials, to calm down.

“Bad relations between Cairo 
and Khartoum meant that Sudan 

focused solely on its own interests 
in trilateral negotiations over the 
dam,” said water and irrigation ex-
pert Nour Ahmed Abdel Monem. “I 
think this will not be the case if the 
relations are better.”

Egyptian-Turkish relations have 
also strongly deteriorated in recent 
years, with Cairo accusing Ankara 
of backing the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood.

During a visit to Khartoum in De-
cember, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan signed economic 
cooperation deals with Khartoum. 

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir 
also agreed to give Turkey adminis-
trative control over the Red Sea is-
land of Suakin, which set off alarms 
in Cairo.

Ankara said it intends to rebuild 
Suakin, which was historically a 
major port but fell into disuse over 
the past century. Turkey plans to 
construct a naval dock to maintain 
civilian and military vessels on the 
Nile.

Egypt is acutely sensitive to-
wards any new construction or 
potential restrictions over the flow 
of the Nile, given the country’s re-
liance on trade via the Suez Canal.

“Egypt cannot allow anybody to 
be in control of this area,” Raslan 
said.

Egypt entered a Saudi Arabia-led 
coalition fighting Houthi insurgents 
in Yemen with an eye towards Red 

Sea security, focusing particularly 
on naval support and operations off 
Yemen’s Red Sea coast.

Following the Addis Ababa meet-
ing, negotiations resumed among 
Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia, with 
the main sticking point being the 
timeframe for filling the dam. Ethi-
opia wants to fill the dam’s reser-
voir in three years but Egypt says 
this will have a huge negative effect 
on its water share.

Sudan views the project as an 
economic boon, making plans to 
buy electricity from Ethiopia when 
the dam is complete.

Despite political issues, Egypt 
is hoping to increase economic 
ties with Sudan, particularly af-
ter the October 2017 lifting of US 
economic and trade sanctions on 
the country, with many expect-
ing a middle-to-long-term boost in  

Sudan’s economy.
“Apart from being an important 

market in close proximity to Egypt, 
Sudan is also Egypt’s gateway into 
Africa,” said Salah al-Guindy, an 
economics professor at Mansoura 
University. “Egypt cannot have an 
economic presence in African mar-
kets without help from Sudan.”

Trade between Egypt and Sudan 
stands at less than $1 billion a year.

“Governments usually think 
twice before they act in ways or 
go into alliances that cause harm 
to countries with which they have 
strong economic ties,” Guindy said. 
“When relations between Egypt 
and Sudan are based on mutual in-
terests, both countries will be very 
keen on protecting these relations.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Amid simmering regional tensions, Egypt opts for 
containment with Sudan instead of confrontation
Ahmed Megahid

Conciliatory tone. Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi listens at the opening ceremony of the African Union summit in Addis Ababa, 
on January 28.                                                                         (AP)
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gypt was, during the 30 
years of Hosni Mubarak’s 
rule, a dependable ally of 
the United States. Critics 
would say it was a client 
state. It remained close 

throughout to Saudi Arabia.
Observers have detected signs 

of change. They suspect President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is articulating 
a strongly nationalistic policy that 
puts a premium on Egypt’s freedom 
of manoeuvre within the region. 
This policy is underpinned by a 
strong ideological commitment to 
anti-Islamism, respect for tradi-
tional notions of sovereignty and 
insistence on Egypt defending what 
it considers to be its vital interests.

The same observers note that, 
during the demonstrations that 
eventually brought down Mubarak, 
there was a strong popular urge, 
extending across the political and 
social spectrum, to restore national 
dignity. This suggested a switch 
from Egypt’s long-time reliance 
on a few close allies, notably the 
United States. Beyond the feeling 
in the street, many Egyptians were 
persuaded that their country’s 
declining international prestige 
had encouraged outside powers to 
covertly destabilise the country.

Since becoming president in 2013, 
Sisi has sought to promote the idea 
that Egypt should become great 
again and thus resume the position 
of glorious influence it enjoyed for 
ten years after President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser nationalised the 
Suez Canal in 1956. The idea that 

Egypt has a manifest destiny is very 

popular among many Egyptians. In-
terestingly, when Muhammad Morsi 
was president, his visits to Moscow 
and Beijing suggested he shared 
such views.

In the immediate aftermath of 
Morsi’s ousting, the new regime 
unsurprisingly focused on winning 
the battle against the Islamic op-
position. Though it tried to improve 
links with Hamas, Egypt sought to 
weaken Islamists abroad from Iran 
to Libya.

Two developments have helped 
Sisi form a more coherent world 
view: The International Monetary 
Fund financial package has helped 
stabilise the economy at least in the 
short term and US President Donald 
Trump has endorsed the regime ful-
ly and uncritically since he entered 
the White House. These two factors 
have helped Egypt position itself as 
a regional power, less sectarian than 
the UAE-Saudi alliance but quite 
distinct from the Turkey-Qatar axis.

In other words, Sisi and Egypt are 
going their own way. Consolidating 
the economic situation of Egypt is 
obviously key to Sisi’s ambitions as 
he seeks to project a new image of 
Egypt’s regional ambitions.

A key question remains, however: 
What is the purpose of the recent 
military build-up? The official expla-
nation is that Egypt needs to protect 
its offshore gas resources and fight 
terrorism. They are not convincing.

Egypt may be preparing for a 
geopolitical crisis with Ethiopia over 
the control of Nile water access. 
Relations between the two coun-
tries deteriorated rapidly in recent 

months over what Egypt sees as the 
negative consequences of Ethiopia 
building a huge dam, which will 
slow the volume of water Egypt 
receives, especially as the dam 
reservoir fills.

Another plausible explanation 
is that Egypt is seeking to escape 
dependence on US weapons by 
diversifying its arms suppliers and 
maybe even offering Russia a haven 
for deployment in the region. In the 
longer run, it may think of fighting a 
war with Israel.

Certainly, regarding Russia, Sisi’s 
ambitions dovetail with Moscow’s 
as the latter seeks to expand its foot-
print in southern rim Mediterranean 
countries.

Fighting a war with Israel seems 
unlikely as both countries have 
developed their security ties since 
2013. Egypt has closed hundreds of 
tunnels into Gaza used to smuggle 
weapons and militants and report-
edly allowed Israel to conduct 
drone strikes against Islamic State 
(ISIS) targets in Sinai. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and 
Sisi had their first public meeting in 
the United States last September. 
Trump’s decision to recognise Jeru-
salem as Israel’s capital has compli-
cated matters.

The times are changing, however, 
as Egypt and Russia are finalising an 
agreement that would allow Russian 
military jets to use Egyptian air-
space and bases. Egypt has refused 
to be drawn more closely into the 
Yemen stalemate and sided with 
Syria’s Bashar Assad rather than 
support Saudi-backed rebel forces.

More concretely, Sisi and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin have col-
laborated to support a shared ally in 
Libya, Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
who is based in eastern Libya, 
across the border from Egypt. Rus-
sia has established a small military 
presence in a remote part of Egypt’s 
western desert to back Haftar, US 
sources said. Their support has put 
both countries at odds with the 
United States and other Western 
powers to end the strife plaguing 
Libya.

Will Egypt’s new foreign policy 
come unstuck at some point? Will 
Sisi have to make a hard choice 
between the United States, which 
has provided more than $70 billion 
in aid to Egypt at a rate of more than 
$1.3 billion annually in recent years?

Trump has diminished the US 
military and diplomatic footprint in 
the region and US influence seems 
to be waning. In the Middle East, 
the administration has no assistant 
secretary of state for Near Eastern 
affairs or ambassadors in Saudi Ara-
bia, Turkey, Jordan, Egypt or Qatar, 
which could play a part.

Why Egypt is acquiring so many 
weapons, Russian mostly but also 
French, is anybody’s guess. Maybe it 
is trying to play off the two super-
powers as Nasser did in the 1950s.

What is not in doubt is that alli-
ances are shifting across the region 
and Egypt, like Turkey, is reconsid-
ering its close ties with the United 
States. Egypt is back as a major 
player in a region whose future is 
more uncertain than at any time in 
the past half century.

The implications of Egypt’s more assertive foreign policy
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Consolidating the 
economic situation 
of Egypt is 
obviously key to 
Sisi’s ambitions as 
he seeks to project 
a new image of 
Egypt’s regional 
ambitions.
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Viewpoint

Despite political 
issues, Egypt is 
hoping to increase 
economic ties with 
Sudan.
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