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Abstract:

This paper discusses two main challenges the current regime in Egypt faces to realize stability in
the short or medium term: its ability to reconstitute the political process to make it more inclusive
and more participatory and its success in achieving economic recovery. Egypt’s Abdel Fattah Al-
Sisi has been trying to use regional and international achievements to project regime successes
and internal stability. However, the real test for his regime is to address the twin challenges
of political restructuring and economic revival. So far the tendency is to consolidate individual
authoritarianism that marginalizes policy making institutions and relies on the army as an essential

political and economic player..

Introduction

In light of the sharp polarization that is dividing society
and the political community, Egypt needs an inclusive
political system that allows for effective political partici-
pation and a locally driven economic revival. Mubarak’s
regime, despite its economic successes, became in-
creasingly exclusionary and blocked the institutional
avenues for real political change. lts vulgar forgery of
the 2010 Parliamentary elections marked the beginning
of the end, as it blocked the channels of participation
and forced main political forces outside the process.
Likewise, Sisi is building his own style of rule which
is highly personalistic, ignores political institutions and
draws on direct mandates from the people, and seeks
to de-politicize the country.

Reconstituting the Political System

Individualistic Rule

Since coming to power in July 2014, Sisi has been
adopting a personalistic style of rule where the presi-
dent exercises dominant powers and unquestioned
authority. Although the rhetoric of the protection of the
“State” and its institutions is a recurring theme, the cur-
rent regime does not seem confident in the capacity of
these institutions to carry out its policies. The regime
realizes the fact they are rampant with corruption and
cannot count on their slow pace of implementation of
what it perceives as pressing plans. On several occa-
sions, Sisi has expressed his disregard to major institu-
tions such as the parliament and political parties. With
regard to the former, Sisi has singlehandedly issued
263 decrees in the absence of an elected parliament.’
As for political parties, he deems them inferior and un-
reliable at the level of organization and performance

and does not want to be constrained by civilian forces.
He expects the political parties to play a subservient
role in supporting the state. Sisi's desire to present
himself above parties and to transcend the political
system to evade accountability represents one of the
fundamental obstacles to reconstituting an effective
political system.

Instead of participatory political institutions, Sisi feels
more comfortable to rule by mandate, a style that was
common in the 1950s and 1960s. At critical junctures,
he calls upon the population to take to the streets to
give him a direct mandate to implement his plans. In
July 2013, he solicited “a mandate” to confront poten-
tial terrorism and violence which he translated as a
mandate to crush his political opponents.? During his
election campaign in 2014, he called upon the Egyp-
tians to produce 40 million voters in support of his can-
didacy. Following attacks against the military in Sinai in
February 2015, Sisi’s supporters launched a campaign
to “renew” the initial mandate to confront terrorism.* But
unlike the popular response back in 2013, the calls,
this time, felt on deaf ears. Mobilizing the population
through direct entanglement in bloody confrontation
with the regime’s opponents is accompanied by a de-
liberate depoliticization and exclusion from the decision
making process. This policy explains the regime’s re-
luctance to push for parliamentary elections and form-
ing a new law-making and policy making body.

The 2014 Constitution has left the issue of power distri-
bution between the legislator and the executive unde-
cided. Currently, it allows the parliament to put restric-
tions on the authorities of the president. Sisi desires to
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change the constitution to grant himself broader pow-
ers. Any amendments, however, require a majority in
parliament to secure this process. It seems Sisi has yet
not been able to ensure the election of loyal majority in
the parliament and therefore, has no interest in holding
parliamentary elections soon, particularly as the cur-
rent status allows him the opportunity to make laws as
he wishes.

Power Base

Any regime needs political and economic alliances to
provide a support base, a source of electoral strength
and political popularity, and determine its economic
and social policy choices. Eighteen months after the
July 2013 coup, Sisi’s regime does not seem to have
a clear power base. There is a remarkable case of
evading any commitments or creating formal alliances
that may lead the regime to be indebted to any powers
-politicians or businessmen. The current regime and its
diverse supporters are united behind a single goal: the
exclusion of Islamists and revolutionary youth and the
eradication of opponents. This is done without paying
attention to the importance of creating clear param-
eters for an inclusive and participatory political system.

Sisi also appears to be decisive in his rejection of the
three political alternatives to form a political machine
for his regime which his June 30 coalition supporters
presented him. The first alternative was to build a new
political party, completely relying on youth and fresh
faces. This was aimed to form a youth nucleus to carry
on the drive for change and create a broad and sustain-
able base for the regime. Despite the feasibility of this
solution, little attention was paid to it as a result of the
difficulties faced by the regime in dealing with young
people, its continuing doubts about their loyalties, and
its inability to control their paths and political choices
in the future. Also, there is always the fear of infiltra-
tion of Islamists into such formations, in addition to the
existing contradiction between the patriarchal military
culture of obeying rules and the youthful civil society
open culture.

Another alternative suggested the revival of an avant-
garde organization to control the state and lead devel-
opment, in conjunction with a calculated democratic
opening to create a contemporary form of a Nasserist
model. This alternative was not accepted either. Ob-
viously, Sisi is not Nasser and he does not possess
the vision to be in charge of controlling and directing
this organization. In addition, this organization might

raise the concerns of the military and the deep-state
institutions in terms of the possibility of power struggle
between the new organization and the military estab-
lishment over state control.

The third alternative was to revive the National Demo-
cratic Party (NDP) after excluding corrupt figures and
bringing in new faces and young qualified cadres that
have popular acceptance. This vision was developed
based on the fact there is limited time to create a new
entity and that the NDP has broad expertise in govern-
ance and their members already exist within the state
apparatus. Therefore, they can restore stability and

Pro-coup figures and members
of the old regime have attempted
to form coalitions to run for the
parliamentary elections but all of
these have failed.

form the largest parliamentary bloc in the next parlia-
mentary elections, by virtue of their experience in the
election processes. Despite the attractiveness of this
alternative, it still reminds the army of Mubarak and his
policies and their destructive political and economic
consequences for Egypt, which has contributed to the
exclusion of this option as well.

All these alternatives were rejected because of the
need to keep the state under military control, the pre-
dominance of military mindset that distrusts civilian
forces; and the fragmentation and indecisiveness of
civilians to push back. Pro-coup figures and members
of the old regime have attempted to form coalitions to
run for the parliamentary elections but all of these have
failed. Finally, he urged political parties to form one
electoral list to support the state and show loyalty.* In
return he pledged to back them up. Now that the parlia-
mentary elections have been postponed, Sisi remains
the country’s sole decision maker.

Military above Parties

The political leadership has chosen to continue in the
current path relying almost entirely on individual rule
and the military establishment. There are ample rea-
sons to explain the total reliance on the military es-
tablishment, which will lead to two results: the first is
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not to expect the army’s withdrawal from political life
soon, and the second, that any civilian political alliance
-regardless of its orientation- will face the problem of
the military’s constitutional, legal and institutional incur-
sion into the political life, which will impose distortions
that will prevent the creation of healthy and undistorted
democratic life in the future. One of the understand-
able reasons for the regime’s dependence on the mili-
tary is that it may be difficult now for Sisi to change
the vehicle that brought him to power after the July 3,
2013 coup. Perhaps the recent leaks from the Minis-
ter of Defense Office indicate the existence of internal
disputes between different factions, in contrast to the
conventional image the military institution always pro-
motes.® In light of the turmoil and uncertainty regarding
the continuation of the military’s loyalty to the regime, a
foreseeable and natural result is the regime’s efforts of
appeasement to the military by increasing its economic
and political influence in an unprecedented manner re-
gardless of the adverse implications for the regime and
the state in the long term.

Make-Believe Economic Recovery

The economic vision the current regime has adopted
relies on massive financial handouts from the Gulf state
and on potential foreign investments. It lacks a clear
framework for sustainable development that builds on
genuine internal capacity. Equally important, it does
not put adequate focus on combating corruption and
reforming the out-of-date bureaucracy. Both measures
are necessary requirements to build a conducive infra-
structure for domestic and international investments.

While easing some of the pressure on the government's
account balance and foreign reserves, the Gulf finan-
cial assistance is not promoting real investment pro-
jects. Even the two mega-projects that have directed
the limelight still raise serious questions. The first is the

Emirates (UAE) took charge of
implementing in direct cooper-
ation with the military.

one million housing units project that the United Arab
Emirates (UAE) took charge of implementing in direct
cooperation with the military. This promising project
was abruptly suspended in 2015 raising doubts about
the process and the way these agreements are con-

ducted. Another recent project is the New Capital that
was the big surprise of Egypt's economic conference
held in March 2015. This particular project exposes the
personalistic style of conducting business even at that
large scale. The financial and practical feasibility of that
project, sources of financing, the process of assigning
bids and the criteria of selecting implementing compa-
nies are not clear.

Most of the financial handouts came from the usual
donors namely Saudi Arabia, UAE, and Kuwait and is
directed towards beefing up foreign reserves or is paid
in the form of supporting the energy bill. These hand-
outs will not solve Egypt’s chronic economic problems.
For long, Egypt has been suffering from deep struc-
tural economic crises, such as the budget deficit, trade
balance deficit, and cash flow shortage, in addition to
recent problems namely low growth rates, rising infla-
tion and unemployment and energy and fuel shortages.
Egypt's infrastructure needs a massive overhauling.
The problem with the Gulf's financial assistance lies in
the highly informal style that shapes the process and

Most Egyptians do not know the
exact future repercussions of
these handouts.

the lack of transparency. Most Egyptians do not know
the exact future repercussions of these handouts. The
exact amount of these handouts, reported to range
from 30-60 billion,® is not known nor are the terms reg-
ulating them. There is no popular oversight over these
amounts or the process through which they are being
channeled.

The past year and a half have not provided opportuni-
ties for real investment or hope for Egyptian local in-
vestors. “Egypt the Future” economic conference holds
a symbolic importance for the regime which has utilized
it to project political stability and strong potential for for-
eign investment. The Egyptian government has tried
to reassure foreign investors by issuing an investment
law that provided generous incentives and protected
the government’s investments contracts against any
possible litigation by Egyptians in courts. As a media
and political show, the conference was successful but
its long-term results are still uncertain. The Egyptian
government’s investment target was $100 billion but it
was only able to harness a total of $33 billion, in addi-
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tion to $12.5 billion pledged by Gulf countries mainly
the usual donors, Saudi Arabia and the UAE.” The re-
gime also signed memorandum of understanding with
investors for an amount of $86 billion without financing
mechanisms?. The hyperbolic media publicity raised
the expectations of the Egyptian population which in
the short term will be difficult to fulfill.

This economic drive will face serious structural chal-
lenges. Egypt is ranked among the countries with a high
corruption rate (94 out of 175).2 The regime’s has not
shown any intention to crack down on corruption and
has not insisted on transparency and oversight. Fur-
thermore, the Doing Business Index considers Egypt
one of the less favorable countries that are conducive
to business investment (112 out of 189 economies in
2015).1% There are deep bureaucratic and legal con-
straints in the Egyptian system that seriously under-
mines the country’s investment potential. Sisi’'s regime
has been giving contradictory messages when it comes
to attracting investment. The regime’s emphasis on the
terrorism threat and combating terrorism overshadows
its reassurance regarding the country’s overall state of
stability and security. This narrative cannot attract for-
eign investments.

The current regime uses Egypt’s
regional and international role to
consolidate power and generate
internal popularity.

Regional Adventurism

The current regime uses Egypt’s regional and inter-
national role to consolidate power and generate inter-
nal popularity. Since coming to power, Sisi redefined
Egypt's regional role along three objectives: preserving
the status-quo of the region; protecting his own regime;
and generating financial resources for any military ser-
vice the Egyptian military offers.

This orientation was behind Sisi’s close relations with
the conservative Gulf countries especially Saudi Ara-
bia under King Abdullah, UAE and Kuwait which con-
sidered the Islamists and the popular uprisings as the
main strategic threat for their rule. He received lucra-
tive financial assistance to eradicate the Muslim Broth-
erhood in Egypt, fight Hamas and “secure the borders

with Gaza,” support a military coup in Libya and launch
airstrikes inside the Libyan territory. With King Salam
coming to power, the strategic importance of Sisi might
change. Unlike Late King Abdullah, King Salman con-
siders the Iranians, and not moderate Islamists, as the
most strategic threat to the region, particularly after the
assault of the Houthis on Sanaa and Aden.

Though Egypt has partaken in the military operations in
Yemen as part of the Arab coalition, for Saudi Arabia,
Pakistan remains a more reassuring ally. For most Gulf
states, particularly Saudi Arabia, Turkey is a more bal-
ancing ally against Iran than Egypt. In Libya, the Gulf's
initial stance of a military action in Libya has been un-
dermined in light of a growing international effort and
consensus over the need for a political solution. This, in
turn, undermines Sisi’s ambition in exercising a military
role in this civil-war-torn country. On the Syrian front,
there is a clear cleavage in the Egyptian and Saudi
positions. The difference in views between the two
countries is steadily growing, as the Saudis are taking
a more hostile position toward Bashar Al-Assad while
Sisi is providing military support for this brutal dicta-
tor. In conclusion, the regional positions have shifted
quickly eventually calling for new alignments that might
affect Egypt's strategic relevance.

Sisi counts the Arab summit one of his regional suc-
cesses which has international ramifications. The pin-
nacle of success for this summit was the creation of The
United Arab Force. However, this is not a solid front be-
cause of the conflicting interests of its major members.
Military adventurism could lead Egypt to protracted
military conflicts outside its borders at a time, where
the Egyptian army is facing serious challenging from
military groups in Sinai. This might be one of the major
threats Sisi could face from his military commanders if
he exposes the military institutions to embarrassing de-
feats by militants inside or regional adventures outside.

International Recognition

One of Sisi’s clear successes is securing international
recognition for his authoritarian regime. The West and
the international community are dealing with him in the
same way they had dealt with Mubarak and Bin Ali.
Western policy makers claim that they see no viable al-
ternative to the current regime, which does not threaten
their strategic interests in the region. Therefore, they
are willing to overlook the regime’s massive human
rights violations and help it economically and militarily.
In April 2015, President Obama lift the arm freeze im-
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posed on Egypt since 2013 and implicitly ensured Sisi
in his position until 2018.

Sisi, in turn, knows how to speak the language which
Western circles like to hear. He projects himself as
indispensable for fulfilling their security and strategic
interests particularly with the prominence of radical
Islamism and ISIS. To endear himself further, he pre-
sents himself as the long-awaited Martin Luther that
would reform Islam from within and achieve its “refor-
mation”."

The West does not seem to learn from past mistakes.
Their support for Mubarak and Bin Ali who also enjoyed
international backing did not prevent their collapse. In
the case of Egypt, as well as other Arab Spring coun-
tries, the causes for discontent and uprising are still
there, namely repression and corruption. The West's
renewed support for authoritarian leaders who com-
mit mass killing, violate human rights and deny self-
determination to their people, foments frustration and
disbelief in democracy as a viable means for peaceful
transition.

Conclusion

The current regime in Egypt has been promoting an in-
dividualistic style of rule that undermines political insti-
tutions and marginalizes political participation. It draws
on short-term regional and international achievements
to circumvent addressing the twin challenges of recon-

Endnotes

stituting the political system on participatory and dem-
ocratic basis and achieving an economic revival that
rests on domestic capacity. At this moment Sisi contin-
ues to rely on the support of the military and security
agencies and the international financial assistance.
The regional achievements and the growing interna-
tional recognition for Sisi’s regime might help him on
the short run, but will not be sufficient to remove the un-
derlying causes of discontent and potential upheaval.

The continuation of the current regime in authoritari-
anism and repression is doubted. Even attempts to
consolidate individual rule will be met with the realities
of deteriorating infrastructure and the weakness of the
economy’s productivity to the extent that there may not
be enough resources to buy the loyalties for the new
regime whether by carrots or sticks. In this situation,
the choices before the state will be either to continue
repression and undermine its chances of success, or to
transition to democracy as the only solution, although
the evidence suggests that the latter option is ruled out
by the current regime at the moment.

The West's déja vu of weak support for democracy and
abetting authoritarianism will result in more popular
anti-Western resentment and it will validate the radical
approach which sees violence and not democracy as
the solution. The basis of a new formula for stability in
the region should rest not again on authoritarian rulers
but on democracy and national integration.
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