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The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace hosted a panel discussion featuring Amr Hamzawy, senior associate at the Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut, and Jeremy Sharp, a specialist in Middle East Affairs at the Congressional Research Service, to discuss the political landscape in Egypt as it prepares for the upcoming parliamentary elections and next year’s presidential elections. Michele Dunne, a senior associate at Carnegie, moderated the event. 
Hamzawy opened his remarks by comparing the Egyptian political scene of today to the 2005 election season. He highlighted multiple similarities, including the informal nature of the Egyptian opposition and its two primary demands – constitutional reform and opposition to the succession of power to Hosni Mubarak’s son, Gamal. The similarity in platforms likely “means that not much has changed,” he said. 

The composition of the opposition is also quite analogous. In 2005, it was dominated by informal networks of cross-generational and cross-ideological activists led by the Kefaya movement; today, the same loose alliance of activists, including portions of Kefaya, are coalesced into the National Assembly of Change (NAC) and led by Mohamed ElBaradei. Likewise, both movements have been unable “to translate their platforms into a set of concrete actions.” 
However, the one significant difference is what Hamzawy described as the “ElBaradei Factor.” In 2005, the opposition movement did not have a candidate around whom they could unify and mobilize. Today, ElBaradei is that candidate. He is a corrupt-free personality with international clout capable of energizing a broad section of Egyptian society and invigorating the political race. Intriguingly, his international stature protects him from charges of domestic corruption.
Since the 2005 elections, the Egyptian government has enacted or strengthened numerous laws and stipulations that make it more difficult for opposition groups to operate. Three, in particular, bear mentioning. Firstly, the amendment of Article 88 of the Egyptian Constitution removed judicial oversight of elections and replaced it with an advisory committee likely subject to the regime. Likewise, the twice-amended Article 76 rules out the ability for an independent candidate to run in presidential elections. This naturally impacts ElBaradei’s prospects in 2011. Lastly, Article 77 sets free any presidential term limits. At the same time, the State of Emergency Law continues to exist and will likely be renewed soon. This will make it incredibly difficult for various actors to mobilize without being arrested by the security apparatus. 

Hamzawy also elaborated the series of tools the Egyptian government is utilizing to impact the outcome of the elections, including:

· The rejection of any amendment that would change the constitutional environment.

· The targeting of opposition activists.

· The management of the political calendar – with the parliamentary elections proceeding the presidential elections – in order to give off the appearance of free and fair elections, and in order to marginalize ElBaradei in the political debate.

· The governmental use of reform-minded and democracy-laced rhetoric. Over the course of time, said Hamzawy, this talk “is becoming less and less credible.”

Hamzawy said that ElBaradei also faces two unique challenges. For one, having lived outside of the country for many years, he is being systematically attacked in the government-run press for being “out of touch” with Egyptian society. He is also being pushed by members within the NAC to make comments about international issues, which open him up to criticism and weaken his candidacy.  

Since 2005, the Muslim Brotherhood has lost its luster but is slowly recovering from “its period of instability.” Nonetheless, Hamzawy predicts that the Brotherhood will not win more than 10-20 seats in the parliamentary elections. This is a far cry from the 88 it won in 2005.

Jeremy Sharp focused the crux of his comments on the U.S. government’s perception of Egyptian affairs. With the renewal of Egypt’s emergency laws virtually inevitable, the U.S. State Department will be forced to issue statements as it did after the second anniversary of the April 6th demonstrations. Sharp researched past State Department comments surrounding the extension of the emergency law and found that, in both 2006 and 2008, it expressed its “disappointment.”

Sharp also raised a number of questions that ElBaradei will have to face: does he have the stomach for confrontation, physical or otherwise? Is he willing to provoke the security forces? Is he courting the security forces? 

Sharp concluded his remarks by highlighting the regional context of the elections. Now that the Israeli government and the Palestinian leadership has agreed to Egyptian-mediated proximity talks, how will the Obama administration handle its push for democracy with the Mubarak regime? The peace process is very important to this administration. While we would like to think that these two issues are not mutually exclusive, it is hard to separate the, “I feel bad for those who have to walk this fine line,” he said.  
Michele Dunne commenced the Q&A session with a question about the significance of the parliamentary elections considering the constitutional constraints and whether they will have an impact on the presidential elections. She also asked why Hamzawy estimated that the Muslim Brotherhood would only win 10-20 seats.

Hamzawy explained that the Brotherhood is struggling for two reasons: it portrayed itself to the general public as a divided movement without a clear platform on domestic issues and it angered its core constituents by de-emphasizing its desire to apply the laws of Sharia. On the topic of parliamentary elections, he explained that they are influential because they will clarify the weight of significance of the opposition movements. Also, these elections are a test case for democratization as well as the likelihood of domestic versus international monitoring. 
In response to a question about whether Mubarak will use the peace process as leverage in response to a U.S. push for democracy, Sharp stressed that the U.S.-Egyptian bilateral relationship is as strong as its been in recent years. This is due to a number of factors, including the fact that Egyptian-Israeli government-to-government relations are in a very good place. As long as the latter governments have strong relationship, it “will be hard for DC to push hard on that [democracy] issue.”
On the issue of a potential ElBaradei candidacy, Hamzawy reiterated that without a change in the constitution, “it makes no sense” to run because doing so would legitimize the government’s claims that the elections are democratic. In the meanwhile, he has to do a better job of transforming his platform into a plan of action and he must reach out to broader segments of the population such as the ruling establishment, the labor force, the business community and young disillusioned members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Sharp agreed and stated that he mustn’t antagonize the military and security forces. “He can play the popularity card without alienating those constituencies. It’s not the best tactic to anger the army from the get-go,” he explained.

Hamzawy stated that it is also important to remember that the informal opposition represents no more than 10 percent of the population. The majority remains influenced by political apathy and impacted by poverty. 

In response to a question by a member of the Egyptian embassy about why ElBaradei will not join a political party, Hamzawy explained that he would only run as an independent for two reasons: 1) to project an image of significant reform in Egypt. 2) “we’ve all seen how party candidates were treated in 2005,” he said referring to contender Ayman Nour’s subsequent imprisonment. 
Hamzawy ended the talk by expressing the importance of U.S. involvement. On issues such as the desire for international monitoring of elections, government crackdowns of protests, internal demands for reform, and the restrictions placed on NGOs, “the U.S. government can not afford to be silent,” he stressed. “Silence or treating the matter as a low priority issue gets treated in Egypt as supporting the Mubarak regime.” 

www.pomed.org ♦ 1820 Jefferson Place NW ♦ Washington, DC 20036

www.pomed.org ♦ 1820 Jefferson Place NW ♦ Washington, DC 20036


