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I. Introduction

1. The situation in the Middle East, economic and political developments in Egypt, Egypt-NATO relations and inter-cultural dialogue were the main items on the agenda of a visit to Egypt by members of the Mediterranean Special Group (GSM) of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly (NATO PA). The visit, lasting from 14 to 16 May 2008, consisted of two-day meetings in Cairo and a one-day trip to Alexandria. Led by Vahit Erdem (Turkey) and Ramon Aleu (Spain), the nine-member delegation, representing seven NATO countries, held meetings with Foreign Minister Ahmed Ali Aboul Gheit, with Ahmed Fathy Sorour, Speaker of the People’s Assembly and other members of the lower chamber’s Defence, Foreign and Arab Affairs committees, with military officials, former diplomats, policy and academic experts and officials from European and Euro-Mediterranean institutions based in Alexandria. More meetings were scheduled, but uncontrolled organisational shortfalls hindered their convening.

2. Forming part of the regular activities of the GSM, the visit provided a good opportunity for members of the Group to get a sense of the latest political developments in Egypt, a pivotal country in the Mediterranean, and to explore the prospects of deeper co-operation between the NATO PA and the People’s Assembly, which represents Egypt within the NATO PA as a Mediterranean partner country. It also enabled members of the delegation to exchange views with Egyptian officials on a range of regional political and security issues. 

II. THE SITUATION IN THE MIDDLE EAST
3. As a result of its history, size and traditional diplomatic weight in the region, Egypt has invariably been central to all international developments in the Middle East, be it for mediation between local antagonists or between these local parties and world actors. This has been particularly the case since the signing of the 1979 peace deal with Israel. As a result, instability in the Middle East was at the centre of most discussions held with Egyptian officials. 

4. In response to a question from the Head of the NATO PA delegation Vahit Erdem, Foreign Minister Aboul Gheit began by describing the situation facing his country, which he referred to as a ‘beacon of stability’ in a troubled region, as characterised by a number of predominantly military conflicts including the endemic Israeli‑Palestinian standoff, the crisis in Lebanon as well as instability in Sudan and the Horn of Africa.

5. With regards to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Foreign Minister affirmed that, despite ongoing negotiations between the two parties and the efforts of Egypt and other international actors in this direction, the impasse was looking insurmountable due, on the one hand, to the current internal Palestinian divisions, and on the other, the lack of political consensus in Israel. In assessing the prospects of peace between the Israelis and Palestinians, NATO and Egyptian parliamentarians also debated the (potential) role of the Alliance in this conflict. On the Egyptian side, the Chairman of the People’s Assembly’s Arab Affairs committee, Saad Al-Jamal, raised the question of putting pressure on Israel and deterring it from pursuing its sixty-year-long belligerent policies (in reference to Israel’s sixtieth anniversary), while denouncing the ‘passive attitudes’ of NATO countries towards Israel’s offensive practices. He was joined in this line of argument by the Secretary of the Foreign Affairs Committee, Mr Abolmakaram Ahmed Hussein, and the Vice-Chairman of the Defence committee, Mr Yahia Wahdan.  Both insisted on the particular need incumbent upon the US to put pressure on Israel to abide by its international commitments. While by and large echoing this analysis, the meeting with the Deputy Director of Military Intelligence, General Fouad Arfa, brought to the fore additional policy elements related to Egypt’s efforts in dealing with this situation. Indeed, the General defined his country’s policy towards this conflict as consisting of four priorities: 1/ upholding the legitimacy of Palestinian institutions (presidency, government and legislative council), while maintaining contact with Hamas; 2/ helping alleviate the suffering of the Palestinian people, particularly in Gaza; 3/ supporting Israeli-Palestinian dialogue; and 4/ promoting multi-party political processes such as the Annapolis conference.

6. The Head of the NATO PA delegation, for his part, reiterated that, if invited by the protagonists, NATO’s involvement in the Middle East conflict could only take place on the basis of 1/ a UN mandate and 2/ (the evolution of) a meaningful political dialogue between the parties involved. He further insisted that all NATO countries support the two-state solution as the most durable option, and reminded the delegation’s local interlocutors of the serious interest shown by the NATO PA in this particular regional conflict, as amply demonstrated by its inviting of both parties’ parliamentary institutions to its meetings. Erdem opined, however, that part of the blame for the current impasse had to be laid in the Palestinians’ inability to form a united front and in the need for Arab countries to help reconcile the different factions. This prompted his Egyptian counterpart to note that ‘Israeli aggression preceded Palestinian divisions’ and that some Arab countries, such as Egypt, went beyond simply playing a mediating role but actually made peace with Israel but to no avail.

7. Similar unanimity characterised the views of the majority of Egyptian officials with regard to the Lebanese crisis. Religious heterogeneity in Lebanon has always been a source of civil confrontation in that country which, since the assassination of its former Prime Minister, Rafik al‑Hariri, in February 2005, has seen renewed animosity between the different factions that are this time round polarised into pro-Western on the one hand and pro-Syrian/Iranian on the other. The latest tensions, culminating in quasi-constitutional paralysis since November 2007,
 led Egypt (and Saudi Arabia), to snub the Arab League summit hosted by the Syrian capital in March 2008. The alleged unremitting interference of outside actors, including Syria and Iran, through the sponsorship of rivalling domestic factions, was denounced by all Egyptian interlocutors.

8. Iran, though blamed for capitalising on Arab rifts in its confrontation with the West (particularly the case Lebanon and Palestine), was not so much the subject of Egyptian condemnation for its nuclear programme as were the inconsistent policies towards the region of Western countries on this matter. Indeed, the resounding view in Cairo was that the entire Middle East needed to be kept free of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs). Egyptian officials were also unequivocal in their belief that a “nuclear Iran” would spawn a new type of arms race amongst Arab countries who would seek to restore the military balance in the region. But the perceived double standards applied by the Allies to Israel’s longstanding nuclear capability, as opposed to Iran’s, is what seemed to constitute a risky contradiction in the eyes of the NATO PA delegation’s local interlocutors.

9. The growing influence of Iran in the region, however, was attributed to the vacuum generated by the invasion of Iraq, itself the result of what some Egyptian parliamentarians described as the “irresponsible” foreign policies of the Allies in the region. This view was shared by a number of academic and policy analysts during a roundtable hosted by the Egyptian Council for Foreign Affairs (ECFA),
 organised in co-operation with the NATO PA International Secretariat. Members of the ECFA, mostly former diplomats, businessmen and academics, expressed serious doubts about the true motives behind the US-led invasion of Iraq, positing that the latter was driven by the US’ quest for natural resources and advising that similar mistakes ought to avoided for the sake of stability in the future of the region. While mostly disagreeing with their counterparts’ assessment, however, NATO legislators -- especially the Greek and Turkish representatives -- reiterated the region‑wide impact of instability in Iraq, including on their own countries, and emphasised the need for a comprehensive regional approach to the challenge. In doing so, members of the NATO PA delegation reminded their counterparts that the “Iraq decision”, though not sanctioned by NATO, generated deep positional divisions amongst the Allies. 

III. Economic and political developments in Egypt

10. The GSM visit to Egypt came at a juncture of intense socio-economic strain in the country, manifesting itself recently through the so-called “bread riots” in the capital Cairo and deadly demonstrations in industrial poles such as Mahalla al‑Kobra. Indeed, Egypt’s 80 million-strong population is struggling to cope with the impact that the worldwide inflationary pressure is having on their basic daily commodity needs. Despite the applauded economic performance of recent years and the government’s offsetting micro-economic measures, such as salary increases, a widely disenfranchised Egyptian population is growing increasingly discontent. 

11. Both the Foreign Minister and the Speaker of the People’s Assembly spoke about economic issues at varying lengths. While the former acknowledged the gravity of the situation facing his country and hoped that its impact could be mitigated, Dr Sorour placed it at the core of the meeting’s agenda. Blaming the ‘failure of globalisation’ for much of the developing countries’ economic and political troubles, Sorour pilloried Western development assistance, dismissing its added value relative to the negative impact of the free trade ‘farce’ and the protectionist agricultural policies of the European Union. Speaking about his country’s economy more specifically, Dr Sorour traced its liberalisation back to President Sadat’s ‘Open Door’ policy of the early 1970s and feared that current global injustices may give rise to a ‘new form of Communism’. This failure was said to undermine the efforts of Western countries in the promotion of democracy and human rights.  However, the Speaker of the Egyptian parliament was reminded by the NATO PA delegation that globalisation has spared no international actor including NATO which has been trying to adapt to the mutations affecting its raison d’être. 

12. With regards to the state of political reforms in Egypt, both officials stressed the transition period being currently traversed by their country, particularly so following the constitutional amendments of 2005, stipulating, inter alia, multi-candidate presidential elections. However, both warned about caveats relating to the sui generis nature of the Egyptian polity in reference to the traditional centralised nature of Egypt’s governance structures
 and the banned Muslim Brotherhood opposition movement. It is worth noting that, in the absence of meetings with representatives of opposition parties -- due to the organisational limitations mentioned above --members of the NATO PA delegation were unable to get a balanced view of the current state of political reforms in Egypt despite their posing of explicit questions to their counterparts on this and related matters, including as separation of power, women’s role in politics and parliamentary scrutiny of government and defence policies. 

IV. Egypt-NATO relations
13. Egypt has been participating in NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue (MD) since 1995 and, in October 2007, it signed an Individual Cooperation Agreement (ICA) with the Alliance, becoming only the second MD partner after Israel to have opted for an enhanced dialogue agreement. Egypt also contributed to the NATO-led operations in the Balkans and, notwithstanding its reluctance to engage in Operation Active Endeavour (OAE), is seen as a key partner for NATO in the southern Mediterranean.

14. The meeting with military officials conveyed the importance attached by Egypt to its cooperation with NATO, at least at the military-intelligence level. Indeed, General Fouad Arfa explained that the rationale for his country’s engagement with NATO is that Euro-Mediterranean security could only be achieved through cooperation between both shores of the Mare Nostrum. Moreover, terrorism, WMD proliferation and inter-state conflicts are all perceived as endemic regional challenges requiring such trans-Atlantic-Mediterranean cooperation to be tackled meaningfully. In addition to peacekeeping operations and joint military manoeuvres, Egypt is an active participant in NATO training and intelligence-sharing programmes.

15. Despite the apparent mutual strategic added value of Egypt-NATO relations and Egypt’s relatively advanced military cooperation with the US, members of the NATO PA delegation were surprised by the level of scepticism that marked the attitudes towards the Alliance of most Egyptian legislators, politicians and civil society actors. Starting with the Foreign Minister, who warned about the ‘care’ with which the majority of his country’s public viewed the Alliance and its engagement with Egypt, NATO legislators learnt first hand about Egypt’s policy towards OAE. Indeed, while attributing the former caveat to the nature and history of NATO, Mr Aboul Gheit emphasised that his country’s posture towards NATO Mediterranean initiatives was defined by interest, implying that OAE, in its current configuration, was not perceived as beneficial for Egypt. In this vein, he put forward his government’s preferences as regards participating in the maritime Operation, describing them as being essentially informed by the principle that only national marine vessels could actively operate in Egypt’s territorial waters. Far from being negative, however, foreign minister Aboul Gheit stressed the determination of his country to pursue its cooperation with NATO for the purpose of peace and stability in the region. 

16.  With their fellow parliamentarians, opinion-makers, and civil society actors, the discussions of NATO legislators were a little more open and, as a result, revealed deeper dissatisfaction with NATO’s role in the region and its relationship with Egypt. In their joint meeting with members of the People’s Assembly’s Defence, Foreign and Arab Affairs committees, members of the NATO PA delegation, despite their attempts to engage in discussions about issues pertaining to the democratic control of the armed forces, were constantly confronted with two questions relating, in the hosts’ view, to: a/ the Alliance’s disengagement from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the Allies’ condoning of Israel’s belligerent policies and practices in the Palestinian territories; b/ the issue of landmines in Egypt. 

17. The first issue featured prominently in the NATO PA delegation’s roundtable discussions with members of the ECFA. The Egyptian participants, by juxtaposing NATO’s recent overtures towards the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) with its total disengagement from the Israeli‑Palestinian conflict, questioned the rationale behind such Alliance decisions, implying that they are driven by considerations other than security. The implication behind the assertions that NATO co-operative initiatives are unilateral was rejected by the members of the NATO PA delegation, who further specified that the Allies’ decisions derived from the Alliance’s own security interests as well as from those of its partners. 

18. The issue of landmines, for its part, appeared to be of national emotional appeal in Egypt and a hampering factor, from an Egyptian perspective at least, for more streamlined NATO-Egypt relations. According to Egyptian parliamentarians, 22 million mines were planted by the Allies on the Western border of Egypt (with Libya), during the Second World War. Although the number of casualties from the considerable quantity of remaining live mines is relatively low, the fact that Egypt’s continuous calls for both technical assistance and for the maps showing the distribution of the remaining landmines have been in vain seems to be a cause of widespread resentment in Egypt. It is believed that, given Egypt’s non-participation in WWII, NATO’s apparent refusal to assist in this matter is unacceptable. However, it soon emerged from the discussions with the Egyptian parliamentarians that they had little knowledge of recent developments in Egypt’s relations with NATO, notably the signing in October 2007 of an ICA which stipulates, inter alia, the provision of funds and technical assistance to the Egyptian forces in the aim of overcoming this longstanding issue. As a result of this oversight, members of the NATO PA delegation felt the onus to update their Egyptian counterparts on these recent developments, mentioning the ability of Egypt to benefit from the new Mediterranean Dialogue Trust Fund, now that it has upgraded its relationship with NATO through the signing of an ICA in the framework of the enhanced MD. 

19. In view of the course taken by these discussions, NATO parliamentarians felt the need, on numerous occasions, to reiterate the distinction between NATO and the NATO PA, emphasising that the purpose of their visit was essentially to seek/provide information in order to dispel misperceptions and to aim at exchanging views on how best to promote co-operation between NATO and its member countries, on the one hand, and with Egypt, on the other. In this vein, inter‑cultural dialogue was a recurrent feature in most, if not all, meetings held in Cairo, especially with the Religious Endowments Minister and the Alexandria-based organisations of the Anna Lindh Euro-Mediterranean Foundation and the Swedish Institute. 

V. Inter-cultural dialogue

20. The meeting of the NATO PA delegation with the Minister of Religious Endowments (AWKAF), Mahmoud Hamdy Zakzouk, allowed members to familiarise themselves with the government’s efforts in Egypt to tackle religious extremism and deal with the issue of inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue, as the most important Arab country in terms of size of population and cultural influence. The Minister explained that given the perceived menacing influence of the Islamist opposition movements on the population in Egypt, especially by the Muslim Brotherhood organisation, the mission of his department was to try to oversee the activities of all 100,000 mosques throughout the country. The aim of this overall control is to prevent the “instrumentalisation” of mosques by these Islamist forces for the purpose of spreading extremist propaganda. As a minority, as in any other country, religious extremists in Egypt are deprived of these influential platforms by way of being contained. The religious affairs of Coptic and other Christian minorities (estimated 10% of the population), however, are not administered by Mr Zakzouk’s ministry to allow them the independence they require, NATO legislators learnt. The Minister also outlined the range of activities organised under his supervision, such as the convening of inter-faith conferences and the publication of Islamic studies in several languages for wider dissemination. 

21. This meeting, in addition to most other meetings held in Cairo, converged on the conclusion that the current apparent global tensions are not the product of religions per se but rather the corollary of the manipulation of benign religious and cultural benign differences often as a result of the myopic political calculations of certain actors. As such, political and religious moderation was thought to be the only way forward. 

22. In Alexandria, the meetings with officials from the Anna Lindh Euro‑Mediterranean Foundation and the Swedish Institute provided another opportunity for members of the delegation to balance their visit’s programme with interactions with European inter-governmental and governmental organisations dealing primarily with softer security issues. After an initial exchange of information with their hosts on the roles of these organisations and of the NATO PA, members of the delegation listened to brief exposés from Gregory Kehailia and Jan Henninsson on the activities of the Foundation and the Institute respectively. The discussions that followed shed light on the state of Euro-Mediterranean co-operation and revealed the structural deficit in cultural relations between the two shores of the Mediterranean, despite their common history and destiny.  This led to the conclusion that future regional policy initiatives, such as the proposed ‘Union for the Mediterranean’, would need to redress this situation by integrating a substantive cultural dimension in their structures and work programmes.

23. Overall, this visit allowed members of the GSM to get a deeper sense of the subtleties of the views of their Egyptian partners concerning their domestic political and socio-economic environment but also in relation to their perceptions of their country’s international role and foreign relations, including with NATO, in view of the challenges it faces. On the other hand, NATO legislators succeeded in conveying a clearer message on the role of their Parliamentary Assembly in promoting understanding of NATO’s changing role worldwide, in the Mediterranean and in its co-operation with Egypt in particular. 

� 	At the time of writing, Lebanon’s army chief, Michel Suleiman, was voted president of the Republic following Arab League mediation. It remains uncertain, however, whether this breakthrough will stabilise the country.  


� 	An independent Egyptian foreign policy think-tank set up in 1999. For more details, see: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ecfa-egypt.org/En/" ��http://www.ecfa-egypt.org/En/� 


� 	The foreign minister referred to the traditional management of the only source of water in this mostly desert country – the Nile – as the precedent to current central political management tendencies.





