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Resuming EU funding to Egypt will encourage continued human rights violations 
 
 
Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies (CIHRS), EuroMed Rights, SOLIDAR oppose the disbursement of 
direct budget support funds for Egypt frozen following the 21 August 2013 Foreign Affairs Council 
Conclusions as it represents a dangerous turning point.  
 
Any administrative difficulties related to the funds’ expiry in 2019 must be outweighed by three significant 
risks involved in releasing them:  

• Potential involvement in human rights violations in the transportation sector;  
• Strongly undermining the political messaging on human rights conveyed repeatedly by the EEAS and 

others, leading to a loss of leverage;  
• Facilitating future allocation of further direct budget support funds without conditions in the next 

financial cycle, exposing the EU to potential involvement in crimes against civilians. 
 
1. Risk of EU involvement in serious human rights violations in the transportation sector 
 
Trade union activists and labour rights defenders in the transportation sector have repeatedly been 
repressed under successive Egyptian governments. In September 2016 Egyptian security forces forcibly 
disappeared six labour activists employed at the General Transport Authority—who were members of the 
Independent Trade Union of Public Transport Workers—after they held meetings about labour protest 
action. They were accused of being members of the Muslim Brotherhood. Among them, Tarek el-Beheiry was 
tortured during his enforced disappearance, then he and a colleague were detained for over two months in 
the notorious Tora prison; the interrogation and charges make it clear his detention and torture were based 
on his labour activism, according to Front Line Defenders’ documentation of the case.i 
 
As the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) noted, this was “not the first incident under the Al-Sisi 
government where public transport workers have made demands regarding their working conditions and were 
then accused of conspiring against the government.” The sector is affected by the broader crackdown on 
labour rights and the freedoms of peaceful assembly and association in Egypt. Trade Union Law no. 213/2017 
ratified last December, does not allow independent unions to exist and work freely and was criticized for its 
violations of ILO Convention 87. Solidar and Egyptian independent rights groups warned that in the second 
half of 2017, “399 coercive measures were taken against workers and members of trade unions 
(imprisonment, trials before military courts, arbitrary firing, or transfer from work) while pressure from the 
government keeps increasing. This new law is clearly not in line with the objective of achieving social 
development that is mentioned in the jointly agreed EU-Egypt Partnership Priorities. (…) Freedom of 
association is a key ingredient for improving working conditions, achieving decent wages and improving 
performance at work.” 
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Also in the transportation sector, the Egyptian authorities evicted the occupants of Al-Bouhey Market in Cairo 
without proper reallocation or compensation, demolishing the market in January 2017 to make way for metro 
line 3 under construction. Thanks to co-funding for metro line 3 by the European Investment Bank (EIB) and 
the French Development Agency (AFD), and legal defence by lawyer Malek Adly of independent rights NGO 
ECESR (Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights), residents are undergoing a three-way mediation 
with the EIB and local authorities to negotiate compensation and reallocation. This shows how vital it is for 
European funders to reserve support for well-defined projects, and to actively follow up on the rights of 
Egyptian citizens affected. The case also bears witness to the role of independent Egypt rights NGOs and 
HRDs: ECESR is under investigation within case 173/2011 (the “Foreign Funding Case” against NGOs); HRD 
Malek Adly is banned from traveling outside Egypt and was arbitrarily detained for four months in 2016. 
 
Finally, the transportation sector is subject to growing encroachment by the Egyptian military—whose weight 
in the economy has grown significantly under Al-Sisi and is crowding out the private sector—including 
takeover of transportation services and roads by military-owned firms. Any unauthorized strike or protest 
(and they are rarely, if ever, authorized) by workers at such companies, or on any road or military-owned 
premises exposes them to arrest under Egypt’s restrictive legislation on demonstration and peaceful 
assembly—then to trial by a military court far from affording fair trial guarantees. Even when labour action 
bears no connection to a military-owned facility, road or enterprise, as long as Egypt remains under the state 
of emergency, current legislation means anyone arrested for an unauthorized strike or protest faces trial by 
a State Security Emergency Court whose ruling is final and unappealable—even for nothing more than 
demanding payment of due bonuses or wages. 
 
2. A counter-productive signal to Egypt 
 
Disbursing the first frozen direct budget support line is a turning-point, making the disbursement of the rest 
(reportedly several hundred million euros of taxpayers’ money) more likely—a highly counterproductive 
signal to Egypt if no clear human rights, rule of law or democracy conditions are met first. 
 
This will be read as a sign of support and trust in the Egyptian State’s good governance, transparency, 
accountability and macroeconomic policy-making in the transportation sector. Al-Sisi’s refusal of 
accountability to the public and his prioritization of regime survival over State stability, include acceptance 
of continuing mismanagement and corruption—a huge long-term concern for the public, researchers have 
confirmed—and on the contrary, retaliation against whistle-blowers. Unsurprisingly, Egypt’s wealth Gini 
coefficient reached 91.7% in 2017 according to Credit Suisse Research Institute, making it the third most 
unequal country in the world. This increase is likely to continue, and al-Sisi’s promises of stabilization and 
inclusive growth since 2014 will remain unfulfilled. Thus, EU disbursement of millions of euros directly to the 
Egyptian State budget with no rights conditions—including on socioeconomic and labour rights—can be 
highly detrimental to the EU’s image in Egyptian public opinion. 
 
We should expect the Egyptian authorities to publicly present such disbursement in the national media as a 
recognition of improvement in Egypt’s human rights and democracy situation, and EU confidence in the 
Egyptian authorities’ policies. Indeed, the funds were frozen in 2013 consecutive to a high-profile public 
message (the FAC Conclusions) that grave violations were committed en masse against civilians and a coup 
d’Etat had taken place. Today, Al-Sisi has cast aside all prospect of democratization or transitional justice, 
and the human rights situation has deteriorated much further still. Socioeconomic rights are also severely 
affected, as documented by CESR. These alarming trends have been raised repeatedly by the EEAS, the HR/VP 
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and EP figures on multiple occasions since 2013 and until today; disbursing the frozen funds without 
conditions, will undermine all of those efforts. 
 
3. Opening the door to funding without conditions 
 
The funds’ release would facilitate allocation of new direct budget support funds for Egypt in the next 
financial cycle, without conditions. This could end up in the hands of security forces—ensured even more 
immunity now than before—who may well commit serious crimes on a large scale again.  
Egypt’s financial, economic and social policies have led both to severe hardship and frustration for large 
sectors of the population, and to a state of increased economic volatility which could trigger a more acute 
crisis. The influx of funds since the 2016 currency float, particularly to treasury bills, exposes Egypt to severe 
consequences should investors withdraw. Short-term external debt has soared and its ratio to foreign 
reserves has tripled since 2011. Egypt's military spending has skyrocketed to an unsustainable level. The 
government has focused on deficit reduction through measures harshly impacting the needy, while half of 
Egyptians under the poverty line benefit from none of the cash transfer programs supposed to alleviate 
austerity’s impact, according to CESR’s ESPI data. Egypt’s tax structure is becoming more and more 
regressive. Thus, reform efforts remain highly painful yet insufficient to fulfil promises of sustainable 
development.   
 
This is extremely worrying: the closure of public space and the political sphere to all forms of dissent, followed 
by a sham election, have removed the few remaining hopes for Egyptian citizens to build pressure for change 
through social, political and civic channels of mobilization. They have no peaceful, organised channels to 
express dissent and frustration, and call for reform. At the same time, security forces know their chances of 
being held accountable for crushing revolt are next to nil. 
 
 

i Mr el-Behairy was eventually released on parole with strict conditions and remained subject to threats, harassment and smear 
campaigns by security bodies well into 2017. Front Line Defenders have documented the case for a report expected in November 
2018 and consider several of the six to be human rights defenders.  
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