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Delegation for relations with the Mashreq countries and the Gulf 
 
 

7th EU-Egyptian Interparliamentary Meeting 
 

14-21 February 2004-07-26 
 

Report by Mr Naïr, Delegation Chairman 
 
 
I. Introduction 
 
The working party’s trip came in response to our meeting with the Egyptian Parliament 
delegation in Strasbourg, January 2003; those we met in Egypt described our mission as of real 
importance, given the current situation in the region. 
Openness was the keynote at all our meetings, although pressure of work made it impossible for 
the delegation to meet the Egyptian President. 
The press conference in Cairo was widely reported. 
 
The working party was led by myself, and comprised Mrs Auroi, Mrs Bonino, Mr Marchiani, 
Mrs Morgan, Mr McMillan-Scott and Mr Purvis. 
 
II. Meetings 
 
1. Meeting with Mr Moustafa Kamal Helmy, President of the Shoura Council and 

Ahmed Fathy Sorour, President of the People’s Assembly 
 
The preamble to these meetings was a review of Egypt’s good historical relations with Europe, 
particularly the Graeco-Roman roots we share. 
 
(a)  Domestic policy 
 
● Islam - terrorism 

As in other Arab countries, we were warned against the temptation to identify Islam with 
terrorism. It was stressed that in countries like Japan, Germany and Italy, terrorism 
crimes which have nothing to do with religion occur. The only way to avoid the clash of 
civilisations was dialogue, for which President Mubarak has repeatedly called. 

 
● Human rights 

We heard that despite the emergency laws still in force, human rights were respected; the 
release of Dr Ibrahim (called for in an EP resolution) was proof of this; press freedom 
and political plurality were also respected. 

 
● Religious freedom 

Religious freedom is protected by the Constitution; it was therefore wrong to speak about 
the right of a (Christian) minority. Certainly there had been trouble, but we were told that 
both sides were to blame, and that the trouble was mostly confined to country areas. 
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● Education 

In principle, all children have the right to schooling, independent of sex and religious 
affiliation. There were apparently 8.6 million women and girls amongst the 18 million 
school pupils and students. Moreover, women preponderate at university level. 
However, some 25% of graduates leave the country, not so much a brain drain as a full 
blown haemorrhage. However, we were told that - in the case of those who emigrated to 
other Arab countries this was not so serious, since in the long run they came back. 

 
● Economy 

Since 1980, industry has been steadily nationalised. Despite economic problems, growth 
was expected to run at 2.5% for this year, and inflation at 4%. Trade had risen by 30%, 
and it was hoped that next year over 60% of agricultural produce would be exported to 
the EU. When we asked why the reference currency continued to be the US$ and not the 
euro, we were told that since Egypt’s debt was in dollars, it had to meet its commitments 
using that currency. 

 
(b) Foreign policy 
● Weapons of mass destruction 

The government had launched several initiatives with a view to banning such weapons, 
but since Israel had them, a nuclear-free zone was required in the region. 

 
● Israel-Palestinian conflict 

Particular regret was voiced that the ‘road map’ had failed to make any progress 
whatever; on the contrary, Israel had simply presented the world with a fait accompli by 
building the wall. 

 
(c) EU-Egyptian relations 
 

Egypt follows developments in Europe very closely, e.g. Court of Justice jurisprudence, 
the Court of Human Rights and resolutions adopted by the EP. 

 
● Association Agreement (AA) 

In order to turn the corner with regard to implementing the AA, an interim agreement had 
been concluded the week before our visit. Furthermore, the EU and Egypt had signed a 
training programme. 

 
● Euro-Mediterranean Assembly 

This new Assembly was viewed extremely positively; the Egyptian People’s Assembly 
was represented by its President at the appropriate level. 

 
● International Criminal Court 

The President of the People’s Assembly was in favour of ratifying the establishment of 
the Court. The Foreign Minister, however, had been instructed to assess to what extent 
ratification would require a constitutional amendment. 

 
2. Meeting with the social affair minister 
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We heard that the ministry’s principal task is to register NGOs, on the basis of a law passed in 
2000, whereby NGOs, once properly registered, were entitled to subsidies. Registration was 
automatically granted if the organisation making the request has heard nothing to the contrary 
within 60 days of submitting the request. 
The ministry was also responsible for the massive task of handling population growth. While 
there is family planning, we were told it was preached against both in the mosques and in the 
churches. 
 
3. Meeting with the ‘National Council for Human Rights’ and its chairman Boutros 

Boutros-Ghali 
 
The remit of this independent umbrella organisation for the 32 existing human rights bodies, was 
to raise public awareness of the issue, and to train police and judges, ensure the broadcasting of 
appropriate television publicity and provide information through the written media. 
Anyone wishing to denounce a human rights violation was entitled to contact the organisation. 
When we specifically asked about the Egyptian human rights situation, we were told that torture 
is still used in police stations. Thanks to EU and USA aid, training programmes for policemen 
were now in existence. 
Homosexuality, we were told, is not banned in Egypt, but cases involving promiscuity had been 
highlighted in the western media and given disproportionate prominence. 
Female circumcision continued to be carried out, and was a real problem as a violation of 
women’s rights. We were reminded that this tradition is not Islamic, as often claimed, but 
African. 
Generally speaking, EU aid to the work of Egyptian NGOs was greatly appreciated, but the 
procedures for obtaining funds were regarded as excessively time-consuming. 
 
4.  Meeting with the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs 
 
● Sudan 

The demands for autonomy in southern Sudan meant a risk of the Sudan being broken up 
into three or four parts, which would not be in Egypt’s interest as far as water resources 
are concerned. 

 
● Libya 

Developments there were seen as positive, contributing to stabilisation in the region. 
 
● Iraq 

The Americans were now de facto neighbours of the Arab countries, and this could lead 
to major upsets, since their neighbour status was entirely artificial. 
Unfortunately, the USA were unfamiliar with the Arab mindset: hence they had arrived 
in the region with specific plans and with the intention of changing political life within 
very specific deadlines. The USA had dissolved the Iraqi army despite the Egyptian 
Government’s having voiced doubts as to the wisdom of this decision, and the USA now 
found itself in an increasingly difficult situation. The UN should be playing a larger role 
in Iraq. 
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● Israel and Palestine 
The role of Fatah should be strengthened, so as to enhance the legitimacy of the new 
government. Fatah still controlled 75% of the territory, but was steadily losing influence 
to Hamas. The Egyptian Government, we were told, represented a sort of intermediary 
between the Palestinian organisations, as well as between the Palestinian and Israeli 
Governments. The road map, thanks to the fact that Israel acknowledged it, was 
significant and well-suited to its purpose. 

 
● The Arab League 

Despite having been in existence since 1947, it had had nothing like the success of the 
EU.  

 
The Secretary of State regarded the EU as an exemplary model. The Secretary-General 
had apparently put forward proposals for reform.  

 
● Role of the EU 
 

The Secretary of State did not understand the EU’s position at the Court of Justice in The 
Hague in the proceedings against the building of the Wall; Egypt expected the EU to take 
a clear position on this issue. 
Bilateral relations with the EU should be stepped up in future, with the MEDA 
Programme and the Association Agreement. The Secretary of State applauded Madame 
Bonino’s Yemen conference in March, which was to be followed up in Alexandria. 
Following the latter, the conclusions should be published for the benefit of the Arab 
League. 

 
5. Meeting with the Minister for Islamic Affairs (Awqafs) 
 
 This ministry is a scientific institution which has published numerous books, particularly 

on dialogue between civilisations and religions. 
 The Minister said that he attached great value to the fact that dialogue was a fundamental 

feature of Islam, bringing peace between religions in its wake. 
 He said that his ministry enjoyed relations with the Vatican and Jewish organisations, and 

that only dialogue could prevent the clash of civilisations. 
 He said that Copts were ‘full Egyptians’: their religion was not something that had been 

brought into the country but had existed long before. In the same way, the country’s 
remaining 200 Jews enjoyed freedom of worship. 

 With regard to human rights, he said that a distinction had to be drawn between the 
Koran and the practices which existed in certain countries. The Koran spoke of five 
principles: the right to life, the right to protection, respect for religion, respect for 
property, and the right to descendants. 

 
 The Koran laid down that two fundamental principles had to be observed: 
 - equality between sexes and races, 
 - freedom, which was essential to Islam: man is free to believe in God. 
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 He said that women enjoyed all freedoms, both financially, in that they were under no 
obligation to hand over any money they might have possessed while single once they 
married, and in terms of marital status itself, since there was no marriage under duress. 

 Claims that women suffered from inequality under Islam, he said, rested on a false 
interpretation of the Koran. Specialists had demonstrated that out of 32 cases 
investigated, in which women’s rights are tackled in the Koran, 30 cases were favourable, 
and only four cases were unfavourable to women, including the right of succession, 
which endowed wives with half of the inheritance of her husband. 

 Article 1 of the Constitution recognises Islam as the state religion, and reference is made 
to the Sharia. There has never been any movement in Egypt to separate religion and the 
state, as in Europe. 

 There were currently 16 Muslim brothers in the Parliament; MPs are chosen by the 
people. 

 
6. Round Table at the University of Alexandria 
 
 The Dean of this university of 120 000 students said that he agreed with the advantages 

of democracy as set out by the MEPs, but he linked to this economic aid. The EU could 
make a large contribution to democracy by means of investment, and in terms of the 
programmes on offer to students. 

 
7. Meeting with the Alexandria Businessmen’s Association 
 
 The members were concerned about the opening-up of markets, both with regard to the 

WTO and the EU. Egyptian industry and agriculture were facing major challenges which 
had to be met. EU accompanying measures would be desirable for the back-up training 
programmes. 

 The CAP represented a particular challenge, supporting farmers by direct income subsidy 
as it did. 

 The delegation was critical of the sheer complexity of customs administration but we 
were told it was to be reformed. In order to achieve this, the mentality of the customs 
authorities needed changing. 

 
8. Meeting with NGOs  
 
 There were differences of opinion with regard to the registering of NGOs and political 

parties and progress on democracy. 
 Contrary to what we had been told by the Social Ministry (see above) some of those we 

spoke to stressed the fact that registration was not automatic after 60 days, at that stage, 
steps had to be taken in the courts with regard to registration. But even when the court 
decided in favour, one of the spokesmen said,  registration by the Ministry had to be 
waited for. Criticism was voiced with regard to Ministry officials who displayed ill-will 
or were simply not up to their jobs. It was furthermore claimed that 66 applications to 
register political parties had been rejected. The representative of the Foreign Ministry 
drew attention to the fact that if such issues could be freely discussed, this reflected well 
on democratic aspirations.  
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 The Commission, for its part, stressed the fact that on the one hand, there was a special 
programme for training Social Ministry staff, and on the other, the human rights issue 
would enjoy enhanced importance in EU-Egyptian relations once the Association 
Agreement came into force. 

 
9. Visit to the Tosh project 
 
 This desert irrigation scheme by a canal to the west of the Aswan Dam was an initiative 

of President Mubarak’s. Two investors from Kuwait and the URA had since been 
successfully cultivating fruit and vegetables. The representative we spoke to drew 
attention to the fact that there was no reliable statement of cost-benefit for the project, 
and that when it had been drafted, the human factor had been ignored: the extreme 
summer temperatures meant that workers were not, as had been wished, living there with 
their families, but were forced to leave their families behind in the big cities. 
Furthermore, since the project had been an initiative of President Mubarak’s there was a 
risk of its folding, should he leave office. 

 
10. Meeting with the NGOs working on the ‘FGM (female genetical mutilation) 60 

villages free’ project 
 
 We heard that female circumcision was still very widespread in Egypt. It had nothing 

whatever to do with religion, being carried out on Muslim and Christian girls: it was 
African in origin. It was justified by claiming it was better for the girls’ health, and that 
they would not be able to find husbands if uncircumcised. There were no official figures, 
with the Government claiming 87% and the NGOs claiming 97%, varying from region to 
region. 

 The NGOs were carrying out an information campaign with Government and UNEP 
support; only the Commission had contributed, with EUR 2 million. Given that for Upper 
Egypt alone, 500 villages need to be monitored, the challenge facing the organisations 
involved was very great. 

 The campaign involved the media, discussions with parents, teachers and above all clergy 
from both religions. However, the population was extremely reluctant to discuss the 
issue, and their reticence needed to be overcome. 

 There was no direct ban on female circumcision, merely criminal legislation on physical 
wounds. A specific law, we were told, should be promulgated. This would enable the 
NGOs to work with the help of doctors and lawyers, which would be all the more 
significant, given that Egypt had, in this connection, signed an international convention, 
and initiated the so-called ‘Cairo Declaration’ signed last year by all African states, 
banning female circumcision. 
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 PARLEMENT EUROPEEN 
 

DELEGATION POUR LES RELATIONS AVEC LES PAYS DU MASHREK ET LES ETATS DU GOLFE 
 
 

7ème Rencontre interparlementaire  
Parlement européen - Égypte 

 
14-21 février 2004 

 
 

Projet de Programme 
 
 

Samedi, 14 février 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15h35 
 
 

18h45 
 

19h30 

 
Arrivées individuelles des membres de la délégation au Caire et transfert à 
 
Nile Hilton Hotel , Tahrir Square, Cairo 
Tel  : +20 2 5780 444/5780 666 
Fax : +20 2 5780 475 
Acceuil du Président et des membres de la Délégation parlementaire 
l’accompagnant (AF524) 
 
départ hôtel pour rendezvous avec Mme Mubarak 
 
rencontre avec Mme Mubarak - Président du National Council of Motherhood 
and Children 

Dimanche, 15 février – Caire 
08h05 

 
08h45 

Départ de l’hôtel par bus 
 
Briefing avec les Ambassadeurs de l'UE et de la Commission européenne à la 
Délégation 
 

 
10h00 

 
Rencontre avec le Président du Conseil Shoura, M. Moustafa Kamal Helmy   
et avec les Membres de la Commission des Affaires Etrangères ainsi qu‘ avec 
les membres de la Commission Économique du Conseil Shura  
 

12h00 Rencontre avec le Président de l'Assemblée du Peuple, M. Ahmed Fathy 
Sorour avec les Membres de la Commission des Affaires Etrangères ainsi qu’ 
avec les membres de la Commission des Relations Économiques de 
l'Assemblée du Peuple 
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18h45 Réunion avec le Dr. Boutros Boutros-Ghali, Président du nouveau Conseil 

national pour les droits de l’homme accompagné par quelques membres du 
Conseil et d’autres personnalités concernées par les droits de l’homme. 
Diplomatic Club  

20h30 Diner offert par “People’s Assembly” (M Mustafa el Fiqqi)  Diplomatic Club 
 
 
 

 

Lundi, 16 février – Caire 
  

09h30 Rencontre avec le Secrétaire d'Etat des Affaires Etrangères 
11h00 Ministre de l’Assurance et des Affaires Sociales 

 
13h00 Rencontre avec le Ministre des « Awqafs » (Islamic High Council Affairs, 

Garden City) 
19h30 Récéption (+ 100 personnes) offerte par M. Nair à l’hôtel Nile Hilton 

  
Mardi, 17 février – Alexandrie 

  
07h30 Départ pour Alexandrie 
10h30 Table ronde à l'université d'Alexandrie 
12h00 Réunion avec « Alexandria Businessmen’s Association  » suivi par un 

déjeuner avec la présence de quelques membres de l’Université d’Alexandrie 
(organisé par l’ABA au « Syrian Club ») 

15h30 Visite de la bibliothèque d'Alexandrie 
18h00 Visite de courtoisie au Gouverneur d’Alexandrie 
18h30 Retour au Caire 

 
Mercredi, 18 février – Caire 

  
09h30 Rencontre avec les ONGs et les associations pour les droits de la femme 
11h30 Conférence de presse 
12h30 Départ pour l’aéroport 
15h00 Départ vol MS 233 pour Aswan 
16h20 Arrivée Aswan et transfert à l'hôtel 

 
 
 

 

 
Old Cataract hotel 
Address :  Abtal El Tahrir Street,  ASWAN, EGYPT 

Tel : (+20)97/316000 
Fax : (+20)97/316011  

Jeudi, 19 février – Aswan/Abu Simbel 
  

07h30 Départ pour l'aeroport 
09h05 Départ vol MS 247 pour Abu Simbel 
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12h00 Visite de projet Toshka - irrigation, land reclamation 
18h30 retour à Aswan par car  

  
Vendredi, 20 février - Aswan/ 

  
 Visite du barrage d'Aswan  

13h30 Rencontre de courtoisie avec Gouverneur d’Aswan 
14h45    visite de projet pour l'enseignement des femmes analphabètes dans les       

villages ruraux 
17h00 Visite des projets financés par l'UE -SMEs financés par  

Le Fonds Social du Développement) organisée par le gouverneur 
18h00 Réunion avec les ONG's travaillant sur le projet "FGM  60 villages free" 

 
Samedi, 21 février – Caire 

  
10h20 départ vol MS 136 pour le Caire et départs pour l’Europe 
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PARLEMENT EUROPEEN 
 

DELEGATION POUR LES RELATIONS AVEC LES PAYS DU MASHREQ ET LES 
PAYS DU GOLFE 

 
7ème rencontre interparlementaire PE-Egypte 

 
Le Caire, Egypte 
14-21 février 2004 

 
Liste des participants 

 
MEMBRES DU PARLEMENT EUROPÉEN (9) 
 
Membres Groupe Pays Commission  
   

 

M Sami NAIR, Président GUE/NGL France Commission des affaires étrangères, des 
droits de l'homme, de la sécurité commune 
et de la politique de défense 
 

Mme Danielle AUROI  Verts/ALE France Commission de l'agriculture et du 
développement rural 
 

Mme Emma BONINO NI Italie Commission des affaires étrangères, des 
droits de l'homme, de la sécurité commune 
et de la politique de défense 
 

M. Jean-Charles MARCHIANI UEN France Commission des affaires étrangères, des 
droits de l'homme, de la sécurité commune 
et de la politique de défense 
 

Mme Eluned MORGAN  
 

PSE Royaume-Uni Commission du contrôle budgétaire 

Mr Edward McMILLAN SCOTT 
 

PPE-DE Royaume Uni Commission des budgets 

M. John PURVIS PPE-DE Royaume-Uni Commission économique et monétaire, 
Vice-président  
Commission de l'industrie, du commerce 
extérieur, de la recherche et de l'énergie 
 

    
Abbreviations: 

 PPE-DE: Groupe du Parti Populaire Européen (Démocrates-Chrétiens) et Démocrates Européens 
 PSE: Groupe du Parti des Socialistes européens 
 Verts/ALE: Groupe des Verts/Alliance Libre européenne 
 GUE/NGL: Groupe confédéral de la Gauche unitaire européenne/Gauche verte nordique 
 UEN : Groupe Union pour l'Europe des Nations 

EDD : Groupe pour l'Europe des démocraties et des différences 
NI     :  Non-attached members 
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Secrétariat, Délégations Interparlementaires (2) 
 
M  Hans-Hermann KRAUS Administrateur Principal 

Mme Morag DONALDSON Assistante administrative 

 
 

Interprètes  (4) 
 
Mr  Kenneth COLGAN  

Ms Fadia HASHISH  

Ms Melpomeni KONSTANTINIDI  

Ms  Mouna  MRAD  

 
 

Conseillers groupes politiques (3) 
 
Mr Joao SILVA MAIA Conseiller, Groupe PPE-DE 

Ms Ines AYALA-SENDER Conseillère, Groupe PSE 

Mme Catherine  DEJOUR Conseillère, Groupe Verts/ALE 
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