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OVERVIEW: 

The history of relations between the US and Egypt is long and complex. It is a 
partnership propelled by political strategy, economic development, and most of all, a 
hope for a sustainable peace in a volatile climate.  

 
Often, Egypt has been labeled a “moderate” influence in a more conservative 

Arab world. With a female population able to work and drive, a vibrant media and 
entertainment industry, and a lasting peace with its Jewish neighbor, Israel, Egypt 
represents a more Westernized contrast to some of its neighbors less favored by the 
United States (namely, Syria and Iran). For all of this progress, however, poverty, 
rampant corruption, and an overall poor human rights record plague Egypt’s people. Each 
of these factors plays a role in the debate over whether or not to cut the United States’ 
annual aid package to the Arab Republic of Egypt. The essential questions then become: 
should the US withhold aid as a means of reforming a tyrannical regime, or does such 
withholding fail to advance the United States’ overarching agenda of peace and 
prosperity in the region? Does, too, the United States run the risk of cementing an 
“imperialist” reputation amidst the political and cultural reformation of yet another 
Muslim country? 
 
THE STATE OF THE EGYPTIAN STATE:  
Civil Rights: 

The US views Egypt as a strategic and geographic ally in its war on terror and 
Islamic fundamentalism. While Egypt is overwhelmingly Muslim in its population 
(anywhere between 90% to 94% of the population is Muslim), President Hosni 
Mubarak’s government is largely secular. This separation of religion and state serves as a 
model in the region, one that the American presidency aspires to achieve in other 
countries.  
 
 Despite a democratic facade, the Egyptian government is notorious for amassing 
political adversaries, including those in the Muslim Brotherhood and Kifaya (which 
literally translates to “Enough!”) organizations. Any political threat to the Mubarak 
administration, particularly one rooted in Islam, falls under intense scrutiny, if not legal 
consequence. The regime has traditionally placed political adversaries in prison and 
currently has frozen the finances of its major opposition parties (Hamid 1). The Muslim 
Brotherhood, which promotes democracy in congruence with Muslim ideals despite what 



its name might suggest, holds 88 seats in Parliament (CRS), making it the largest 
opposition party to Mubarak, and therefore the largest political target, in Egypt.   

 
Furthermore, Egypt’s women face limited rights in the court of law. Disputes over 

property rights, marriage entitlements (namely after divorce), and physical and domestic 
abuse almost always are decided in favor of their male counterpart. The minority 
Christian population, which accounts for roughly 10% of the entire population, also faces 
a restriction on its ability to consecrate churches, worship freely, and practice the 
Christian faith in Egypt’s schools (CRS). 
 
The Economy: 

Egypt’s economy is weak, particularly for a nation abundant with labor capital, 
fertile lands, and other natural resources. It faces a high unemployment rate amidst rapid 
urbanization, mostly occurring in the capital of Cairo. Moreover, 30% of all Egyptians 
fall well below the poverty line (CRS).  

 
Indeed, Egypt’s economy is worthy to receive US aid, and with such resources 

available, it should enhance and complement the ideal gradual progression of this 
emerging market. However, over the past two decades (the time of the Mubarak 
presidency), the aid packages have not resulted in an intended rebirth of the Egyptian 
economy. Egypt remains one of the poorest Middle Eastern states despite US financial 
aid. 
 
THE MANY FORMS OF AID: 
Direct Aid Packages (Executive Branch): 
 Traditionally, American aid to Egypt is distributed through many channels. The 
US State Department sponsors two programs that give aid to Egypt, including the Middle 
East Partnership Initiative and the Human Rights Democracy Fund. Also, the National 
Endowment for Democracy gives Egypt money through its Muslim Democracy Program 
branch. All of these programs occur at the executive level of the United States’ 
government (CRS).  
 

In general, direct government aid is either directly transferred by federal 
organizations to their governmental counterparts in Egypt, or it is given through the 
Commodity Import Program, which likewise transfers hard currency to Egypt that is then 
used to buy US agricultural products. An estimated 30% of all funds from these various 
channels are used by Egypt to buy weapons systems from the United States through 
Foreign Military Financing (or FMF), which largely occurs through the American 
Congress’ appropriations work (CRS). While the executive branch can distribute aid 
through these and many other programs, it is ultimately the Congress’ responsibility to 
approve the national budget and allocate funds towards projects and nations it deems 
worthy. 
 
Indirect Aid Packages  (Trade): 
 Indirectly, the US works to strengthen the Egyptian economy and populous 
through rigorous trade. According to the US Department of Commerce, the US is Egypt’s 



number one trade partner, with Egypt buying a substantial amount of American wheat 
and machinery amongst other goods. To the contrary, Egypt is the US’ 54th largest trade 
partner, though the US is the 2nd largest foreign investor in Egyptian capital markets, 
contributing funds to Egypt’s oil and gas businesses (CRS).  
 

American goods and capital that come into Egypt only strengthen the Egyptian 
economy, but as is the case with any economic partnership, extraneous factors (one being 
the diplomatic ties between the two nations) affect exchange. Thus, decisions made by 
both the executive and legislative branch of the United States government may have 
unintended consequences for the business climate in which American, Egyptian, and 
multinational corporations operate. 
 
EGYPTIAN-ISRAELI RELATIONS: 

Egypt’s ability to sustain a peace with the American ally of Israel is a key reason 
why Egypt receives a healthy aid package from the United States annually. The signing 
of the Camp David Peace Accords in 1979, signed under Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
and Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, and brokered by American president Jimmy 
Carter, was the first step towards a lasting peace between the two neighbors. Since, Egypt 
has been the recipient of the second-largest amount of aid given by the United States to a 
foreign nation (and Israel of the first-largest amount).  

 
Over the years, the Egyptian state has continually provided military and 

intelligence support to the United States and Israel. For instance, in 2005, the Egyptian 
government sent 750 troops to Gaza to prevent weapons smuggling after the Israeli 
withdrawal from the Gaza Strip (CRS). Albeit a small number of troops, this gesture and 
others similar to it made by Egypt since 1979 are more symbolic than anything. They 
demonstrate Egypt’s commitment to the peace and an understanding of the foreign-policy 
obligations associated with receiving US aid. President Mubarak’s continual presence at 
and hosting of Arab-Israeli peace summits is another action relaying the same values of 
understanding and cooperation. 
 
THE CONGRESSIONAL DECISION TO WITHHOLD AID: 
 The United States has given Egypt approximately $2 billion annually since 1979, 
the year of the historic signing of the Camp David Accords. For FY2008, the US 
Congress originally appropriated $415 million to Egypt strictly for economic purposes 
and $1.3 billion to Egypt’s military (or, the FMF program). This was mandated under 
House Resolution 2764, the State, Foreign Operations, and Appropriations Bill (CRS). 
  

On 22 June 2007, the US voted to withhold $200 million of the $1.3 billion grant 
under HR 2764, the first time an American Congress has done so since Camp David. 
Behind this decision is the logic that the US will grant the aid when Secretary of State 
Condoleeza Rice certifies that Egypt is taking the necessary strides to train its police 
forces, strengthen the country’s weak Judiciary branch, secure the border with Gaza (as 
in, prevent weapons smuggling across the border), and most importantly, improve a 
condemnable human rights record, including modernizing police practices. The bill still 
requires Senate approval at the time of this writing (Jane’s). 



 
 In 2006, an amendment to the FY2007 Foreign Operations Appropriations bill 
proposed by Congressman David Obey of Wisconsin failed to reach the Senate floor or 
the President’s desk. The measure would have reduced aid by $100 million, but only 45 
Republicans and 153 Democrats voted in favor (Hamid 1). However, with the Democrats 
in power in the 110th Congress, withholding aid from Egypt has become easier and a 
popular course of action. The Democrats see Egypt as a country that must be held 
accountable for its un-democratic practices, especially due to its strong ties to US goals in 
the region (and, moreover, US dollars). Withholding aid from Egypt is just another 
example of how the Democrats will use appropriations actions and not just rhetoric to 
impose their reform policies abroad (Hamid 1).  
 

And while the State Department and other organizations stemming from the 
executive branch can still provide Egypt with aid, Congress’ power to appropriate funds 
through legislation may leave Egypt with much to be desired and will send a message 
that may be more powerful than the decrease in aid itself. The Democratic US leadership 
argues that it is withholding aid to put pressure on a stagnant Mubarak administration. It 
would like Egypt to take a more active role in developing an Arab-Israeli peace – more 
than just being a figurehead that represents moderate Arab sentiment – and it further 
encourages Egypt to curb its human rights abuses against minorities, political opponents, 
and women (CRS). In many eyes, HR 2764 is considered a spark plug for behavioral 
modification on the part of Egypt’s leadership as much as it is a punishment for 
stagnancy. 
 
 The US acknowledges that Egypt is minimally affected by regional conflict in 
Iraq, Lebanon, and Afghanistan, which does not necessitate Egypt to help mediate in its 
Arab region. Likewise, the reign of Mubarak, which has occurred since 1981 with little to 
no opposition, does not promote the ideals of progression and change the US wishes to 
see take place through its aid package (CRS). All of which have prompted US 
policymakers to try a different strategy in making change in Egypt. 
 

However, after 25 plus years of receiving aid from the United States with limited 
conditions imposed, Egypt feels taken for granted. Since 1979, the Arab nation has been 
isolated by its Eastern-allying counterparts in nations like Iran, Libya, and Syria for 
making and keeping a peace with the regional power of Israel and allying with the 
Western-most power, being the United States. Furthermore, the US’ aid package to Egypt 
has remained flat over the years in comparison to other Third World nations who benefit 
from US intervention, despite Egypt upholding the American agenda in the region (CRS). 
Like many Arab nations, Egypt feels like it has lost its ability to chart its own course in 
its own region (Hamid 2), as it is not only dependent upon US aid annually, but likewise 
must reform its internal practices, and therefore relinquish some autonomy, in order to 
receive such aid.  
 
THE FUTURE: AN IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS 
 As the annual aid package has diminished along with Egyptian morale, Egypt 
may actually be strengthened to make its own decisions, which may not correspond with 



the US’ intended policy. While it is important to acknowledge the long history of 
relations between the US and Egypt, and the giving nature in which the US has handled 
its relationship, the US must be conscious of the very volatile future facing its name in 
the region and the importance of a moderate and friendly Egypt. The “forward strategy 
for freedom” in Egypt that Bush has pushed for during his regime has not come into 
fruition (Hamid 1); but does that mean that harsher measures, such as the withholding of 
funds, are the appropriate response at this critical time? 
 
 A key strategy of the Bush administration, independent of the Congressional 
body, has been to deny the occurrence of human rights abuses in ally countries and allow 
for non-democratic principles to reign in “moderate” states as Islamic parties do well in 
the polls (Hamid 1). In the case of Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood succeeds time after 
time in Egyptian democratic elections, yet the party has little influence in the nation’s 
political system due to the Mubarak regime’s mass imprisonments and disregard for 
election turnout. The crushing and imprisoning of Muslim Brotherhood members is a 
small violation of Bush’s democratic ideology considering it is Muslims, and not 
secularists like Mubarak, who are being silenced.  
 

However, as stated by Princeton University and noted Middle East scholar Jitka 
Maleckova: “Countries with more freedom were less likely to be the birthplace of 
international terrorists” (Hamid 2). Here, Maleckova’s statement could be interpreted to 
mean that if the US were to encourage democracy, even if Muslim-style, it would receive 
more support, and moreover, less terrorist opposition, for its actions in the region than it 
does now.  

 
The United States’ goals and values abroad can still be realized, but without 

imposing them through a decreased aid package. Like any meaningful change in the 
Muslim world, democracy must be developed over extensive time and on the terms of the 
people in question. This complex diplomacy would take years of effort, a high level of 
sophistication in negotiations, and an intimacy with the Arab parties, peoples, and 
governmental systems. Moreover, it requires an even-handed approach to resolving the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, which would develop stronger US credibility in the region. It is 
unlikely, given that the US even faces a shortage of Arab speakers in its embassies and 
diplomatic posts, that such intricate relations will come into fruition.  

 
Cutting off aid does in fact pose an easy solution on the surface, but it is indeed 

not the best solution and certainly not a sound long-term strategy. Congress, who makes 
key international appropriations decisions, might consider yielding to the diplomatic core 
in the executive branch to finesse stronger relations with Arab allies (another being 
Jordan) before legislating away a key relationship through aid reduction. Congress simply 
does not have the time or resources to implement change correctly or efficiently 
considering the multitude of other decisions it must make as well as the complexity of the 
situation in the Middle East.  
 

Congress must also consider that withholding US money does not necessarily 
mean that only American funds are at stake. In 2006 alone, $6 billion in foreign direct 



investments came into Egypt. Non-US companies like ENI (out of Saudi Arabia), BG, 
and BP (both out of the United Kingdom), to name a few, put equity into Egypt’s gas and 
oil industries (CRS). The US must acknowledge that any federal decisions made in the 
arena of trade and direct aid granting affect the capital in the investments of its own 
businesses and those of key allies. The US already faces criticism for its actions in the 
region from United Nations and European Union partners in France, Germany, and 
elsewhere. Jeopardizing these countries’ invested funds by potentially hampering the 
Egyptian economy does not bode well for flailing US approval in the Middle East. 
 
 Furthermore in 2006, President Mubarak traveled to Russia and met with Premier 
Putin about possible arms exchanges. Putin encouraged his Egyptian peer to buy Russian 
aircrafts and defense systems (CRS), a suggestion that would seem of greater interest to 
Egypt as not only the Russian economy flourishes, but as the US military aid package is 
diminished. The US cannot afford strong and friendly rhetoric to continue between Egypt 
and the growing Russian state, especially when it concerns weapons systems, for obvious 
reasons. In the event of further violence in the region, and damaged relations between the 
US and Egypt, what obligation would Egypt have to uphold Camp David or other 
agreements when armed with Russian weapons and ill-feelings towards a one-time all, 
especially when the financial incentive to uphold good behavior no longer remains? This 
is not yet the climate in which the Egyptians and Americans operate, but it is not far-
fetched to speculate that Egypt could revert back to a strong Russian friendship, as it did 
during the Cold War. The US must keep all and any allies in the region satisfied because 
the alternatives to American friendship, one being Russian, may not be aligned with US 
values in the Mid East and beyond. 
 
SUMMATION AND RECOMMENDATION: 
 The United States has too many enemies and not nearly enough allies to 
independently make its objectives realized in the Middle East. It wishes to eradicate 
Islamic terrorism, protect its Israeli ally, and enact humanitarian reforms amidst a dismal 
approval record and with no trust from its Arab counterparts. These are no lofty goals, 
and they certainly require partnerships and time to be carried out. A friendship in the 
region, even with a dictatorial regime by objective standards, is a must for the United 
States in such troubled circumstances (Hamid 1), which is why the question of 
withholding aid is atop many a policymaker’s mind.  
 
 Ultimately, it is crucial to acknowledge why the United States started giving aid 
to Egypt in the first place. In 1979, Egypt was not only a geographic ally, but also a 
supporter of US goals in the region. Whatever has happened since 1979 within the 
Egyptian state has not changed its strategic and shared border with Israel nor its peaceful 
intent towards Israel and the United States.  Thus, Congress should not put new 
conditions or stipulations on the aid appropriated to Egypt other than those requirements 
that exists already (which have been upheld). Adding requirements, such as the areas 
needing Secretary Rice’s approval, makes it appear as though the US is changing its 
policies mid-stream and abandoning its friendship with Egypt because it is the friend in 
the financial position to do so. But what America cannot afford is to appear fickle in 
another instance of Middle Eastern diplomacy. Congress must recognize how this one 



decision has the potential to reverse almost thirty years of meaningful diplomacy. If any 
recommendations for reform are to be made to Egypt, they should be made far outside the 
context of an expected and deserved (based upon the original intent of the arrangement) 
aid package. 
 
 To conclude, Congress should recognize that withholding aid is not the way to 
neither enact freedoms nor maintain the support of a truly vital relationship with the 
Mubarak administration. This is not the time nor the place, given the conditions in Iraq, 
Lebanon, Syria, and the West Bank, to take on another cause, that being the reformation 
of what is essentially a pro-Western, American-friendly regime. While it is important that 
the US cling to its values of promoting democracy worldwide, Egypt is not the best target 
for change … currently. In time, and through extensive diplomacy rather than a swift 
punishment, the US should influence its important friend in the Middle East to allow for 
political dissention, religious freedom, etc. Right now, however, embittering a friend is 
not smart policy. The United States Congress should – rather, must – look the other way 
until more nations stand behind America and it is in a position to not only create reform, 
but do so in a benign and welcomed manner. 
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