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Chapter one

Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak meets Russian President Vladimir Putin at the Novo-

Ogarevo residence outside Moscow, 25 March 2008

Despite the confident government announce-
ments and foreign statements of support, progress
towards the nuclear-power goal could still be
impeded by several factors. Safety concerns are
one potential obstacle. Still mindful of Chernobyl
and reminded on a weekly basis of Egypt’s poor
safety record in areas such as public transport,
many Egyptians remain cautious about launching a
nuclear-power project without careful preparation.
A ‘not-in-my-backyard’ syndrome, while not yet
powerful, also has the potential to gain momentum
in opposition to the siting of the first reactor at
El-Dabaa, which is busier today than when the
site was initially selected 20 years ago. Financial
considerations also loom large. Egypt has a better
credit rating than when a lack of funding thwarted
previous nuclear-power plans, but foreign investors
will remain reluctant to front the multibillion-dollar
cost of nuclear-power plants for which the pay-off
is so long-term, and the liability and other risks so
large. Much will depend on whether the World Bank
changes its lending policy and decides to support
nuclear energy.

Economic rationale

Egypt’'s desire to develop nuclear power is driven
by legitimate energy-security concerns arising from
surging energy demand, as well as the rising price

and limited resources of fossil fuels. The country’s
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electricity consumption
is increasing by 7.3%
annually. Oil and gas
are the main sources of
this electricity, with just
12% being generated
by hydropower and
1% by wind energy. Oil
production has declined
sharply from its peak
of 922,000 barrels per
day in 1996, to 579,000
in 2005. New discov-
eries of natural gas have
compensated for some of
the decline (natural-gas
production  increased
from 473bn cubic feet in
1996 to 1,865bn in 2006)
but as oil and gas prices
rise, Egypt would like to devote more of its fossil
fuels to generating export earnings in order to boost
its economy. In February 2007 Oil Minister Sameh
Fahmy projected that gas reserves would last for 34
years and crude oil for 13 years.?* Although state-of-
the-art exploration techniques may yet uncover new
oil and gas fields, an increasing emphasis on energy
security makes nuclear power inevitable in the eyes
of many Egyptians.

Moreover, generating electricity by means of
nuclear energy could strengthen Egypt’s economy
in a number of ways. Nuclear-power-plant construc-
tion is consistent with a larger plan encompassing
Egypt
advances economically. For example, since 2002,

electricity-generation = development, as
three gas-fired plants have come on stream, adding
around 4,000 MWe to the power pool. A robust
nuclear-energy programme could allow Egypt to
export more of its own oil and gas, taking advan-
tage of the high prices these commodities command
on the international markets. Additionally, building
nuclear reactors will create new job opportunities.
The construction of a single reactor can employ
thousands of workers, including hundreds of
highly qualified technicians, for four to seven years,
a significant prospect for a country with approxi-
mately 10% unemployment and an urgent desire
to bridge the technological gap with the developed
world.”



Political drivers

Support for nuclear energy is also motivated in large
part by political considerations, which are heavily
influenced by Iran’s nuclear programme. Concern
for Egypt’s national status adds to this determina-
tion to keep up technologically. Citizens of all walks
of life ask: ‘if Iran has nuclear power, why not us?’
Watching its historical role as the centre of Arab
power ebb in contrast to the financial dominance
of the Gulf states, Egyptians feel increasingly left
behind. Ambassador Mohamed Ibrahim Shaker,
vice-chairman of the Egyptian Council of Foreign
Relations and a former arms-control negotiator, has
argued that having nuclear power would give Egypt
more influence on regional proliferation issues and
perhaps a seat at the table in negotiations on Iran.?* A
prominent article in the Al Ahram journal published
three months before Gamal Mubarak’s announce-
ment argued that nuclear power would increase
Egypt’s leverage vis-a-vis Israel.”

The popularity of the Muslim Brotherhood
provides further domestic impetus to pursue
nuclear power. It is no coincidence that Gamal
Mubarak’s proposal came just a few months after
the Muslim Brotherhood’s calls for a nuclear-
weapons programme as a means of countering
Israel’s nuclear capabilities.?® Some religious figures
have called on Arabs and Muslims to acquire nuclear
weapons to counter the Israeli threat. In late 2002,
the al-Azhar Religious Ruling Committee issued a
fatwa suggesting that developing nuclear weapons
was areligious duty for Muslims.” Given the govern-
ment’s concerns about stability, promoting nuclear
energy is one way for it to solidify public support
and concentrate public attention and pride on the
civil aspect of a nuclear programme, while under-
cutting opposition criticism. The promotion of civil
nuclear energy has also handed Gamal Mubarak a
strong campaign issue with which to establish his
claim as his father’s successor. Whether or not these
plans for nuclear power are fulfilled, the govern-
ment, the party and the would-be heir have already
benefited from the announcement.

There is also an underlying strategic motivation
for the nuclear-energy resurgence that could serve
non-civil purposes. While few Egyptian opinion
leaders attribute an explicit military dimension to
the revitalisation of the nuclear programme, they do
not expect Egypt to sit idly by if Iran does acquire
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weapons. A common refrain is that Mubarak ‘will
have options’. Mubarak himself reinforced this
point in a 4 January 2007 press interview: ‘We don’t
want nuclear arms in the area but we are obligated
to defend ourselves. We will have to have the appro-
priate weapons’.** However, it remains difficult to
assess the real purpose of this kind of statement,
to what extent it is meant for domestic political
consumption, as an international signal or both, or
even whether such statements are made in earnest.
Moreover, Egyptian officials have steadfastly
denied all rumours concerning a possible clan-
destine military programme. For example, in May
2005, Nazif declared that Egypt would not “pursue
nuclear capability in terms of military use’ even
if Iran became a nuclear power.’" In August 2007,
Minister for Military Production Sayyid Mish’hal
explained that Egypt had no uranium-enrichment

laboratories.

Concerns about Iran

Egypt and Iran have been at odds since the early
days of the Iranian revolution, when Iran’s new
leaders broke off relations in response to Egypt’s
decision to grant exile to the shah and its signature
of the Camp David accords with Israel. Animosity
deepened when Iran named a street in Tehran in
honour of Sadat’s assassin. Egyptian mistrust of
Shia fundamentalism is built on a historical legacy
of rivalry with Persia. Iran’s nuclear programme
adds a new layer of strategic concerns to this mix.
But Egyptian political thought is divided on the
prospect of a nuclear-armed Iran. A traditionalist
view, reflected in government circles, emphasises
the negative geostrategic implications for Egypt
and the region that would follow Iran’s acquisition
of nuclear weapons. The concern is not that Iran
would threaten Egypt with nuclear weapons, but
rather that such a capability would strengthen Iran
in its quest for regional hegemony and reinforce its
destabilising revisionist impulses. Egyptians of this
mindset also worry about the increased disruption
and heightened potential for military conflict that
Iran’s nuclear aspirations could provoke. Increased
regional instability would also harm Egypt econom-
ically, by increasing the risks for foreign investors.
An Iran with nuclear weapons would undercut
Egypt’s interests and marginalise its influence. In
this view, the least Egypt can do to keep up without

Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East: In the shadow of Iran

29



30

Chapter one

provoking instability itself is to embark on a nuclear-
power programme.

Many Egyptians do not share this concern about
Iran. The Muslim Brotherhood has declared that
a nuclear Iran would not be harmful but would
instead be an asset, empowering resistance against
Western domination and influence in the Middle
East. Similar views are common among a signifi-
cant number of Egyptian intellectuals and security
specialists, although they cast this more in terms of
a nuclear-armed Iran serving as a balance against
the West and Israel, including as leverage to press
Israel on its nuclear-weapons programme.

Both the public and policymakers have yet to
determine Iran’s true intentions. Already resentful
of Israel’'s nuclear programme, Egyptians react
strongly to a sense of inferiority towards either Iran
or Israel.> This assessment is enough for many to
support a dramatic strengthening of Egypt’'s own
nuclear programme. On the diplomatic front, Egypt
joined most other members of the IAEA board of
governors in voting in favour of the February 2006
resolution that reported Iran’s nuclear programme to
the UN Security Council. On the other hand, Egypt
vocally supports Iran’s right to peaceful nuclear
activity, and there is a general sentiment that, as
long as Iran accepts IAEA inspections, there should
be no problem. In early 2008, Iran and Egypt moved
closer towards re-establishing full diplomatic rela-
tions for the first time in nearly three decades.

Disarmament diplomacy

Throughout its history, Egypt’s nuclear policy has
included alarge element of diplomacy. Under Sadat,
Nasser’s strategy of considering weapons options
was replaced by a denuclearisation strategy for the
region. Egypt considers itself a leading supporter of
the non-proliferation regime, which also gives it a
platform from which to condemn Israel’s refusal to
accede to the NPT and accept full-scope safeguards.
Every year since 1974, Egypt has been a sponsor of
a resolution to the UN General Assembly calling for
a nuclear-weapons-free zone (NWFZ) in the Middle
East. Under Mubarak, this diplomatic stance became
even more active, starting with his 1990 call for the
establishment of a zone free of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) in the Middle East to supple-
ment the ongoing call for a NWFZ. Egypt later took
part in the 1991 Madrid Peace Conference and the
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multinational mechanism established therein to
work on making the Middle East an NWFZ. This
elusive goal has become a perennial Egyptian diplo-
matic priority and a centrepiece of Egypt’s wider
foreign policy, since this idea echoes the concerns of
other Islamic countries in the region.

At the 1995 NPT Review and Extension
Conference, Egypt initially led Arab states in
opposing an indefinite extension of the NPT on the
grounds that its security could not be assured while
Israel remained outside the treaty. Egypt dropped
its opposition only when a resolution was adopted
on the Middle East that addressed the Arab states’
main concerns. The resolution notably called upon
‘all States in the Middle East to take practical steps
in appropriate forums aimed at making progress
towards, inter alia, the establishment of an effec-
tively verifiable WMD-free zone in the Middle East
(including means of delivery), and to refrain from
taking any measures that preclude the achievement
of this objective’.

On another front, in April 1996 Egypt hosted a
conference to sign a declaration rendering Africa
an NWEFZ. In signing the Pelindaba Treaty, Egypt
undertook not to conduct research on, develop,
manufacture, stockpile or otherwise acquire, possess
or have control over any nuclear explosive device by
any means anywhere’. However, Egypt has yet to
ratify the treaty.

Whether acting separately or within a group of
like-minded countries, Egypt also promotes meas-
ures to curb nuclear weapons in general. It stepped
up its disarmament diplomacy in 1998 when,
along with Brazil, Ireland, Mexico, New Zealand,
Slovenia, South Africa and Sweden, it co-founded
the New Agenda Coalition devoted to achieving the
goal of a nuclear-weapons-free world. At the 2000
NPT Review Conference, this group of like-minded
middle powers promoted what became a consensus
resolution adopting 13 ‘practical steps’ to advance
the NPT disarmament goal, including prompt entry
into force of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty
(CTBT) and the adoption of a treaty banning the
production of fissile material for nuclear weapons.
Egypt has also used its leadership in the NAM to
promote nuclear disarmament, targeted at both
Israel and the declared nuclear-weapons states
for not making greater efforts in support of the
NPT Article VI goal of disarmament. Such diplo-



matic positions are no proof, of course, that Egypt
would never itself consider nuclear weapons. The
case of India, which advocated a nuclear-weapons-
free world even while establishing its own nuclear
deterrent, is a case in point. But such positions do
buttress Egypt’s non-proliferation credentials and a
national sense of moral superiority with regard to
nuclear weapons.

Cairo argues that, although it has clearly
rejected nuclear weapons and stated its intentions
by signing most non-proliferation treaties and
accepting the indefinite extension of the NPT, these
moves have not been met by any reciprocal steps by
Israel. Egypt thus plays the Israel card as a reason to
refuse to accept additional non-proliferation obliga-
tions, a stance for which the Egyptian government
has the solid support of its population. Egypt signed
the CTBT in October 1996 but has not yet ratified
it. As one of the 44 countries considered to have
significant nuclear programmes, Egypt’s ratifica-
tion is necessary for the treaty to come into force. In
August 2005, Foreign Minister Ahmed Abul Gheit
declared that Egypt’s ratification was dependent on
Israel signing the NPT as a non-nuclear-weapons
state. Egypt makes a similar case for not signing
the Chemical Weapons Convention and for not rati-
fying the Biological Weapons Convention (which it
signed in 1972). Ratification of the Pelindaba Treaty
is on hold for the same reason.

Most importantly, Egypt refuses to accept the
IAEA Additional Protocol because of Israel’s status
outside the NPT. At every international forum
where it is suggested that the Additional Protocol
should be made compulsory, Egypt pushes back,
insisting that it remain a voluntary measure.
Egypt even tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade the
Arab League as a whole to reject the Additional
Protocol. Egypt also strongly resists any pressure
to accept the Additional Protocol — or any other
new non-proliferation measure, such as refraining
from enrichment and reprocessing — as a condi-
tion for international support for its nuclear-power
plans. In December 2007, Gheit stressed that Egypt
would adhere to a ‘principle’ not to allow a linkage
between the provision of nuclear energy and the
acceptance of obligations not specified in treaties
and agreements. Ezzat Abdel-Aziz, former director
of the Atomic Energy Institute, even warned that

pursuing nuclear power could be a potential trap
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that would be used to pressure Egypt into accepting
the Additional Protocol in return for US support
for the nuclear-power project.*® Mindful of these
sentiments, the US has pulled back from making
non-proliferation conditions an explicit element
of its nuclear-energy strategy vis-a-vis Egypt. The
2007 statement of principles for the US-led Global
Nuclear Energy Partnership programme, which
Egypt is being courted to join, dropped its earlier
emphasis on forgoing sensitive fuel-cycle technol-
ogies and accepting the Additional Protocol as a
condition of membership.

Resentment of its nuclear asymmetry with
Israel lately has contributed to more uncompro-
mising Egyptian diplomacy,
characterised by some as
obstructionist. In  New
York during the May 2005
NPT
the
tacitly aligning itself with

review conference,

Egyptian delegation,

Iran, refused until the final

days to allow the session to

address substantive issues

if progress on Israel’s status

was not also discussed. In

Vienna, Egypt for many

years gave priority at the

IAEA General Conferences to achieving consensus
on resolutions calling for the universal application
of safeguards in the Middle East. In 2006, however,
Egypt changed tack. Since the anodyne consensus
resolutions of the past were becoming increasingly
outdated and had achieved no progress in moving
the region closer to the nuclear-weapons-free goal,
Cairo decided it cared more about getting tougher
language in the resolution than achieving consensus
on the outcome.

Conclusions

Judging by its declaratory policies, there is no doubt
about Egypt’s nuclear intentions. It foreswears
nuclear weapons and affirms that it will have nuclear
power. The destabilising consequences and high
political and economic costs of a nuclear-weapons
programme all militate strongly against Cairo
seeking nuclear weapons. The exposure of such a
programme would terminate its peace with Israel,
and end good relations with the United States and
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jeopardise its economic boom. Moreover, embarking
on a time-distant nuclear-weapons programme of
its own would not be the best means of obtaining
a deterrent against Iran. The US is doing all it can
to reinforce Egypt’s sense of security, including by
continuing to provide about $1.3 bn in military aid
annually, even as US economic aid is phased out. In
any case, Egyptians do not feel directly threatened
by a nuclear Iran. Egyptians see Saudi Arabia as the
country that would be most affected by an Iranian
nuclear-weapons capability, and the most likely to
react by acquiring a nuclear capability of its own.
Many Egyptians say that, by contrast, they could
live — however uneasily — with a nuclear Iran. Yet if
Saudi Arabia were also to acquire a nuclear bomb,
or if Israel declared its nuclear deterrence, domestic
pressures would mount for Egypt to follow the
same path. Indeed, this was the meaning of an
Arab League statement on 4 March 2008: if Israel
announced it had nuclear weapons, the Arab states
would withdraw from the NPT.

On the civil side, official statements increasingly
reflect a determination to use nuclear energy to
produce electricity. The unsuccessful attempts of the
pasthave shown that public pronouncements are not
necessarily followed by implementation. This time,
however, new conditions and circumstances should
be taken into account: in particular, rising profits to
be generated from exporting oil and gas reserves,
the Iranian nuclear crisis and the compelling narra-
tive on the nation’s right to develop peaceful uses
of nuclear energy. Notwithstanding the safety, envi-
ronmental and financial obstacles, political attention
to an Egyptian nuclear-energy programme is more
consistent now than it has ever been.

The strongest impediment to nuclear power in
Egypt may turn out to be Egypt’s own foreign policy.
Notwithstanding the logical fairness of the argu-
ment that Egypt cannot be expected to take on more
non-proliferation obligations while Israel accepts
none, its rejection of the transparency measures of
the Additional Protocol and other voluntary non-
proliferation measures creates the impression that
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it wants to keep the door open to a military option.
Statements such as Mubarak’s 4 January 2007 affir-
mation about needing the ‘appropriate weapons’,
even if meant only for domestic consumption and
not as a serious statement of intent, reinforce this
impression.

Insisting, as Egyptian diplomats are increasingly
wont to do, that the NPT is dead because of Israeli
intransigence and the failure of the nuclear-weapons
states to disarm, can become a self-fulfilling prophecy
by breaking down the non-proliferation norm.
There is reason for the nuclear-weapons states and
Israel to address Egypt’s diplomatic frustrations.
There is also reason for Egypt to consider the poten-
tial consequences of its posture. In such a poisonous
atmosphere, regional balance-of-power concerns
and domestic political considerations could take
over. Some Egyptians, particularly supporters of the
Muslim Brotherhood, consider the development of
nuclear weapons to be the most cost-effective means
for Egypt to increase its intrinsic strength and rela-
tive regional power. Believing that nuclear weapons
would revitalise Cairo’s political and cultural lead-
ership, they claim that such developments would
serve the interests of peace and stability in the
region.*

If Egypt does not overcome a lingering impres-
sion that, as at times in the past, it is keeping its
weapons options open, foreign partners may be less
likely to transfer reactor technology or to finance
the huge capital costs of nuclear-power projects.
Although no nuclear power-plant project to date in
any country has been used for weapons purposes,
such projects can contribute in various ways to
proliferation pathways, as described in chapter
seven. A weapons programme need not be the result
of any explicit prior decision. The default policy
choice can be to build up nuclear capabilities in
various aspects of the fuel cycle and to keep future
options open. Policy choices that clearly forgo this
option and provide tangible reassurance that Egypt
will not join a proliferation cascade will speed the

path to civil nuclear power.
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