
April 15th, 2021

Dear President Renaud-Basso,

Egyptian government-aligned media reported that you will be visiting Egypt in the coming
weeks. During any such visit, we 26 civil society organisations  urge you to convey to
the Egyptian authorities that the country’s worsening rule of law and human
rights abuses represent non-compliance with the political aspects of the EBRD’s
mandate and constitute a major problem for the Bank that should be addressed
urgently and seriously. This  would be consistent  with  the core message and policy
options within the EBRD’s Procedures to Implement the Political Aspects of the Mandate
(updated 2013) and the   2018 Addendum  . We recall two objectives the Addendum defines
for the EBRD’s operational approach to address compliance challenges: “Demonstrating a
firm  commitment  to  the  Bank’s  political  character”  and  “Maximising  its  impact  and
leverage”. 

As civil society organisations, we hold the EBRD’s mandate on multiparty democracy and
pluralism, reflected in Article 1 of the Agreement Establishing the Bank, in high regard as a
very  important  element  distinguishing  the  Bank  from other  financial  institutions.  This
positions it as a key potential contributor to the upholding of democracy, the rule of law
and human rights, as does its “more for more, less for less” policy as an important lever to
encourage countries of operations to make progress on reform and end abuses.

The  Bank’s  Procedures Paper  includes  14  benchmarks  to  assess  the  situation—and
progress—in countries  of  operation,  with respect  to  the Bank’s  political  principles.  Yet
Egypt has demonstrated a dramatic, measurable regression since the last EBRD strategy
for Egypt (published in 2017) on almost all of these benchmarks, in a major diversion from
the Bank’s policies and values. The severe, continuous deterioration of its  human rights,
democracy and  rule  of  law situation  has  provoked four  European  Parliament  urgency
resolutions in three years, the latest in December 2020, a rare joint statement from over
30 states at the United Nations Human Rights Council in 2021, an overwhelming number
of  statements  from  UN  human  rights  experts  and  agencies,  and  alarming  US  State
Department reports on Egypt   every year  . 

Your visit this spring will coincide with the Bank’s preparation of its next country strategy
for Egypt. The worsening of the country’s non-compliance should be on your agenda, as
well  as  that  of  the  Bank’s  management.  Egypt  was  the  EBRD’s  largest  country  of
operations  in  2018 and 2019,  even as  the Egyptian authorities  have deliberately  and
visibly rolled back the rule of law, separation of powers and what remained of democracy,
while continuing to fuel an  ongoing, severe and pervasive human rights crisis. We also
note  current legislative threats  to women’s rights   and civic freedoms  ,  and  the lack of
substantive progress in Coptic Christian rights to freedom of religion and equality, though
the Egyptian government has often highlighted these issues as areas of  progress.  UN
Special Procedures recently warned again that evidence “indicates a systemic problem
with human rights protections in Egypt, as well as a systemic problem in the abuse and
misuse of counter-terrorism laws and practices.”  Thousands of political activists, human
rights  defenders,  academics,  gay and trans people and LGBT activists,  journalists  and
bloggers have been arrested and kept in lengthy detention without trial. There is no space
in the country to make any criticism without the risk of  being labelled as “terrorist” and
prosecuted as such. Egypt has witnessed a drastic rise in the most serious human rights
violations, including a sharp increase in the number of death sentences and executions:
Egypt remains fifth in global rankings of States by the number of executions carried out.
Most  of  these death sentences come within cases marred by a series of other severe
human rights violations, including mass arrests, enforced disappearance, confession under

1

https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/3/99849/Egypt-EBRD-discuss-cooperation-ways-to-enhance-private-sector-participation
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/07/15/egypt-intensifying-crackdown-under-counterterrorism-guise
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/egypt-no-end-escalating-repression
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/07/egypt-little-truth-al-sisis-60-minutes-responses
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26739&LangID=E
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=26739&LangID=E
https://www.copticsolidarity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/coptic-solidaritys-analysis-of-the-religious-freedom-and-diversity-info-sheet.pdf
https://www.copticsolidarity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/coptic-solidaritys-analysis-of-the-religious-freedom-and-diversity-info-sheet.pdf
https://cihrs.org/egypt-archaic-amendments-to-personal-status-law-undermine-womens-rights/?lang=en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/middle-east-and-north-africa/egypt/report-egypt/
https://cihrs.org/egypt-planned-presidential-vote-neither-free-fair-eu-us-speak/?lang=en
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde12/0147/2019/en/
https://www.ebrd.com/news/2020/egypt-again-tops-ebrd-investments-in-2019.html
https://www.ebrd.com/news/2020/egypt-again-tops-ebrd-investments-in-2019.html
https://eg.usembassy.gov/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices-egypt/
https://eg.usembassy.gov/2020-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices-egypt/
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/geneve/current-affairs/-/asset_publisher/h5w4iTUJhNne/content/finland-together-with-a-group-of-countries-express-their-concern-over-the-trajectory-of-human-rights-in-egypt-during-the-item-4-general-debate-at-the-/384951
https://finlandabroad.fi/web/geneve/current-affairs/-/asset_publisher/h5w4iTUJhNne/content/finland-together-with-a-group-of-countries-express-their-concern-over-the-trajectory-of-human-rights-in-egypt-during-the-item-4-general-debate-at-the-/384951
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0384_EN.html
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/MDE1201472019ENGLISH.pdf
https://cihrs.org/egypt-planned-presidential-vote-neither-free-fair-eu-us-speak/?lang=en
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/egypt
https://www.ebrd.com/documents/comms-and-bis/pdf-political-aspects-of-the-mandate-of-the-ebrd.pdf
https://www.ebrd.com/documents/comms-and-bis/addendum.pdf
https://www.ebrd.com/documents/comms-and-bis/pdf-political-aspects-of-the-mandate-of-the-ebrd.pdf


torture, prolonged pre-trial detention, unfair mass trials, and trials of civilians by military
courts. 

The Egyptian authorities and intelligence agencies have  taken near-complete control—
except for a couple of small online news outlets—of the media field inside the country,
allowing them to ensure there is no critical  reporting on the Egyptian authorities’  own
version of the “more for more, less for less principle”. It consists of m  ore   reprisals   toward
independent civil society actors, democratic activists and human rights defenders, as well
as more closing of civic space and the public sphere, and less online and offline freedom of
speech and of the press. Since 2016, Egypt has ranked among the  top three countries
worldwide each year  in  the number of  journalists  behind bars.  Hundreds of  news and
human rights websites have been blocked since 2017. During the pandemic, dozens of
health workers  , human rights defenders   and media workers were arrested or intimidated
for  speaking  up  about  the  COVID-19  situation  and  the  State  response.  During  the
pandemic, the authorities excluded the thousands of political prisoners, including scores of
human rights defenders, from the—limited and insufficient—prison decongestion measure  s  
taken;  instead,  they  detain  ed  others  ,  treating real  or  suspected dissent  as  a  national
security threat. 

In this context, civil society, journalists, defenders and the business community run a very
real,  high  risk  of  harsh  reprisal,  including  enforced  disappearance—which  is  usually
associated with torture and abuse—and long arbitrary detention for any frank discussion
with the EBRD of Egypt’s political, governance and human rights situation. This clearly
affects the Bank’s ability to consult them and thus, collect accurate data to assess the
situation. Therefore, we have urged the EBRD to take special measures, in line with their
statement on retaliation against civil society and project stakeholders to ensure the safety
of such stakeholders from retaliation, as it consults them during the process of work on
the next strategy on Egypt. This should include engaging with stakeholders to discuss how
best to keep them safe during, throughout and after, the consultation process. The EBRD’s
Civil Society Engagement Unit will need high-level support, including from yourself and the
Board,  to take adequate measures.  The EBRD should be prepared to have a  swift and
decisive response, using all  available leverage including financial, to any reprisals that
occur.

The authorities’ disregard for human rights and democratic governance not only violates
Egypt’s national and international legal obligations and the EBRD’s established values, it
can  also  materially  undermine Egypt’s  economic  development  and efforts  to
sustainably  grow  its  economy  while  combatting  skyrocketing  poverty  rates i.
Transparency International warned that the lack of checks and balances on presidential
power  in  Egypt  can  result  in  “  state  capture  and  kleptocracy  ”  .  Due  to  the  military’s
overwhelming presence in the political and economic sectors, there is a severe lack of
transparency  and  practices  favouring  government-tied  enterprises  are  extensive,
deterring  domestic  and  foreign  investment   by  other  civilian  enterprises,  according  to  
Bloomberg. Repression of the press and of criticism of government policies  has built up
barriers  to  growth  ,  experts  have  explained,   by  silencing  corruption  watchdogs  and
dissenters  .   

Most growth in Egypt outside of tourism and natural gas exploration has been fuelled by
debt-driven  government  stimulus  that  privileges  businesses  owned  by,  or  with  close
connections  to,  the military.  FDI  outside of  oil  and gas sectors  has  often been  weak,
dipping as low as $400 million in the first three months of 2019  .    The rising poverty and
other violations of economic and social rights, as the state further closes civic space, was
already resulting in social unrest and major protests against corruption and government
policies even before the COVID-19 pandemic began.
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https://atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/egypts-latest-protests-are-an-alarm-bell-for-sisi/
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/egypt/
https://www.reuters.com/article/egypt-economy/egypts-non-oil-fdi-dips-to-lowest-since-2014-idUSL8N24545F
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/will-president-sisi-ride-out-the-convulsions-of-the-egyptian-economy,3745
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/will-president-sisi-ride-out-the-convulsions-of-the-egyptian-economy,3745
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-egypt-politics/egyptian-military-court-upholds-jail-sentence-of-former-anti-graft-chief-lawyer-idUSKCN1QK0EC
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-egypt-politics/egyptian-military-court-upholds-jail-sentence-of-former-anti-graft-chief-lawyer-idUSKCN1QK0EC
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/comments/2018C31_rll.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2019-11-19/egypt-s-military-undermines-its-economic-revival?sref=dZCb6QAy
https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/the_alarming_message_of_egypts_constitutional_amendments
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frightsindevelopment.org%2Funcalculatedrisks%2F&data=04%7C01%7Csaadous@hrw.org%7Ce73c504440544c72079608d8fe93fcf4%7C2eb79de4d8044273a6e64b3188855f66%7C1%7C1%7C637539258897970414%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C2000&sdata=mh6xuQz1YubayDGLwnUqK9uGIiJLHqltOIkFSgS3Yhk%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Frightsindevelopment.org%2Funcalculatedrisks%2F&data=04%7C01%7Csaadous@hrw.org%7Ce73c504440544c72079608d8fe93fcf4%7C2eb79de4d8044273a6e64b3188855f66%7C1%7C1%7C637539258897970414%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C2000&sdata=mh6xuQz1YubayDGLwnUqK9uGIiJLHqltOIkFSgS3Yhk%3D&reserved=0
https://www.ebrd.com/documents/strategy-and-policy-coordination/ebrd-statement-on-retaliation.pdf
https://www.cfjustice.org/annual-report-egypt-in-2020-was-torn-between-intensified-repression-and-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://cihrs.org/egypt-at-the-risk-of-public-health-prisoners-of-conscience-continue-to-be-added-to-egypts-overcrowded-prisons/?lang=en
https://cihrs.org/egypt-free-expression-regarded-by-government-as-a-greater-threat-to-public-safety-than-murder-or-violence-as-demonstrated-by-presidential-pardons-and-conditional-releases/?lang=en
https://cihrs.org/egypt-free-expression-regarded-by-government-as-a-greater-threat-to-public-safety-than-murder-or-violence-as-demonstrated-by-presidential-pardons-and-conditional-releases/?lang=en
https://cihrs.org/egypt-free-expression-regarded-by-government-as-a-greater-threat-to-public-safety-than-murder-or-violence-as-demonstrated-by-presidential-pardons-and-conditional-releases/?lang=en
https://apnews.com/article/2549527cccede6deb183266bd3e27eaf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/06/egypt-health-care-workers-forced-to-make-impossible-choice-between-death-or-jail/
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/12/journalists-jailed-china-turkey-saudi-arabia-egypt/
https://cpj.org/reports/2019/12/journalists-jailed-china-turkey-saudi-arabia-egypt/
https://ifex.org/how-national-security-rhetoric-and-laws-are-being-used-to-shut-down-egypts-civic-space/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/19/egypt-escalating-reprisals-arrests-critics-families
https://rsf.org/en/news/sisification-media-hostile-takeover


Thus,  the acute deterioration of  democratic  governance and human rights  in  Egypt  is
closely interlinked with and could increasingly lead to negative impacts on the economic,
social  and  financial  situation  and  diminishes  the  country’s  resilience.  This  cannot  be
dissociated from the economic realm: to genuinely have a positive impact on the second,
international  actors  like  the  EBRD  must  address  the  first.  Hence,  to  protect  the
investment of over 7 billion euros of EBRD funds in Egypt to date, an investment
of  political  capital  is  now required.  We urge  you,  therefore,  to  take  stock  of  the
trajectory taken by Egypt since it became a country of operations in 2012, in a phase
when there were high hopes for of democratic  reforms,  and to  engage the Bank in
addressing the fact that Egypt has been drastically derailed into a phase of
entrenched  authoritarianism.  In  order  to  meet  the  requirements  of  the  EBRD’s
multiparty democracy and pluralism mandate, the Egyptian authorities in particular—as
well as similar governments around the MENA region—must show clear and measurable
commitments  toward  ending  the  implicit  and  explicit  violation  of  the  Bank’s  reform
benchmarks.

Sincerely,

1. Arci (Associazione ricreativa e culturale italiana)
2. Associazione nazionale Giuristi Democratici (National Association of Democratic 

Jurists, Italy)
3. CIHRS (Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies)
4. CIVICUS
5. CNCD-11.11.11 (Centre National pour la Coopération au Développement)
6. COMPPART Foundation for Justice and Peacebuilding
7. CRED/GIGI (Center for research and elaboration on democracy/International Legal 

Intervention Group)
8. Cultura è Libertà (Culture and Freedom, Italy)
9. Egyptian Human Rights Forum
10.EuroMed Rights
11.FIDH (International Federation for Human Rights)
12.The Freedom Initiative
13.Front Line Defenders
14.Freedom House
15.Green Advocates International (Liberia)
16.Human Rights Watch
17.IFEX 
18.Kvinna till Kvinna
19.Narasha Community Development Group
20.Osservatorio solidarietà - Carta di Milano (Solidarity Observatory)
21.Terra Nuova - Centro per la Solidarietà e la Cooperazione tra i Popoli (Center for 

Solidarity & Cooperation between Peoples)
22.POMED (Project for Middle East Democracy)
23.Reprieve UK
24.Un Ponte Per
25.Urgewald
26.Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
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i In his 2018 report at the 73rd Session of the UN General Assembly, the UN Special Rapporteur on Freedom of 
Assembly and Association highlighted the critical role that businesses can and must play for the realization of
Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals, recommending that businesses ‘[c]ontribute to the 
creation of a safe and enabling environment for civil society  participation  in  the  implementation  of  the  
Sustainable  Development Goals.’ https://undocs.org/A/73/279

https://undocs.org/A/73/279

