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Country Assessment for Egypt 
Report on dialogue with civil society 

 
 
Introduction  
 
On 4 September the EBRD held a workshop with civil society organisations in Cairo, Egypt, with the 
aim to introduce the EBRD, its mandate and business model to CSO participants as well as to solicit 
CSO inputs on the operational environment – including transition challenges, business environment 
and political context. The aim of the workshop was also to receive comments on the Bank’s potential 
operational priorities in Egypt. This exercise was part of a series of discussions and meetings with civil 
society held in the SEMED region by the EBRD. The discussion was based on the Concept Note that is 
used for the preparation of the Country Assessment and dialogue with the Egyptian authorities. 
 
The Civil Society Engagement Unit identified a diversified range of relevant civil society organisations 
and representatives to ensure that civil society’s views on the planning, implementation and expected 
impact of the Bank’s future engagement in the country could be voiced. The CSOs were identified 
according to five thematic areas: democracy and human rights; transparency and accountability; 
environmental issues; gender and inclusion issues; and entrepreneurship and small and medium sized 
business development. In addition, the Bank disseminated information about the workshop via 
international and local CSO networks as well the EBRD website, Facebook and Twitter pages to reach 
out to a wide range of civil society stakeholders.  
 
35 representatives coming from 29 different Egyptian civil society organisations, including human 
rights NGOs, women's groups, academics, foundations, environmental activists, foundations, think 
tanks and SME development groups took part in the meeting. The list of organisations is included in 
the Annex to this report.  
 
 
CSO comments 
 
Policy dialogue 
CSOs expressed their views that the EBRD engagement in policy dialogue with the government should 
aim to foster institutional and structural reforms. In particular, human rights organisations 
recommended the EBRD to articulate concrete reform steps in the Country Assessment to ensure the 
full compliance with Article 1 of the Agreement Establishing the Bank. Some participants supported 
general values of market economy, while some others expressed scepticism regarding a number of 
aspects, such as privatisation, commercialisation and public private partnerships. Civil society 
highlighted that the recent experience of the country in these spheres led to marked social inequalities, 
corruption and polarisation of resources. Thus, the EBRD was urged to engage in policy dialogue to 
foster the development and implementation of a robust regulatory framework. 
 
Also, several organisations stressed that the removal of subsidies, in particular regarding food and 
transport, would have a negative impact on vulnerable groups as well as across society as a whole by 
raising consumer prices. The Bank’s management explained the subsidy reforms will need to be 
accompanied by adequate social safety nets that protect the most vulnerable segments of the society. 
Regarding the transport sector, the management explained that the EBRD’s involvement does not 
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always lead to privatisation as long as the financial sustainability of service provision is achieved 
through commercialisation, increased efficiency and the reduction of losses. 
 
EBRD mandate 
CSOs positively acknowledged the political aspects of the Bank’s mandate as set forth by Article 1. 
Management explained that the Bank monitors progress towards multiparty democracy and pluralism 
and includes this in policy dialogue but promotes democracy only indirectly by investing in the private 
sector, small and medium sized businesses and an entrepreneurial class, thereby promoting the creation 
of a vibrant middle class that drives democratisation through securing civil and political rights. Human 
rights organisations encouraged the Bank to monitor carefully political developments in Egypt, 
particularly the issue of the separation of powers. Also, they urged the Bank to develop a structured 
benchmarking to better assess compliance of civil and political rights as well as of economic, social 
and cultural rights. Some CSOs explained that such benchmarking would increase the transparency of 
the political assessments and provide a tool for tracking progress. In addition, according to CSOs, the 
role of civil society and the government’s attitude towards civil society should be given greater 
emphasis in the EBRD political assessment. The Bank’s management took stock of civil society’s 
suggestions and explained that these concerns are already to some extent addressed in the on-going 
review of the Bank’s political methodology, which will include 14 criteria for the assessment of the 
political situation of the countries under consideration. 
 
Transitional challenges and SME financing 
Civil society raised concerns about the deterioration of the business environment since the revolution. 
Reportedly, the flux of investments decreased and the informal economy rose at an unprecedented 
pace. Civil society representatives urged the Bank to promote the formalisation of a very large informal 
economy in Egypt. In particular, some environmental activists highlighted the overlooked role of the 
Zabaleen, the informal garbage collectors, in waste recycling. The privatisation process of the garbage 
collection was viewed as failure by CSOs, in view of the current scant provision of services by private 
companies, the further marginalisation of the Zabaleen and the environmental impact caused by the use 
of incinerators rather than recycling.  
 
According to CSOs, micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) were the business sector most 
affected by the economic crisis and the credit crunch. Civil society welcomed the services provided by 
the Small Business Support Team and encouraged the Bank to extend access to credit to traditionally 
disadvantaged segments, such as young, female and rural entrepreneurs. 
 
Governance and integrity 
CSOs suggested that, while an elected government would lead to a change in power structures both in 
politics and business, it would not necessarily bring accountability and better governance. It was noted 
that populism, among politicians and media in particular, could pose a threat to the current and future 
state of freedom of expression in Egypt. Also, human rights organisations shared their concerns 
regarding the respect for other fundamental freedoms, rule of law and gender equality. 
 
Civil society representatives urged the EBRD to duly take into account corruption as a key factor 
affecting the business environment. According to CSOs, the privatisation process in Egypt created a 
breeding ground for corruption and, in the regular day-to-day business, bribery is often used as a means 
to overcome red tape. When selecting projects and clients, CSOs urged the Bank to conduct thorough 
due diligence, integrity checks and enhance its understanding of past, current and future power 
structures in the country. 
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Gender and social inclusion 
In the promotion of a market economy in Egypt, civil society representatives urged the EBRD to 
consider carefully the impact of its investments on social justice, which Egyptian CSOs regard as the 
ultimate goal of a well-functioning market economy. Also, CSOs urged the Bank to conduct throughout 
socio-economic impact assessments of its investment projects and to promote inclusive growth, youth 
and women’s employment so as to reduce inequalities across sectors and regions. Women’s rights 
organisations noted that gender issues were not duly reflected in the Concept Note. Management 
informed that the Environmental and Sustainability Department of the Bank is currently developing a 
new gender strategic approach and assured that gender issues will be more prominently included in the 
full Country Assessment. 
 
Civil society encouraged the Bank to consider substantial investments in water, energy and municipal 
infrastructure that could positively impact the quality of life of the population at large. Moreover, the 
EBRD was called to protect workers’ rights by promoting international labour standards, including 
during the privatization process of state-owned enterprises.  
 
EBRD engagement with civil society 
Civil society representatives welcomed the EBRD initiative to engage with civil society and 
highlighted areas for improvement to achieve meaningful consultations processes. In particular, human 
rights organisations believe that the draft Country Assessment for Egypt should have been available for 
public comments for 45 days, as required by the EBRD Public Information Policy in the case of draft 
country strategies. CSOs highlighted the importance of early disclosure of information, which is even 
more critical during the first phases of the Bank’s engagement in the country.  
 
CSOs encouraged the Bank to further broaden its partnership with civil society and value its 
fundamental social accountability function. Within this framework, the EBRD was encouraged to 
promote a stronger partnership between civil society organisations and EBRD business clients at local 
level. Management explained that the Environmental and Social Policy of the Bank requires clients to 
comply with a set of rules for Information Disclosure and Stakeholder Engagement (Performance 
Requirement 10). Regarding the preparation of the Country Assessment, management informed CSOs 
that EBRD engaged in a more extensive dialogue with local and international CSOs than it is required 
for draft country strategies under the Bank’s Public Information Policy, namely through social media 
outreach and face-to-face meetings with senior management in Cairo and London.   
 
Civil society representatives shared their concerns and hopes in the post-revolutionary Egypt. Several 
organisations expressed the challenges faced by civil society during the Mubarak period. Also, they 
highlighted the leading role of civil society in overturning Mubarak’s government and in the 
transitional period leading to the presidential elections. Civil society informed about the pending status 
of the new draft Law on Associations and Foundations, which is supposed to replace the Law on Non-
Governmental Societies and Organisations (Law 84 of 2002) currently regulating the establishment, 
registration and functioning of CSOs in the country.  
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Conclusion  

The workshop with civil society in Cairo generated a valuable input for the preparation of the Country 
Assessment for Egypt, which will guide the EBRD’s operations in the country during the second phase 
of engagement and until a fully-fledged country strategy is approved by the Board of Directors. CSOs 
provided the Bank with civil society’s perspective on the transition challenges faced by the country and 
welcomed the opportunity to further engage with the EBRD. The workshop represented an opportunity 
for the Bank to utilise the contribution of civil society to inform different aspects of the Bank’s 
assessment of the operational environment and its potential investment strategy in Egypt. 

 
Annex 
 
List of participating organisations 
 

1. Al-Shehab Institution for Comprehensive Development 
2. American University of Cairo- Entrepreneurship and Leadership Unit 
3. American University of Cairo- Gerhart Center for Philanthropy & Civic Engagement 
4. Arab Office for Youth and the Environment 
5. Association for the Protection of the Environment 
6. AWTAD- Association for Women’s Total Advancement 
7. Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies 
8. CARE 
9. CID consulting 
10. EDG- Environmental and Development Group 
11. EFITU- Egyptian Federation of Independent Trade Unions 
12. Egyptian Center for Economic and Social Rights 
13. Egyptian Democratic Labour Conference 
14. Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights 
15. Ford Foundation 
16. H2L Consultants 
17. Human Rights Watch 
18. Kenana NGO for Human Rights and Women Development 
19. Nawaya 
20. Nazra Center for Feminist Studies 
21. New York University 
22. ORASCOM Development 
23. Oxfam 
24. Sol Raa 
25. Solar Energy development Association 
26. Spirit of Youth Association 
27. Waseela Youth Empowerment 
28. Water Institute of the Nile 
29. YES- Youth Entrepreneurship and Sustainability 

 


