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SHUBRA KHIT, Egypt: Lush green farms once stretched all
around the Nile River, the fertile dark soil a vital source of
life since the Pharaonic times, when ancient Egyptians
developed some of the first sophisticated farming meth-
ods in the region. Now, red-brick urban settlements are
springing up everywhere, snuffing out farmland to make
way for the growing population in this country of about 90
million people.

Children still play among the banana trees and alfalfa
fields as sheep graze nearby and palm trees rustle in the
wind - but such pastoral images are being pushed out by
an unstoppable sprawl encroaching on the landscape.
Most Egyptians have always lived in the fertile stretch

along the Nile, which accounts for less than 10 percent of
the country’s territory, and which is also the nation’s bread-
basket. But urban growth has become the chief threat to
farmland as Egyptian farmers haphazardly - and illegally -
build new houses to make room for the next generation.

The construction surged even more amid a security vac-
uum that followed the 2011 popular uprising that ousted
the country’s long-time autocrat, Hosni Mubarak. Building
without permit on agricultural land is now a crime punish-
able by jail or fines - but it hasn’t stopped. In the absence of
government subsidies and modern machinery, impover-
ished famers struggle to make ends meet and feel they
have no choice but to build on their own land or sell it off,

bit by bit.
Scientist Farouk El-Baz warned that at this rate, Egypt

could lose all its agricultural land within 180 years. There
wouldn’t be a single acre left “to plant on,” he said, and
Egyptians will be “dying of hunger, as agricultural land dis-
appears under modern urbanism.” Aged and tanned by
Egypt’s scorching sun, 49-year-old farmer Hamed Fathi says
farmers have no option but to build without permits. “The
government sells lands to businessmen dirt cheap, while
we can’t get a few meters to build for our sons,” he sighs.
“What are we supposed to do?”

In 2011, a UN report on combatting desertification and
drought ranked Egypt as the country losing fertile lands

faster than any other in the world. Every hour, it said, the
country loses around 3.5 feddans (acres) - about 30,000
acres a year. “Villages are quickly being transformed into
high-density urban settlements, without any proper plans
for urban expansion or any regulations on building codes,”
says Mohamed El-Shahed, architect and founder of
Cairobserver, a blog focusing on Cairo’s development and
architecture. Those who sell their land head to big cities in
hopes of finding jobs. “Farming is no longer good enough,”
says 55-year-old Abu Islam, standing among his rice pad-
dies, his two children helping him move seedlings.
“Everyone has given up on us. I’m waiting for the right cus-
tomer and price before I sell.” - —AP 

Egypt’s urban expansion depletes Nile farmland
BEHIRA, Egypt: (Left) In this May 7, 2015 photo, a recently constructed house stands in the middle of agricultural land in a village in this Nile Delta town. (Center) In this May 14, 2015 photo, young shepherds
look after their sheep as they graze in a wheat farm. (Right) A farmer transports harvested wheat seeds on a horse cart. —AP

VIENNA: In a game of high-stakes diplomatic
brinkmanship, global powers were readying
yesterday for a late-night push to reach a deal
curbing Tehran’s nuclear ambitions and ending
a 13-year standoff. With all bets off after minis-
ters missed yet another deadline to seal the
accord, US Secretary of State John Kerry was
huddling with his team in a rainy Vienna to
pore over documents seeking to find a way for-
ward.

Iran and six world powers have now effec-
tively given themselves until Friday to reach a
deal by extending the terms of a Nov 2013
interim accord, after missing two target dates
in this round of talks now in their 12th day. But
as they stare each down, both Iran and the
United States have now insisted there is no tar-
get date, and they plan to keep talking in
Vienna until a deal emerges or not. “It’s doable
by tomorrow night (Thursday) if talks advance
this evening,” said a Western diplomatic source.

French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius and
his British counterpart Philip Hammond were
due back in the Austrian capital later yesterday,
to powwow once more with Kerry and Iran’s
top diplomat Mohammad Javad Zarif. “You
always get to a place where you’re at a

precipice,” a senior US administration official
said late Tuesday just hours after the talks were
prolonged.

Asked when the teams would know whether
to keep talking or to walk away, the official
replied: “You know when that moment comes.
You’re either going to pull  back from the
precipice, or you’re going to go over the cliff.”
The Western diplomatic source admitted: “It’s a
psychological game too. Zarif is under a lot of
pressure. We’ll see in the final analysis if we
have hit a wall or not.”

US Welcomes Scrutiny 
Observers say it is hard to believe that after

almost two years of intense and tough negotia-
tions the talks could collapse. All sides have
insisted they are not planning a formal months-
long extension of the talks, and one clear suc-
cess has been the 2013 interim deal under
which Tehran has frozen parts of its nuclear pro-
gram in return for minor sanctions relief. White
House spokesman Josh Earnest praised the
interim accord on Tuesday, saying it “essentially
opened the door to these broader talks. And
what it did was it froze Iran’s nuclear program in
place. It rolled it back in some key aspects.”

In another twist to the talks, if Kerry fails to
hand over a deal by the end of today, US law-
makers will get 60 days instead of 30 to review
it which may delay its implementation. But
Earnest brushed aside the congressional dead-
line, recalling lawmakers would be in recess for
most of August anyway, and adding: “We wel-
come additional scrutiny of the deal.” The moot-
ed accord would curb Iran’s nuclear program
for a decade or more in order to deny the coun-
try the ability to develop nuclear arms. 

Despite progress on a main deal and a series
of complicated annexes, negotiations have
stalled on how to ease sanctions against Iran,
probing allegations that in the past Tehran did
try to develop nuclear arms and ensuring Iran
can continue to have a modest,  peaceful
nuclear program. Iran has also insisted there
should be changes to a UN arms embargo and
an easing of restrictions on missile sales.

While Iran had managed to develop its own
arms industry, global powers “must change their
approach on sanctions if they want a deal,” the
country’s lead negotiator Abbas Araghchi said.
But the US official insisted there would be “ongo-
ing restrictions on arms just like there will be
ongoing restrictions regarding missiles”. —AFP

Iran faces off with powers 
in game of brinkmanship

Diplomats make final push for deal

VIENNA: US Secretary of State John Kerry arrives at Palais Coburg where closed-door nuclear talks with Iran are taking place
yesterday. —AP 

CAIRO: Despite the lessons of the past, Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi is relying on fighter
planes, mass arrests and death sentences to bat-
tle Islamist militants in a crackdown that could in
fact prolong instability. Unlike former President
Hosni Mubarak, whose more subtle approach
induced even his most diehard militant oppo-
nents to opt for a truce in the 1990s, Sisi’s
response is all-out confrontation. He has moved
relentlessly against the Islamists since orchestrat-
ing a military takeover that toppled President
Mohamed Morsi of the now outlawed Muslim
Brotherhood in 2013.

Yet Sinai-based insurgents affiliated with
Islamic State, angered by Sisi’s campaign, are car-
rying out brazen attacks on security forces that
have opened a dangerous new chapter in the
decades-old struggle between the Egyptian
state and Islamists. And signs are growing that
Sisi’s constant squeeze on the Brotherhood has
encouraged some of the movement’s youth to
take up arms against the state, complicating
efforts to improve security in the Arab world’s
most populous country.

Critics say Sisi’s hardline tactics risk creating
more enemies in Egypt, where militants have
killed hundreds of soldiers and police since
Morsi’s fall. Mubarak relied mainly on the police
to counter threats from his main militant foe, al-
Gamma’a al-Islamiya (Islamic Group). Sisi, howev-
er, has unleashed the military with maximum
force, but little apparent success in the vast Sinai
desert.

Brazen Assaults
Though the peninsula has long been a securi-

ty headache for Egypt and its neighbours, the
removal of Morsi brought new violence that has
morphed into an Islamist insurgency. Militants
have carried out several major operations in
recent months, exposing the vulnerability of the
Arab world’s largest army, which is far more
familiar with conventional warfare than counter-
insurgency measures. Hardline tactics weakened
militant groups in the past but never secured a
lasting calm. Sisi now faces an increasingly ambi-
tious Sinai Province, the group that pledged alle-
giance to Islamic State. Its ties to that organisa-
tion, which has expanded from Iraq and Syria to
Egypt’s neighbour Libya, could mean more fund-
ing, logistical support and training.

Unlike al-Gamaa al-Islamiya, which sought to
topple the Cairo government, the group wants
to establish a foothold in the Sinai under Islamic
State’s plan to create a borderless Caliphate
stretching across the Muslim world. While Islamic
State does not pose a threat to Sisi’s rule, any sig-
nificant incursions into the rest of Egypt, or even
attacks on foreign visitors like the recent one at a
Tunisian beach hotel, could devastate the
tourism industry. That would undermine efforts
to rebuild Egypt’s fragile economy after four
years of turmoil triggered by the uprising that
deposed Mubarak in 2011.

Sisi is likely to crack down harder on militants
after last week’s assassination of Egypt’s top pros-
ecutor in an attack that bore the hallmarks of an
operation by militants. Egypt’s neighbour Israel is
also keeping a close eye. Shaul Shay, former
deputy head of Israel’s National Security Council,

says Sisi is taking valuable steps such as engag-
ing Sinai Bedouins to rally them behind the army.
But he cautions against expecting any quick fix-
es. “Anyone who thinks there is some kind of
magic solution does not understand the reality.
This is a long-term process,” said Shay.

Zero Tolerance
The fracture of the mainstream Muslim

Brotherhood raises new security questions. The
Brotherhood was officially banned but tolerated
under Mubarak. Allowing its officials to hold
independent seats in parliament helped him
contain the movement. That gave Mubarak more
time and space to tackle violent militants who
targeted foreign tourists and senior government
officials. Sisi’s security forces, on the other hand,
have killed hundreds of Mursi supporters at Cairo
protest camps, thousands of others were arrest-
ed and Brotherhood leaders were sentenced to
long prison terms or death in mass trials.

There are growing fears that Brotherhood
youths have started to respond by planting small
bombs in cities. “You hear the young men from
the Brotherhood say this ‘peaceful’ way is over. I
will defend myself. A wave of violence will
explode, this is the fear,” said a lawyer for
Brotherhood officials. “Mubarak used to target
the armed groups, he didn’t go too far from that.
Now there is collective punishment and it could
explode the society. If Egypt explodes, forget
Iraq, forget Syria.”

Wafaa Hafney, a senior Brotherhood official,
said the group is still committed to peaceful
activism. But she says Sisi’s approach carries
risks. “During Mubarak’s time, everything hap-
pened quietly and it’s as if someone is stitching
and you can’t see the stitches,” the academic told
Reuters. New Muslim Brotherhood leaders who
have replaced imprisoned veterans like Morsi
are overseeing a decentralised structure, she
said.

That could make it more difficult for the gov-
ernment to keep track of the group as security
forces engage in a war of attrition against Sinai
Province, formerly called Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis.
Last week, about 300 Sinai Province militants
staged coordinated attacks in the fiercest fight-
ing in the region since the Egyptian army fought
the 1973 war with Israel. The official death toll
on the day was 17 soldiers and 100 militants. “In
the 90s, while one can argue the insurgents had
links to other groups internationally, it was cer-
tainly not as close as what we see today with
Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in the Sinai,” said

H A Hellyer, associate fellow at the Brookings
Centre for Middle East Policy, Sisi, dressed in mili-
tary uniform for the first time since becoming
president just over a year ago, played down the
security threat during a trip to Sinai last week,
telling troops “things are totally stable”. Sinai
Province, meanwhile, appears more confident,
judging by videos it has been releasing on the
Internet over the past few months. In one, a long
convoy of fighters parade through part of the
Sinai armed with machine guns and rocket-pro-
pelled grenades. “In the 90s they (militants) were
fighting to exist. Now they are expanding to
occupy territory and form the Emirates of the
Islamic State,” said an Egyptian official. —Reuters

Sisi crackdown risks 
instability in Egypt

NAIROBI: The leader of South Sudan’s
rebels said yesterday that the country’s
civil war would continue as long as
President Salva Kiir remained in power.
“We don’t feel like we have a peace part-
ner with Salva Kiir,” Riek Machar told
reporters in a luxury hotel in the Kenyan
capital, saying that previous ceasefires he
had signed with the government during
the course of the 18-month-old conflict
were “born dead”.

“The people of South Sudan did not
deserve to go back to war, but this was
caused by the actions of President Salva
Kiir, who we ask to resign today,” Machar
said. “Should President Kiir remain
adamant and refuse to hand over power
back to the people, then the citizens have
every right to rise up and overthrow his
regime.” The comments came as South
Sudan, the world’s youngest nation, pre-
pares to mark the fourth anniversary of its
independence from Khartoum on

Thursday, an event that marked an end to
decades of war but only provided a brief
respite from conflict.

The civil war in the new nation began
when Kiir accused Machar, a former vice
president, of planning a coup, setting off a

cycle of retaliatory killings that has split
the poverty-stricken, landlocked country
along ethnic and tribal lines. A UN report
last month described horrific violence in

the latest fighting, with witnesses saying
troops gang-raped girls and torched them
alive in huts.  Large numbers of child sol-
diers have also been recruited. Fighters on
both sides are accused of atrocities, and
analysts believe tens of thousands of peo-
ple have died since the war began. The
United Nations has also described South
Sudan as being “lower in terms of human
development than just about every other
place on earth”. 

Machar rejected accusations levelled
at his own troops and insisted he too was
a “victim”. “I am a victim, just like all the
other victims who died, except I am not
dead,” he said.

‘Among World’s Biggest Crises’ 
South Sudan’s parliament voted in

March to extend Kiir’s mandate by three
years, formally ditching any plans for elec-
tions originally due to take place this year.
Machar said the extension was meaning-

less, and that as the original mandate end-
ed Thursday, the rebels considered the
government to be “unconstitutional and
illegitimate.” Last week, the UN Security
Council imposed a travel ban and asset
freeze on six commanders - three from the
government side and three rebels.

But Machar, who last month wel-
comed into his ranks a rogue ex-govern-
ment general, Johnson Olony - who has
been accused of forcibly recruiting hun-
dreds of child soldiers - defended the rebel
trio. “All of them are innocent,” he said.
Speaking ahead of the independence
anniversary, aid agencies repeated their
calls for an end to the war. “The people of
South Sudan desperately need an imme-
diate end to this war, so that they can get
food and other life-saving assistance. We
strongly appeal to all parties to the con-
flict to allow people to safely reach
humanitarian assistance,” said Oxfam’s
Zlatko Gegic. —AFP

Machar says no peace while Kiir remains

Riek Machar

BAGHDAD: An Iraqi court yesterday sentenced
24 men to hang over the June 2014 massacre by
jihadists and allied militants of hundreds of
mostly Shiite military recruits in Tikrit. The cen-
tral criminal court in Baghdad handed 24 of 28
defendants the maximum sentence over the
“Speicher” massacre, named after the base from
which the victims were captured before being
executed. “After deliberations, the court finds
that the evidence collected is sufficient to con-
vict 24 defendants,” said the judge. “The court
decided they will be executed by hanging.”

All 24 denied any involvement in the mas-
sacre, committed during the first days of the
Islamic State group’s broad offensive in Iraq. The
other four defendants were acquitted. Around
600 bodies of victims have been exhumed from
burial sites in the Tikrit area. Footage released by
IS last year shows some of the captured recruits

were shot and pushed into the Tigris river. The
defendants were brought into the courtroom
blindfolded, handcuffed and chained by their
feet. Proceedings were conducted expeditiously.

Relatives of some of the Speicher massacre
victims were heard by the court asking that the
perpetrators of what is one of IS’s worst atroci-
ties be punished. A court-appointed defence
lawyer spoke briefly to ask for leniency but did
not challenge the evidence, which consisted
mainly of confessions that the defendants
themselves claimed were obtained under tor-
ture. The judge showed one defendant a grainy
printout of a grab from the video footage of the
massacre. “Is that you?,” he asked. The accused
answered negatively, as did several fellow
defendants when the judge flashed confession
documents and asked them to confirm their
authenticity. —AFP

Iraq sentences 24 to 
hang over massacre


