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Egypt sexual predator case 
reignites a ‘#MeToo’ debate

Dozens of women make shocking claims of sexual abuse and assault
CAIRO: Egypt has seen a strong resurgence of the
#MeToo movement after dozens of women made
shocking claims of sexual abuse and assault by a
member of the country’s wealthy elite. Amid a cam-
paign unprecedented in its intensity in the deeply
conservative country, state and religious authori-
ties have started to take a firmer stand. The latest
outpouring of anger, on the Instagram account “As-
sault Police”, centers on allegations against Ahmed
Bassam Zaki, a 22-year-old former student of some
of Egypt’s most elite schools and universities.

They have ranged from claims that he took part
in a rape at the gym hall of a gated residential
community to screen-grabs showing salacious
messages and blackmail of women. Some alleged
incidents involved girls as young as 14. Police on
July 4 arrested Zaki who, according to prosecu-
tors, has confessed to assaulting at least six girls
including one aged under 18 and to blackmailing
the victims.

While Zaki is awaiting trial, his case has kicked
off a wave of other complaints in a society where,
United Nations surveys say, most women have ex-
perienced catcalling, pinching, groping or worse.

“Women immediately jumped at the opportunity to
vent and tell their stories,” the Instagram page ad-
ministrator told AFP, requesting anonymity for fear
of reprisals.  “It is now bigger than Ahmed Bassam
Zaki. We receive a dozen messages per minute
from girls and women telling of personal incidents
of harassment, abuse and rape, some dating back
years.”

Victim-blaming 
Following Zaki’s arrest, the campaign has swept

up other well-known figures. One of them is Mo-
hamed Hashem, a writer and founder of a top pub-
lishing house, who was detained over harassment
allegations but later released on bail. The current
momentum builds on earlier #MeToo waves in
Egypt, the latest in January following a mob assault
on two women in Mansoura, north of Cairo, on
New Year’s Eve. 

The Zaki case highlights that sexual assault and
harassment - widely perceived to be more preva-
lent among the poorer classes - pervades all levels
of society.  Zaki is a former student of the presti-
gious American University in Cairo. He briefly went

on to study in Barcelona but was expelled this
month after a claim of online harassment by an-
other student.

“We are talking about Class A, the creme de la
creme of society who enrol in universities and
schools worth tens of thousands of pounds annu-
ally,” said Fathy Farid of Aman, an initiative against
gender-based violence. Campaigners hope the
case will help shift attitudes in Egypt, which only
criminalized sexual harassment in 2014. Women in
Egypt are often reluctant to speak out about sexual
harassment, fearing public shaming and being
blamed for wearing “provocative” clothing.

‘A safer place’ 
In stark contrast to the #MeToo revival, Egypt

has also seen an ongoing campaign targeting fe-
male TikTok influencers accused of “indecency and
immorality”. Among recent cases is that of a 17-
year-old girl who was arrested after posting a Tik-
Tok video in which she said she had been gang
raped by a group of young men. These girls “suffer
discrimination and bullying” and their arrests “are
part of violence against women because they come

from lower classes,” said lawyer Intesar Al-Saeed.
The Instagram group administrator also re-

ported “a lot of these messages” attacking the
women, but added that “they are nothing compared
to the messages of support”. As more online testi-
monies have kept pouring in, the National Council
for Women said it had received at least 400 com-
plaints and enquiries on sexual harassment and
abuse. The government of President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi has taken some action. His cabinet has ap-
proved amendments, yet to be passed by parlia-
ment, to the criminal code that would grant the
right of anonymity to victims of sexual assault. 

And the prestigious religious institution Al
Azhar released a strongly-worded statement lam-
basting harassment as “forbidden and deviant”. The
Dar al-Iftar, in charge of issuing religious edicts,
slammed those who blame women for wearing
provocative clothing as “sick”. The Instagram ac-
tivist said the goal is, “if we’re not forced to shut
down the account for any reason, to turn Assault
Police into a platform for women to share their sto-
ries. “We are optimistic about making this country
a safer place for women.”— AFP 

SHASHAMENE ZURIA: Girma had no choice but to watch from afar
as a crowd chanting “This is our place!” set fire to the school he
founded more than a decade ago. Though he has lived his whole life
in Shashamene, a fast-growing town in Ethiopia’s Oromia region,
Girma’s parents are not members of the country’s largest ethnic
group, the Oromo, meaning he is often treated as an outsider.

Had he tried to intervene and save his school from the Oromo
youths bent on destroying it, he thinks he may well have been killed.
“If you leave them to do whatever they want, they don’t touch you.
But if you try and save your place and property, they’ll come to you,”
he said, asking to be identified only by his first name. The unrest that
left Girma’s school a charred ruin was kicked off by the murder two
weeks ago of Hachalu Hundessa, a pop star beloved by Oromos for
giving voice to deep-rooted feelings of political and economic mar-
ginalization.

In the days that followed, between 179 and 239 people-officials
have provided conflicting tallies-were killed because of inter-ethnic
violence or the use of lethal force by police and soldiers against
demonstrators. Yet those numbers fail to capture the full devastation
in places like Shashamene, where hundreds of homes, schools, hotels
and other businesses owned by non-Oromos were targeted for de-
struction by mobs.

Similar property damage has been reported in towns across Oro-
mia, which surrounds the capital Addis Ababa. “Our research so far
suggests that the property damage has been worse than in previous
bouts of unrest,” said Laetitia Bader of Human Rights Watch.

To non-Oromo victims, the damage indicates they may no longer

be welcome in places they have long called home. “With the strategy
that they’re using, to burn the key places... I don’t know if they intend
for people to come back,” said Almaz Morgan Chapman, who lost her
hotel in Shashamene to the violence.

‘Oromo lives matter’ 
Shashamene is best known for its large community of Rastafarians,

but the town is also one of the busiest trading hubs in Ethiopia’s Rift
Valley. That means there was plenty of high-value property to attack.
On a main road into town, businesses have been looted and burnt
black, their front windows shattered, their walkways covered in
twisted scrap metal. Sidewalks are lined with torched vehicles, in-
cluding five soda delivery trucks surrounded by broken bottles. On
the side of a looted insurance company building, someone scrawled
the words “OROMO LIVES MATTER”. —AFP 

Ethiopia’s unrest 
leaves destruction 
in its wake

SHASHAMANE: Burned buildings which were set on fire by a mob dur-
ing the violence after the assassination of Oromoís pop singer Hachalu
Hundessa are seen in Shashamene, Ethiopia. — AFP 

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopia on Wednesday acknowledged that water
levels behind its mega-dam on the Blue Nile River were increasing,
though officials said this was a natural part of the construction
process. The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) has been a
source of tension in the Nile River basin ever since Ethiopia broke
ground on it in 2011, with downstream countries Egypt and Sudan
worried it will restrict vital water supplies.  Addis Ababa has long in-
tended to begin filling the dam’s reservoir this month, in the middle
of its rainy season, though it has not said exactly when.

Cairo and Khartoum are pushing for the three countries first to
reach an agreement on how it will be operated.  “The GERD water
filling is being done in line with the dam’s natural construction
process,” Seleshi Bekele, Ethiopia’s water minister, was quoted by
state media as saying Wednesday.  He did not, however, say whether
Ethiopia had taken steps to store the water in the reservoir, which
has a capacity of 74 billion cubic meters. 

“The government has not stated explicitly whether the water
backing up behind the dam is due to the remaining outlets being
closed, or whether it is simply water accumulating behind the almost
complete structure during the rainy season,” said William Davison,
an analyst with International Crisis Group (ICG). An official at the
dam site told AFP this week that heavy rains meant the flow of the
Blue Nile was exceeding the capacity of the dam’s culverts to push
water downstream.  “We didn’t close and nothing is done. It looks
like, when you see some photos, it looks like the river is getting higher
and higher because of the amount of water coming from upstream,
which is above the charging capacity of the culverts,” said the official,
who spoke on condition of anonymity. —AFP 

Ethiopia: Rising waters 
at mega-dam a ‘natural’ 
part of construction


