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ZAGAZIG, Egypt -- Police fired tear gas and rubber bullets at crowds trying to break through blockades of polling stations in an opposition stronghold Wednesday, the final day of parliamentary elections. A hospital official said two people were killed.
Police in the capital of Cairo said more than 130 people had been wounded in election violence in four provinces, and more than 80 people were arrested.

The two deaths occurred in the northern town of Damietta, said Mohammed Balboula of Damietta Public Hospital. There was no immediate confirmation from the Interior Ministry.

Government supporters armed with knives, bottles and machetes attacked voters lined up trying to get into several stations, sparking clashes with supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, the government's main rival. Police also cordoned off polling stations in the southern city of Sohag, frustrating hundreds trying to vote.

Interior Ministry spokesman Ibrahim Hammad said "the election process is going normally," apart from 10 polling stations where he accused Brotherhood "thugs" of causing disturbances. Mr. Hammad said the police are protecting the judges who supervise polling stations "and helping the voters to reach the ballot box."

Egypt's three-stage elections, which began in November, have been plagued by increasing violence as police and government supporters try to put down a strong showing by the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood, which so far has increased its presence in parliament fivefold.

Two other people died and dozens were injured in the earlier rounds. Independent monitors and human-rights groups have reported numerous irregularities, including busing of state employees to polling stations, tampering with ballot boxes, blockading of polling stations, and bribing, intimidating and attacking voters.

The U.S. sharply criticized the violence, including "intimidation and harassment" and abuse of monitors and voters by Egyptian authorities. "We've seen a number of developments over the past couple weeks during the parliamentary elections that raise serious concerns about the path of political reform in Egypt," State Department spokesman Adam Ereli said Tuesday. "Clearly, these actions send the wrong signal about Egypt's commitment to democracy and freedom, and we see them as inconsistent with the government of Egypt's professed commitment to increased political openness and dialogue within Egyptian society."

Washington has pressed President Hosni Mubarak, one of its top allies in the region, to bring greater democracy to Egypt, making the country the cornerstone of President Bush's policy of encouraging reform in the Middle East. But Wednesday's voting -- a runoff to the third and final round of the elections -- saw a continuation of the violence and police blockades in Brotherhood strongholds. The government had arrested hundreds of Brotherhood members before Wednesday's vote.

The Brotherhood calls for implementing Islamic law, but has long been vague about what this means. It campaigns for head scarves for women and against immodest dress, but it insists it stands for a more moderate version of Islam than in Saudi Arabia. The Brotherhood has 35 candidates in Wednesday's runoff for the remaining 127 of 444 seats in parliament.

Polling is taking place in nine provinces where no candidate received more than half the vote in the third round of polling Dec. 1. So far, Mr. Mubarak's ruling National Democratic Party and its allied independents have won 222 seats. The Brotherhood has taken 76 seats, a large jump over the 15 seats it held in the outgoing parliament. Independents have won two seats and other opposition parties have taken 11.

In the outgoing parliament, the NDP had 398 seats, the Brotherhood, 15; true independents, 23; and opposition legislators, 16.
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