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Islamists Gain in Egypt's Elections

Voting in Parliament Races
Chips Away at the Strength
Of Mubarak's Ruling Party
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CAIRO, Egypt -- Islamists have made unprecedented gains in Egypt's parliamentary elections, becoming the largest bloc in the People's Assembly after President Hosni Mubarak's ruling party and transforming the country's political landscape.
The elections, which began Nov. 9 and conclude with a runoff vote today, have proved in many ways to be more of a turning point in Egypt's politics than its first multicandidate presidential polls, held in September, when Mr. Mubarak faced opposition for the first time in his 24-year rule.

While the power of the ruling National Democratic Party isn't immediately threatened, today's vote will bring it close to losing the two-thirds parliamentary majority it needs to override any opposition in passing laws or changing the country's constitution.

Earlier rounds of voting have placed followers of the Muslim Brotherhood, the country's most influential religious group, in the second-largest bloc in the assembly after the NDP. The Brotherhood's gains have been encouraging to many who seek to chip away at the 78-year-old Mr. Mubarak's firm grip on power, but worry those who fear the group seeks to turn Egypt into a strict Islamic state.

The group has developed its support base by providing services that the government has failed to deliver, particularly in rural areas where the majority of the country's 78 million people live. In village mosques, the Brotherhood holds secular classes for youngsters and vocational training for women and teenagers, its clinics offer medical care, and fruit and vegetable stalls it operates offer handouts for the needy.

The group has made gains also in urban areas. In Imbaba, one of Cairo's poorer neighborhoods, Mohamed El-Gazaar, a 47-year-old father of five who works as a domestic helper, says he voted for the Brotherhood after seeing what they have done in his neighborhood. "I know they make a difference," he says.

The Brotherhood is banned by a law that forbids religiously based parties, but its followers, kept out of September's polls, were permitted to run for the assembly as independents. Its gains there will give it a legal platform to back further grass-roots work. The three-stage election has already placed Brotherhood loyalists in 76 seats in the 454-seat legislative body. The NDP has 224 seats so far. The NDP previously held 417 seats, while Brotherhood loyalists occupied 15. Today's runoff sees 127 seats up for grabs, and Mr. Mubarak will fill an additional ten seats in the coming weeks.

The start of the third round of voting was plagued by violence, as were earlier rounds, in what human-rights groups said was an effort to block pro-Brotherhood votes. Riot police barricaded some voting stations, forcibly preventing voters from entering, and a number of casualties were reported.

Brotherhood spokesman Abdel Moneim AbulFutouh said the police action was intended to enable the government to retain a "comfortable majority." He said the Brotherhood is determined to bring down the current "dictator" government by popular vote.

Opposition groups and human-rights organizations have also alleged widespread ballot-rigging by the NDP and the government.

The government has denied that any significant voting irregularities occurred and says it has neither tried to influence the outcome of the elections nor provoked violence.

The Brotherhood's gains have sparked public debate as to whether the government will have to recognize the group as a political entity, and allow it to field a candidate in Egypt's next presidential election, which is scheduled for 2011.

The 77-year-old group remains banned under a constitutional clause from the 1950s on the basis that politics and religion shouldn't be mixed. The government recently granted legal status to the breakaway group Hizb Al-Wassat, a move some see as setting a precedent for allowing religious groups into politics. Government officials declined to comment.

For many secular Egyptians, left-wing intellectuals and the country's 10 million-strong Coptic Christian community, the Brotherhood's sudden rise is worrying. They fear Egypt could turn into an Islamic state like Iran or Saudi Arabia if the Brotherhood takes control.

The Brotherhood's leaders have sought to allay such fears. The group renounced violence in the 1990s, distancing itself from subgroups that were responsible for the assassination of Mr. Mubarak's predecessor, Anwar Sadat, and for a slew of terrorist attacks. While its slogan is "Islam is the answer," one of its leaders, Khairat Al-Shatir, says that the group's manifesto adheres to the Egyptian constitution, which recognizes Islam as the state religion and Islamic Sharia law as one of the main sources for legislation.
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