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In conjunction with the Confederation of Egyptian European Business Associations (CEEBA), the British Egyptian Business Association (BEBA) organized a working luncheon in honour of H.E. Dr. Ahmed Nazif, the Prime Minister of Egypt, in order to discuss Egypt’s status quo and the Government’s plans regarding different issues. The event, which was attended by more than 400 attendees, took place on March 17, 2010.

At the beginning of his speech, Dr. Nazif confirmed that Egypt has done well through the crisis, thanks to the reforms that have been implemented by the Government since 2004. The economy experienced growth, which enabled the country to survive the crisis.
The Prime Minister also asserted that growth was the most important objective of the Government, as it would fulfill the following:
· Enable the country to respond to a growing workforce.

· Allow Egypt to close a gap with the world.

· Help the Egyptian economy to become a global player, adding to its status as a regional leader.

· Assist in building on the country’s strengths.

· Ease the provision of better services to citizens.
While highlighting the importance of growth, Dr. Nazif expressed that it was crucial to encourage investments to support growth objectives, and that the Government’s reforms provided the injections needed for these objectives. He also underlined the role that sustainable peace and infrastructure have played in generating a strong base for the economy. Growth in consumption and in industries – especially construction and ICT industries – were the results of these efforts.

Dr. Nazif said that the economy has witnessed some shocks due to the financial crisis and the economy’s integration with the world economy. However, exports have increased, which encouraged the Government to put a target of doubling exports during the next four years, reflecting a high confidence in the Egyptian economy’s potential.
With regards to the internal market, Dr. Nazif expected that its growth would continue and explained that internal trade has been flourishing and presenting great opportunities.
According to the Prime Minister, investments in infrastructure have taken place in two major areas, which are energy and transportation. Many of these investments were accomplished through the PPP-model, which was economically sound. In addition, due to the rise in local demand and growth, investments in these two fields would continue to increase.
As Dr. Nazif was expressing his confidence that the best of the economy was yet to come, he highlighted the fact that tourism has witnessed growth and that it returned to its pre-crisis levels. 
With regards to the social issues, Dr. Nazif emphasized on two major issues, which are health and education. He stated that both required more attention, investments and creative planning. Education and health reform programs would map how these aspects of the economy should be managed in the future. Even though investments in these sectors were costly, according to Dr. Nazif, they were crucial and beneficial, as they improved the quality of human capital.
As financing these projects would put pressure on the Government’s budget, the Government has been studying different models of finance, including PPPs. This was a priority, since the country could not afford to wait in order to solve health and education-related issues. More careful planning of government spending was crucial in order to serve the economy well.
Dr. Nazif affirmed that one of the main problems of Egypt’s labor force was the skills’ gap: there were many people who could not find jobs and there were available jobs in the market that could find the suitable skills. In order to fill the gap and meet the job requirements of the labor market, the education system should be improved.
Generally, the Prime Minister expressed the importance of having a positive investment environment. While the choice of an investment location has become more critical, Egypt has grown to be one of the top investment destinations.

Question-and-answer Session:

After his speech, the Prime Minister responded to the questions of the attendees, and the following points highlight his responses.
· As a response to a question about the improvement of education in Egypt, Dr. Nazif said that it was an important challenge. The output of education and job requirements should be aligned in order to cross the current gap between both. According to Dr. Nazif, one of the aspects of this gap was that technical skills were the most needed by the market, whereas the actual skills were mostly nontechnical. Additionally, medium education was required in many sectors of the economy, while skills with higher education were more than needed. 
Therefore, more investments in technical schools – high or pre-university levels – were necessary in order to prepare more technicians for the job market. This aspect has been considered by the Government’s budget, which should emphasize more on technical colleges than before.
Furthermore, the Prime Minister affirmed that the Egyptian General Certificate should undergo reforms in order to encourage more students to apply for the technical section rather than the literature section. He said that programs have been constructed and would be implemented promptly.
· With regards to a question about the availability of energy in Egypt, Dr. Nazif stated that the fact that Egypt might be facing a shortage of energy in 2011/2012 was one of the challenges to growth. This was because the growth of energy consumption usually exceeded the rate of growth of the economy by around 2%. 
In order to fulfill the country’s energy needs for growth purposes, investments in the sector were invited – there were two megaprojects in the pipeline – which were expected to keep up with large growth levels.

· In his response to a question about his reaction to the issue of hiring women in judicial positions, Dr. Nazif confirmed that the Special Council would meet soon to make a decision. He stated that all aspects of society reflected that it needed to witness a positive response about hiring women as judges. Also, he expressed his support to this positive response.
· While responding to a question on public health services and accommodating the public, the Prime Minister said that the health reforms were complete, and that they reflected more than improving health services. A new health insurance system should be implemented, which involved investments by the Government and which would restructure dealing with health services in Egypt.

Furthermore, improving the base of health services should involve increasing health units across the country, and developing primary healthcare services, which were the backbone of the system. It was also essential, according to Dr. Nazif, to separate between health-service provision and financing. Egypt’s Health Insurance Organization (HIO), which provided services, should be independent of the financials of the system.

Egypt has implemented a pilot system in Suez to deal with healthcare service provision, which would give an idea of how service provision and financing should be handled. If the model succeeded, as the Prime Minister mentioned, a new health insurance code would be introduced to the Parliament. Parallel with this comprehensive program, services have been improved.

·  In his reaction to a question about having women in high-level jobs, Dr. Nazif asserted that women in Egypt have gained more ground than before, and that the status of women in Egypt has become an aspect to be proud of. He also mentioned that Egypt has become ahead of other countries in this aspect.
Dr. Nazif also highlighted the following main aspects with regards to the status of women:

· Women have gained their rights in education and have succeeded in it.

· There have been more female Government employees than male ones.

· There have been already three female ministers, which was a record.

The Prime Minister again expressed his support of women, highlighting the fact that there were still challenges to be dealt with.

· With regards to a question about discriminating against less-fortunate classes of society in education, Dr. Nazif responded that the Government was against discrimination, and that everyone should be provided with the opportunity of proving him/herself.

· In response to a question on technical education and short-term plans related to it, Dr. Nazif stated that the education reforms have emphasized more on activities than on curriculum. While more activities have been introduced to schools, more should be needed with regards to this step. In addition, Dr. Nazif expressed how crucial investments were for the provision of rooms, labs, computers and other tools necessary for enhancing technical education. Furthermore, more skilled teachers were essential for the development of technical education in Egypt. Dr. Nazif concluded that these and other plans were complicated and, unfortunately, could only be carried out on the long run.
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