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Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak's recent health scares -- including major surgery in Germany in March --
have raised critical questions regarding the future of one of America's most important allies. In the event of his
death, how would his successor be chosen, and who would it most likely be? Will the next president respect
core U.S interests or challenge them? And how would the United States advance those interests in
post-Mubarak Egypt? 

To reflect on these questions, The Washington Institute's Project Fikra recently brought together leading
scholars, former senior U.S. diplomats, and other officials and activists for an off-the-record discussion on
what to expect from Egyptian succession. Much of this PolicyWatch is based on that discussion. 

A Constitutional Shoo-In for Gamal? 

Over the past five years, Egypt's constitution has been amended to both change the way the president is
elected and limit who may become a candidate. A detailed description of this constitutional evolution will be
discussed in a separate Policy Note, but the prevailing assumption in both Washington and Cairo has been that
the changes would smooth the way for a transition in which Gamal Mubarak wins the presidency in rigged
elections following his father's death. Increasingly, however, Egyptian public opposition to that idea, along
with the "ElBaradei phenomenon," is challenging that assumption. 

Because Egyptians see themselves living in a country governed by law (if not by rule of law), they are likely
to follow the constitutional technicalities. Yet if elites within and surrounding the ruling National Democratic
Party (NDP) decide to anoint a candidate other than Gamal, they are fully capable of manipulating the legal
framework to ensure that their man succeeds. 

The broader question of whether President Mubarak intends for his son to take over remains surprisingly
uncertain. Analytically, the trajectory of constitutional and other legal and political developments implies that
he does in fact want Gamal to replace him. Yet his failure to clearly endorse that outcome has contributed to
growing uncertainty about his true preferences. Moreover, some well-informed observers believe that such an
endorsement would be Gamal's only chance of winning the post. 

Although caution is indeed warranted when it comes to assessing Gamal's prospects, it should also be noted
that the current legal, organizational, and institutional circumstances certainly favor him as the most likely
successor. He has a key leadership position within the NDP and access to its vast machinery and resources, as
well as the Mubarak family name. Should Hosni eventually come to terms with his mortality and -- as King
Hussein of Jordan did immediately prior to his death -- decide to act vigorously on his son's behalf, he might
yet engineer the first father-son transition in Egypt since King Farouk's succession from Fouad. 

If Not Gamal, Who? 

Assuming that Egypt continues to follow constitutional processes but bypasses Gamal, who could become the
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next president? One fact is clear: the new amendments ensure a limited pool of candidates and create an
almost insurmountable obstacle for independents. This includes a broad range of personalities that the ruling
party currently frowns upon, such as Mohamed ElBaradei, Ayman Nour, and any candidate from the Muslim
Brotherhood. 

The most frequently suggested establishment names come from within the current NDP leadership, including
Secretary-General Safwat al-Sharif and Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif. Among non-NDP party leaders,
possible contenders include El Sayed El Badawy, current head of the Wafd Party, as well as Rifaat Said, head
of the Tagammua Party. 

Other establishment candidates have been suggested outside the party leaderships. Omar Suleiman, the current
head of Egyptian intelligence, is the favorite for many in Cairo (and Washington) who prefer backrooms and
gray hair to Gamal's youth and inexperience. Ahmed Shafiq, current minister for civil aviation and former
commander of the Egyptian air force, is credited with successfully building Cairo's new international airport.
Featured prominently in an April 2010 al-Dustour article, he is reportedly close to President Mubarak, himself
an air force man. Defense Minister Muhammad Hussein Tantawi, reportedly chosen for the post by Mubarak
because of his loyalty (and lack of political ambition), is a taciturn, unimaginative interlocutor for U.S.
diplomats and has not been perceptibly active in Egypt's domestic politics. All of these men would have to run
as "independents" to comply with the law and be supported by the NDP as such. 

Aside from establishment candidates, it is difficult to envision how truly independent candidates such as
ElBaradei would be able to run under the existing system. Such candidates must gather 250 signatures from
members of parliament and/or local municipal councils, all of which are dominated by the NDP. Upcoming
parliamentary elections may create an opening if ElBaradei joins the leadership of an existing party capable of
winning at least one seat. And the public's desire for change may be another lever for ElBaradei to exploit. Yet
his refusal so far to engage in retail politics and his recent decision to rely on the Muslim Brotherhood may
preclude his candidacy, as the government is increasingly fearful about the latter connection. 

Securing U.S. Interests during Transition 

Although the identity of Mubarak's successor is uncertain, the next president in Cairo will likely appreciate
Egypt's relationship with the United States, have had some contact with U.S. diplomats, and be insecure in his
new role at first. This will create both opportunities and risks for the United States. 

Citing American security interests, many within the so-called "realist" camp will be tempted to embrace any
successor chosen by elites in the Egyptian establishment. But the United States also has an interest in seeing a
peaceful transition that is consistent with both long-term American interests and the aspirations of the
Egyptian people. Indeed, retaining a strong partnership with Egypt will be heavily contingent on the nature of
the transition. Toward that end, Washington should reiterate early and often that it does not have a preferred
candidate but expects the succession process to be open, transparent, and in accordance with international
standards, with the people given a meaningful opportunity to participate in the choosing of their next leader.
And if the transition is marked by violence or intimidation, the United States must be prepared to comment on
it. The audience for America's message will be the Egyptian people as much as the new Egyptian leader. 

Washington should also prepare for the possibility of a new president who seeks to bolster domestic
legitimacy by adopting more populist foreign policies. This could be the case with an untested establishment
candidate (e.g., Gamal Mubarak) or in the highly unlikely scenario that some outsider manages to win the
post. In fact, ElBaradei hinted at such an approach during a recent Der Spiegel interview, suggesting that the
permanent opening of the Rafah border crossing with Gaza would not be injurious to Egyptian security, and
that the West's concerns about a nuclear Iran are overblown. This tack seems inspired by Turkish prime
minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, a man ElBaradei has praised as an "Arab hero." If the next president in Cairo
adopts such populism, Egypt's chilly peace with Israel would become even more frigid. 
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In light of these challenges, the future transition will require deft U.S. diplomacy. On the one hand,
Washington must publicly identify with the Egyptian people's political aspirations, while on the other hand
ensuring the survival of the strategic partnership that has been so important to U.S. national security. 

Conclusion 

Egypt is at a crossroads. For three decades, President Mubarak has been a stabilizing force within both Egypt
and U.S.-Egyptian relations -- so much so that domestic political development has been stunted. His passing
will mark the end of an era, likely forcing his successor to search for a new basis of legitimacy at home and a
stronger foundation for the bilateral partnership. Beginning with Mubarak's upcoming trip to Washington next
week and continuing throughout the coming months, the United States has an opportunity to ensure that its
policy is clearly understood by the people and ruling elite alike, so that America's position in Egypt after
transition is at least as strong -- if not stronger -- than it is today. 

J. Scott Carpenter is the Keston Family fellow and director of Project Fikra: Defeating Extremism through the
Power of Ideas at The Washington Institute.
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