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Introduction 
 

On 3 February 2016, a corpse was found along 

the highway leading from Alexandria to Cairo. 

That lifeless body belonged to the Italian PhD 

researcher Giulio Regeni, who disappeared on 

25 January 2016, the day marking the fifth 

anniversary of the Egyptian revolution. Giulio 

was conducting his research on Egypt’s 

independent unions of street vendors in Cairo. 

His body was unrecognisable due to the signs 

of protracted tortures it bore, and which 

caused his death. To this date, the truth about 

Regeni’s murder is yet far from being disclosed. 

Recent investigations by the Italian authorities 

concluded that Giulio was denounced to the 

Egyptian authorities by Egyptian citizens who 

were particularly close to him and were 

helping him with his research. 

His death caused a wave of shock and 

indignation both in his country of origin, Italy, 

and at the European Union (EU) level. In fact, 

his vicious homicide raised concerns over 

human rights violations and the extensive use 

of torture to extort confessions in the Northern 

African country, opening a problematic phase 

in EU-Egypt relations. This brief argues that EU-

Egypt relations have been characterised by 

pragmatism, while the European Parliament 

has adopted a more open and critical position 

towards Egypt.   

EU instruments for human rights 

promotion: the case of Egypt 

Pursuant to article 21 (1) TEU, the European 

Union is committed to advancing the 

universality and indivisibility of human rights 

and fundamental freedoms, together with the 

protection of human dignity. Since the coming 

into power of President Abdel Fattah el Sisi, the 
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human rights record in Egypt has been a cause 

of concern for the EU. Hence, what kind of 

instruments did the different institutions have 

to respond to such violations and which tools 

did they have to act to demand justice for 

Giulio Regeni? The commitments laid down in 

article 21 TEU comma 1 are also mirrored in 

the relationship between the EU and Egypt, as 

regulated by the Association Agreement, 

falling under the European Neighbourhood 

Policy (ENP). As an integral part of the 

Association agreements, Partnership Priorities, 

negotiated for the period 2017-2020, 

represent a benchmark and guidance for the 

mutual relationships of cooperation on the 

two sides of the Mediterranean. They contain 

mutual commitments in terms of human rights 

and fundamental freedoms.1 Within the 

framework of the ENP, Egypt receives funding 

under two main budget lines: the European 

neighbourhood Instrument (ENI), which 

consists of a Single Support Framework that is 

aimed at achieving the Partnership Priorities 

and is set on a four-year basis. The support is 

aimed at economic growth, security and 

stability, promotion of rule of law, democracy 

and human rights and fundamental freedoms. 

This instrument is managed by the 

Commission’s Directorate General NEAR. 

Such assistance can be frozen by virtue of the 

conditionality clause on human rights and 

fundamental freedoms. Egypt’s ENI budget 

support was therefore frozen in light of the 

concerns surrounding human rights violations. 

Such concern did not emerge with respect to 

Regeni’s case specifically, but was linked to the 

general deterioration of the human rights 

record in the country. However, some tranches 

were unfrozen in the field of energy, transport, 

health and water between the end of 2018 and 

the beginning of 2019.2 In addition, in late 

 
1 European Council (2017), EU-Egypt Partnership 
Priorities 2017-2020  

2019, support for improving accountability and 

democratic governance was also unfrozen. 

The Association Agreement also envisages 

political instruments of cooperation as well as 

sanction mechanisms. The most significant 

political instrument is the annual EU-Egypt 

Association Council, a high-level forum co-

chaired by the High Representative and the 

Egyptian Foreign Minister, in which Egypt and 

the European Union exchange the progress 

made in their relationship in light of the 

Partnership Priorities. In 2018, in preparation 

for this meeting, the EU Member States used 

strong language on the Regeni case and 

demanded the Egyptian authorities to 

cooperate and help the Italian authorities shed  

light on the murder of the young PhD student. 

The Regeni case was also brought up in the 

discussion by former High Representative 

Federica Mogherini, during the Association 

Council itself. Another important forum is 

provided by the annual sub-committee 

meeting on Political Matters, Human Rights 

and Democracy as envisaged by the 

Association Agreement. In this context, the EU, 

under the EEAS’ direction, has space to discuss 

the most salient issues in terms of human 

rights and democracy.  During the 2019 sub-

committee meeting, the EEAS pushed Egypt to 

respect human rights and fundamental 

freedoms as provided in Egypt’s constitutional 

and international obligations. Finally, former 

High Representative Federica Mogherini 

brought the Regeni case before the Egyptian 

Foreign Minister Shoukry repeatedly in their 

bilateral high-level exchanges.   

The European Parliament: a 

dissonant voice on the Regeni case? 

The European Commission and the EEAS have 

reiterated from 2016 until today that Egypt 

remains a fundamental strategic partner in the 

2 European Parliament (2019), Parliamentary 
Question  E-002033/2019 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-8-2019-002033_EN.html
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Northern Mediterranean.3 Overall, the EU has 

continued to boost cooperation with Egypt, 

particularly in the areas of energy, security, 

migration and trade. On the contrary, the 

European Parliament has been particularly 

vocal, especially in the past couple of years 

2018-2019, in denouncing human rights 

violations and the crackdown on civil society 

and in calling on the Egyptian authorities to 

take responsibility for the state’s repressive  

and violent actions. In 2016, after Giulio 

Regeni’s case shocked both the Italian and the 

EU public opinion, the Parliament adopted 

Resolution 2016/2608(RSP) on Egypt, notably 

on the case of Giulio Regeni.  In the resolution, 

the European Parliament called on the 

Egyptian authorities to cooperate with the 

Italian government to ensure that the 

circumstances of the young researcher’s death 

could be clarified as swiftly as possible. In 

October 2019, as a response to the violent 

repression of protests in Egypt, the European 

Parliament again expressed its deep 

preoccupation with the ongoing restrictions of 

fundamental rights, and in particular freedom 

of expression. Furthermore, the EP requested 

the immediate and unconditional release of 

human rights defenders and academics 

detained for carrying out human rights work in 

the country. Finally, the Parliament strongly 

reiterated the necessity to shed light on and 

uncover the truth over Giulio Regeni’s case as 

 
3 European External Action Service (2019), EU Item 

4 Statement on Egypt at the UN Human Rights 

Council 42nd session   

well. In the Parliament’s position, the Regeni’s 

case became the symbol of many other 

Egyptian citizens who were victims of enforced 

disappearance or were brutally tortured in 

detention centres in Egypt from 2016 until 

today. Therefore, it can be argued the 

European Parliament has largely diverged from 

the EEAS and the European Commission’s 

pragmatic approach by openly denouncing the 

situation in Egypt and pushing for a clearer and 

more coherent prioritisation of values over 

interests in the EU’s external action.  

Conclusion 

Despite the shocking death of the young 

researcher, the EU has applied a pragmatic 

approach in its relationship with Egypt. In 

particular, the European Commission and the 

EEAS have strived to maintain a relationship 

strongly focused on shared interests (such as 

counterterrorism, migration and economic 

growth), with the aim to be able to carve out 

space and to obtain leverage to condemn 

Egypt’s human rights violations and the 

shrinking of civil society space, avoiding strong 

political language ‘naming and shaming’ 

practices as far as possible. The continued 

cooperation with Egypt allowed some EU 

institutions to bring in ‘behind the scenes’ 

discussions over human rights and the more 

general violent repression of civil society and 

to discuss extensively Regeni’s murder as a 

result of such repression. On the contrary, the 

European Parliament has used Resolutions as 

an instrument to condemn Egypt both on the 

Regeni case and more generally for the 

restrictions on freedom of expression and 

assembly and for the violations of human 

dignity perpetrated by the government.  

“ In the Parliament’s position, 
the Regeni’s case became the 
symbol of many other Egyptian 
citizens who were victims of 
enforced disappearance or 
were brutally tortured” 
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