CASE Nº12
Ahli United Bank

Retaliatory freezing
of human rights
lawyer’s assets
On November 11, 2016, Azza Soliman, a prominent
Egyptian human rights lawyer and head of Lawyers for
Justice and Peace, attempted to cash a check at Ahli
United Bank (AUB), only to discover that both her
personal and business accounts had been frozen.1
A few months earlier, Azza was accused of illegally
receiving foreign funding for her activism.2 The charge,
and the resultant freezing of assets, has become a
prevalent strategy of the Egyptian government to deter
human rights advocacy and restrict the activities of civil
society organizations.3 Azza’s case is part of Case No.
173, also known as “the foreign funding case,” which
has been open since 2011 against several human rights
defenders and organizations who face asset freezes,
travel bans and other restrictions.4 When Azza attempted
to travel later that month, airport personnel informed her
that she could not, due to the pending case.
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Under the Egyptian constitution, assets can only be
frozen after a court order and after the defendant
has been informed of the charges and has had an
opportunity to respond.5 Because Azza’s accounts with
other commercial banks in Egypt, including a stateowned bank, were still active, she assumed that perhaps
a court order was issued without her knowledge and had
not yet reached the other banks.6
However, a few days later, Azza learned that the court
date to consider the charges against her and whether
to freeze her assets was not scheduled until December
14.7 On December 4th, Azza filed a police report
accusing AUB of violating Egyptian law by freezing
her assets without a court order.8 In response, AUB
management submitted to the police a letter dated
November 20, 2016, from the investigating judge
asking AUB to freeze Azza’s accounts.9 Azza challenged
the legality of the letter and of AUB’s actions, arguing
that, absent a court order, the Bank acted arbitrarily
in “cooperation with security and judicial authorities
against its clients’ interests, and that it is complicit in
facilitating unconstitutional and unlawful action.”10
On December 7, Azza was arrested at her home and
taken to the office of the investigative judge who had
written the letter to AUB, and later released on bail
after hours of interrogation.11 Since she was the only
one among several accused activists to be detained for
interrogation, Azza believes that this was retaliation for
challenging the judge’s letter to AUB.12
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On her court date, December 14, the North Cairo
Primary Court issued a verdict to freeze Azza’s
personal and business assets.13 As per Egyptian law,
the other commercial banks where Azza had accounts
then gave Azza one month’s notice before the freeze
would take effect.14
The International Finance Corporation -- the private
sector arm of the World Bank Group -- first invested
in AUB in 2006 with a US$200 million loan.15 IFC later
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purchased a US$35 million equity share in AUB’s Oman
branch, and another US$40 million in its Egypt branch.16
In April 2011, the IFC invested another US$125 million
in equity and US$165 million in subordinating debt in
AUB “as it expands operations in Egypt, Iraq and other
countries [in the region].”17 In December 2014, IFC
converted US$100 million of the subordinated debt to
equity to bring its total ownership to 5.16 percent.18
The events in Egypt between 2011 and 2014, before
the IFC decided to increase its equity in AUB, should
have raised a red flag. Crackdowns on activists and
civil society organizations had been on the rise,
characterized by coercive measures against activists.19
Six months before the IFC converted its debt to equity
in AUB, the Egyptian agency which regulates NGOs
had announced new policies to seize assets of activists,
in a move understood to be part of a series of efforts
to criminalize activists, even as it ran afoul of Egyptian
law.20 This repressive practice was also playing out in
other authoritarian countries, including several cases in
Azerbaijan.21
AUB characterized Azza’s allegation that it colluded
with security agencies in violation of national laws
as a “totally false allegation with no evidence” adding
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that “the allegation mentioned from Mrs. Azza above
may constitutes [sic] a crime” and “we hope no further
allegations from her in the future.”22
The IFC has repeatedly insisted that the assets were
frozen in accordance with a judicial order and that “IFC
is not in a position to compel the bank to contravene
local law and court orders.”23 However, IFC remained
silent regarding the fact that the freeze took place
more than three weeks before the requisite court
order.24
In July 2017, Azza submitted a complaint to the
Compliance Advisor Ombudsman (CAO) of the IFC,
claiming AUB had colluded with the Egyptian regime
and violated the Egyptian constitution and national
laws.25 The CAO found the complaint ineligible, stating
that “the decision to suspend access to an individual’s
bank account in the circumstances described is not
considered to be a social impact of the IFC investment.”26
Today Azza, like many other Egyptian human rights
activists, is barred from leaving the country, and
her accounts are still frozen. The foreign funding
case remains open, while the list of accused activists
continues to grow.
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sites/default/files/documents/Azza%20Soliman%20-%20Rejoinder%20
to%20Ahli%20United%20Bank%20-%20May%202017%20%28Eng%29.pdf.
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