1.What was the main motivation to become a legal counsel?
I think I had a quite interesting and unconventional journey to where I am today.
Law was not the profession of any of my parents or close relatives. My late father,
as a journalist, had a huge library, which I am proudly still keeping. So, I grew up
surrounded by thousands of books covering a variety of disciplines including law.
At high school, I was determined to study law after realizing how much I was keen
on following crime news and developments of popular cases in the newspapers.
Also, I found topics like; analysis, psychology, and debating, quite interesting.
Briefly, there were many indicators pointing at law school as the place where I
should go. Not surprisingly though, like any teenager graduating from high school,
I was weighing my options, and suddenly, I changed plans. I headed to the military
academy thinking I will study law afterwards! But, cutting a long story short,
eventually, I made my mind concluding that it was the law school where I wanted to
go.Since my very first days at law school, I started, in parallel, investing in myself,
looking for job opportunities and additional studies. I consider myself lucky to have
graduated from law school, while I was working for a leading multinational.
It was only while doing my LLM, that I decided to start in private practice. In fact, at
the time, my decision was heavily criticized by many from a career path perspective.
I must say that particularly two of my professors played a pivotal role in putting this
decision into effect. Prof. Dr. Frank Emmert of Robert H. McKinney School of Law at
Indiana University, and my professor and mentor, to whom I will remain eternally,
academically, professionally and personally indebted and grateful,
Prof. Dr. Mohamed Salah Abdel Wahab of the Faculty of Law at Cairo University.

seek knowledge and
learn from everyone
for each person has
something to
contribute positively
to your development

38

WWW . THE LAW . ME

By: Noran Abdulbaki

Rising
Star
Youssef
Al Saman

Partner at Zulficar & Partners

WWW . THE LAW . ME

39

2.Being the youngest partner at the age of 35
in one of the most outstanding and
successful law firms in Egypt like Zulficar &
Partners, what skills and characteristics do
you think have helped you to achieve your
current position?
It is well-known in the jurisdiction that as an institution, and a
reputable school in the legal profession, Zulficar & Partners is
very selective and adopts quite strict high standards. When it
comes to partnership, in particular, the criteria, standards, and
expectations become even much higher.
Speaking of the skills and characteristics it takes, what
cross-cuts immediately in my mind, as helpful the most and a
‘catch all’ trait, if I may so call it, is being ‘genuine’ in everything
you do. I think this is broad enough to encompass many such
as: developing the know-how, being patient, persistent and
tolerant; learning from others and from your mistakes; being
honest, loyal and sincere; challenging yourself every time your
abilities are tested; pushing yourself beyond your limits; giving
your best ever at each and every time; and seeking perfection
in all what you do. Generally, I think being genuine in such
sense is what makes a different and distinct outcome for some.

4.You have supported various M&A
transactions on a global scale, apart from an
effective due diligence, what do you think is
behind a successful transaction?

It gives me a great pleasure to join forces every now and
then with my M&A colleagues at the Firm, and help clients do
business. I consider this a very healthy and joyful pause for
someone in combat most of their time working on contentious
matters. In my view, what defines a ‘successful transaction’
entails a lot, but mainly, it is the
3.With respect to your remarkable
foresight of where things might
experience in the legal industry what
go. Hence, if we exclude the
was the most challenging aspect of your
disputes arising from a party’s
job as a legal counsel and how were you
reluctance to perform their
able to overcome such challenge?
obligations, a ‘successful
transaction’ is one that is
I think ‘remarkable experience’ is exaggerated. After a
‘disputes free’. Of course, no
decade in private practice, I still believe strongly that we
one is expected to, or indeed
all live in an ongoing learning process, no matter what we can, provide for every possible
did, or how many years of experience we accumulated.
scenario in the future.
In my view, still, what was challenging the most, was my
However, I think what is
first steps into the legal profession, given the
important is developing the
unconventional start I had as mentioned earlier.
mindset aiming at objectively
safeguarding your client’s
interests, setting a balanced and
feasible structure and agreement, considering carefully and
drafting properly the provisions you need to include, and
running the negotiations wisely. The test for a successful
transaction is not only about the value, subject, complexity, and
names involved.A landmark transaction that has all of this, can
easily fail the test if it goes wrong. Sometimes, we are engaged
by clients at critical stages to help them with complications
and disputes arising from transactions which turned out to be
disastrous. Across those situations, the transaction could very
well be a landmark complex one, involving very big names, but
when the review unveils the errors and oversights which took
place while the transaction was being made, I think no one
would call it any more a ‘successful transaction’.
Being meticulous and envisaging obstacles and unpleasant
scenarios is quite crucial. Thus, in my view, counsel who
manages to combine a blend of exposures and backgrounds
comprising business, operational, disputes, corporate, and
transactional, would definitely have a competitive edge working
on transactions.
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5. Moreover, apart from the legal aspect, do
you think it is crucial for a business legal
counsel to be aware of the nature of the
business aspect of the transaction?
I would say this is a must. For outsiders, the industry is the
cocoon where the parties live together, without penetrating it,
I do not think you would be able to efficiently advise the
parties. I do not mean that you should become an expert on the
industry, but you have and actually need to develop, at least,
a cursory understanding of the industry. No matter what the
industry is, telecom, oil & gas, construction, tourism...etc, if you
do not get a reasonable sense of what the parties are actually
doing, you would not possibly be able to understand, embrace
and resolve their problems or anticipate what they might face in
the future, from a legal perspective. For example, I have once
flagged to parties to a very specialized technical agreement
that out of my experience in similar transactions, the timeframe
they agreed for execution seemed very tight, and likely will
not be met upon the slightest unexpected change, which may
happen. The parties were convinced and they extended the
timeframe. Also, I think this touches upon your previous
question about what defines a successful transaction. I
mentioned earlier that my professional experience before
private practice has been extremely helpful. Our role is to
efficiently support and enhance the running of our client’s
business, and advise them to solve their problems, avoid future
ones, and protect their interests.
In a constructive business or a disputes context, it is legal
counsel that are required to translate what business, technical,
and finance people are thinking, into a one legally compliant
language which you find in the documents, and anticipate what
legal issues they might come across down the road.
This requires a minimum of business sense and industry
understanding. Absent that, it is very likely that you would
not be able to properly formulate that law compliant common
language voicing the thoughts of all those stakeholders on the
table, or preemptively anticipate future problems.

6. From your perspective how did the
development of technology impact the world
of law and how did it facilitate your job as a
legal counsel?

and used wisely because, like everything, it has its downside. I
do encourage that we invest in advanced technology and
benefit from it in our work, but I do not fully trust technology
and I consider that the human factor is, and will remain, the
most important. I believe technology is there to assist and
make our lives easier, but not to predominate the human input.
There is a view that in time, artificial intelligence will replace l
egal counsel. I disagree, artificial intelligence has indeed
proven to be efficient and accurate in some legal tasks,
nevertheless, compared to human beings, there is still this
unique divine touch and sense created with human beings,
which will remain indispensable, at least, in critical areas.

7. Based on your experience and knowledge
in dispute resolution as counsel for the firm’s
clients in mega ad-hoc and institutional
arbitral proceedings, how did the
international arbitration in Egypt develop in
terms of procedural rules and the recognition
and enforcement of arbitral award?
In my view, Egypt has all what it takes to become a hub for
international arbitration. This necessarily requires efforts by
the Egyptian State, practitioners, and institutions. I note that
over the past two decades, notable steps have been taken by
the State on the road; on both, the legislative and executive
scales, however, more remains undoubtedly called for. The
areas for improvement include; arbitration related legislation,
and judicial proceedings for recognition and enforcement of
arbitral awards, interim measures, and most importantly, how
Egyptian courts approach arbitration related proceedings.
In this context, it cannot go unnoticed, the remarkable efforts
by leading academics and practitioners such as Prof. Dr.
Mohamed S. Abdel Wahab whom I personally believe has
done far more than one individual could do to give Egypt a
place on the world’s map of international arbitration. I wish to
mention also the efforts of the Cairo Regional Centre for
International Commercial Arbitration (CRCICA), which is
recognized internationally as a credible and reputable arbitral
institution alongside several well-versed international arbitral
institutions in other jurisdictions. I would confidently say that,
generally, compared to some years ago, Egypt is undergoing
a healthy transition towards a more arbitration friendly
environment.

The rapidly growing impact of technology on the legal
profession is undeniable. However, in my view, technology is a
double-edged weapon that needs to be approached cautiously
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8. Based on our researches you are a qualified
instructor to deliver legal training in the
Continuing Legal Education programme
held jointly by the American Bar Association
(“ABA”) Rule of Law Initiative and the Cairo
Regional Centre for International Commercial
Arbitration (CRCICA). In addition to other legal
training, you taught law in the Arab Academy
for Science Technology and Maritime
Transport. In what way do you think those
type of courses highlight the differences
between the theoretical and the practical
aspect of law?
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First of all we have to distinguish between both educational
aspects; firstly, teaching law to non-law students, as opposed
to, secondly, training legal practitioners and law students. In
fact, both models are substantially different.
In the first model, in academia, I had the pleasure of teaching
law at the Arab Academy for Science Technology and Maritime
Transport to students doing other majors, which I consider was
a quite rich experience for me. I was required to deliver legal
education that
serves specifically
the purposes of
their studies as
future leaders in
business,
commerce, and
logistics. I had to
carefully observe
their
perspectives as
non-law students
and understand
how they think.
This was
necessary to
identify the right
methodologies
and balance this
against the
student’s
preferences. I was
always keen on
making my course,
as much as
possible, an
interesting and
joyful experience
for students.
In the second
model, things are
different.
The trainees are a
blend of legal practitioners, working with reputable law firms,
judicial authorities, as well as fresh or recent law graduates.
Here, you teach the trainees skills and know-how that they,
unfortunately, were not taught at law schools. The trainees in
this context have quite high expectations and critique,
because they joined to improve and refine their legal skills as
they understand that the legal profession is not only about the
knowledge of law, and that this is only a part of the equation,
but there are several other skills required which include
drafting, negotiations…etc. I think credible programmes such
as the ABA-CRCICA programme are a must to supplement the
academic legal education offered at law schools.
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9. From a legal perspective how do you see
the Egyptian laws including the investment
law and the industrial licensing law have
supported foreign investment? And what
kind of incentives/facilities do you think the
government should provide to help expand
the future of investment laws in Egypt?
Attracting ‘credible’ foreign investment is a highly competitive
area. Egypt has very unused potentials in this respect, and is
indeed capable of becoming on top of the countries appealing
to credible foreign investors, in the region and the continent.
Generally, the legal framework surrounding the investment,
including the laws of the host state as a part of such
framework, is a key aspect that an investor considers very
carefully before making the decision to invest in a given
country. In fact, there are ongoing legislative reforms to
improve the legal framework to offer comfort to existing
investments, and attract new foreign investments into Egypt.
However, what credible investors look for in any jurisdiction is
pretty well-defined. Briefly, for an investment to exist and
survive, it needs a commercially and legally; clean, healthy,
safe, stable, and predictable arena. Satisfying those elements
is crucial for the investor while assessing the risks and
considering the feasibility of the investment, and the return on
investment over short or long terms, before making the
decision whether or not to proceed with investing in the country
in question. Despite the ongoing attempts towards reform, in
my view, Egypt still needs to, and can, be more competitive
to attract credible investors. The equation is quite simple, the
more Egypt is willing to offer to investors, as opposed to other
jurisdictions, the more Egypt will benefit from more new
credible foreign investments, and expansions of existing ones.

10. You have mentioned that you had a great
exposure with multinational companies can
you tell us more about it?

By the time I graduated, I was already in a supervisory position
in the regional operations division with a leading multinational,
overseeing work of a huge team including elder colleagues,
as part of a quite sensitive operation across the MENA region.
Overall, with multinationals experience in the industries of
media, entertainment and offshore outsourcing, my resume
looked uncommon for a fresh law graduate,
The early professional experience offered me; the opportunity
to interact with, and learn from well-educated and very talented
calibers, and the exposure to rich set of areas and skills not
very common to come across whether in the legal profession or
other disciplines, especially at such age.
I consider that everything I learned and acquired before private
practice has positively contributed to everything I have done
afterwards, not only for purposes of the substantive legal work,
but also in adapting and dealing professionally with the different surroundings at large.

11. What piece of advice would you like to
give young practitioners and graduates who
see you as a role model for them?
Again, ‘role model’ is an exaggeration, but thank you for that.
Rather than advising, I would say I just wish to share with
younger generations a glimpse of what I learned through my
journey.
In a nutshell, do not victimize yourself, the world is much bigger
than that; always be genuine in everything you do;
seek knowledge and learn from everyone for each person has
something to contribute positively to your development even
if you think they are not very kind to you; respect, remember
and be grateful to, your professors, mentors and anyone who
taught you something; do not under-estimate anyone’s struggle
in life, each of us is destined to their own struggle, even if you
do not consider theirs as one.

Since I was a child, I always had an urge to be different. When
I joined the law school - Arabic section at Cairo University,
I realized immediately that thousands of students graduate
every year from law schools all over Egypt, and objectively
speaking, the competition seemed very high against very
limited opportunities. Also, the differences between graduates
seemed quite narrow, and limited only to academic grades,
language, personal skills, and other subjective factors.
I believed it was important for me to build a profile that would
look unique when I graduate. Thus, in parallel to law school,
I started working, attending different courses, studying
linguistics, and engaging in extracurricular activities. Since my
first year at law school, I strived to acquire all the skills, and
academic and professional knowledge, I could get.
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