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THE MEDITERRANEAN HAS HAD A GREAT GEOPOLITICAL 
SGNIFICANCE SINCE ANCIENT TIMES 

For many centuries it has been one of the geopolitical centres of the 
world, because it connects Europe with North Africa and the Middle 
East and, through the Turkish Straits, with the Black Sea. And, through 
the Suez Canal with the Red Sea 

 

It has been the cradle of many civilizations: Egyptian, Phoenician, 
Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Jewish, Christian. 

 

Since the 8th century, it became an area of contact (and frequent 
conflict), between Muslims and Christians: 

• 711 Invasion of Iberian Peninsula by Berbers and Arabs 
• 732 Arabs stopped by the Franks at Tours 
• 1453 conquest of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks (Mehmet 

II) 
• 1492 “reconquest” of Granada by Isabella of Castille and 

Ferdinand of Aragon 
• The Ottoman Empire big naval power in the Mediterranean with 

Soleiman I. Siege of Vienna 1529 

 

As from the XIXth century European colonization of North Africa (1889 
Berlin Conference, colonial distribution of Africa). 

• Algeria (France) 1830-1962 
• Tunisia (France) Protectorate 1881-1956 
• Morocco (France) Protectorate 1912-1956 
• Libya (Italy) 1911-1941 (independence in 1951) 
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THE MEDITERRANEAN BASIN, A EU PRIORITY 

 

-The establishment of the European Communities coincided in time 
with the independence of the former North African colonies. The EU 
countries were interested in maintaining their economic and 
commercial links with their former colonies. 

 

-Consciousness of the importance of the region for the political, 
security, economic, energy and migration interests of EU MS. 

 

-In the words of Enrique Mora, Deputy Secretary General for Political 
Affairs at the EEAS, “the Southern and Eastern Neighbourhoods are 
the first priority for the EU’s foreign and security policies” 

  



SLIDE 4 

 

WHAT IS THE CURRENT GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT AFFECTING THE 
MEDITERRANEAN REGION? 

 

-Robert Kagan: Fukuyama’s “End of History” was too optimistic a 
vision. The technologic and economic progress did not fundamentally 
change human behaviour. The so-called “liberal order” was not the 
natural way of things. The “natural” system is based in power politics 
and the prevalence of the strongest. 

 

-The “neoliberal” philosophy established that by letting capital and 
goods move freely they would always go wherever they would be more 
productive. Free market globalism became a sort of a crusade, pushed 
by powerful multinational companies. Welcoming China in the WTO 
was a natural consequence of these ideas. This brought benefits for 
consumers and for workers in the developing world, but also 
resentment for growing inequalities and loss of jobs in the developed 
countries 

 

-All out competition among big powers. Multipolarity. Russia and China 
“revisionist” powers challenge the liberal order and ready to use their 
power (energy, food), hybrid warfare and use of force. 

 

-Globalization is in retreat. Economic nationalism and increased 
protectionism. This made the establishment of an Euro-Mediterranean 
FTA a very difficult goal to reach. US-China economic decoupling 
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-In March, President Biden ordered to release 180 million barrels from 
the US Strategic Reserve (out of 405 million barrels) to try and lower 
the oil prices in the markets. He also threatened the oil companies with 
new taxes if they did not increase production. 

 

-According to the NYT, before Biden’s visit to Riad, White House 
emissaries met in SA with MBS and his brother Abdulaziz, the Minister 
of Energy and obtained the commitment of an increase by SA of oil 
production of 400,000 B/D until the end of 2022. But the Saudis are now 
producing 33% less oil than 2 years ago, and they have not accepted 
to postpone the reduction of oil production for a month adducing 
technical reasons. 

 

-Saudis say that sanctions on Russian oil are giving the West an 
excuse to establish a “Cartel” of consumers, marking oil by its origin 
in order to unilaterally establish prices.  
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-Big difference between Israel and the other countries: GDP per capita 
US $ 51,432 (2021), Vs US $ 9,586 in the case of Turkey. Israel more 
GDP per capita than Germany (US $ 50,802).  

Also, the one receiving more FDI (6.0% of GDP). Lebanon 11.0 % of GDP 
due to economic assistance by Lebanese diaspora. 
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1995 Barcelona Declaration. EU as a “transforming power”. 

• Political and Security partnership: “Establish a common Euro-
Mediterranean area of peace and stability based on fundamental 
principles (democracy, human rights)” 

• Economic and financial partnership: “Create an area of shared 
prosperity through the progressive establishment of a free-trade 
area between the EU and its partners, and among the 
Mediterranean partners themselves”. It would be accompanied by 
substantial financial support to support the economic and social 
transitions. MEDA Programme (€ 8.8 billion 1995-2006). 

• Social, cultural and human partnership: “Develop human 
resources, promote understanding between cultures and 
rapprochement of the peoples in the Euro-Mediterranean region 
and develop free and flourishing civil societies” 
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EUROPEAN NEIGHBOURHOOD POLICY. Shared between Eastern and Southern 
Neighbours.  

 “Standard action Plans” but possibility of differentiation: “The level of ambition 
depends on the extent to which these values are shared”. Specific status granted 
to Morocco (“More than association, less than membership”), Jordan (“Privileged 
Partnership”), and Tunisia (“Advanced status”). 

But focusing on values ignored the socio-cultural context (different from Eastern 
Neighbours). It became weak as power became more authoritarian (Tunisia, Egypt, 
Algeria) and Islamist movements gained influence. 

In 2011 revision of the ENP responding to developments in Arab countries (“Arab 
Spring”). EU supported the movements promising stronger partnerships (trade, 
investment, financial assistance) with those neighbours that made greater 
progress towards democratic reform.  

Mandate to the Commission to negotiate DCFTAs with Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt and 
Jordan, in order to “integrate their economies with that of the EU by establishing a 
common normative space”.  But no interest by partner countries who feared 
competition for their industries and services.  

In 2015 new review of ENP to introduce a more flexible approach to take into 
account the social and political realities of each partner (in fact, recognizing the 
paralysis in the reforms processes). Priority given to stabilization, security and EUs 
interests, as civil wars raged on in Syria and Libya causing unprecedented waves 
of migration. 

 March 2016 EU-Turkey Statement: to keep Syrian refugees in Turkey with strong 
financial support from the EU. “Mobility Partnerships” with Tunisia and Morocco. 
3 lines: Assistance with migration and border management, facilitation of visa 
procedures, readmission of illegal migrants. Normative vs. realist power in the EU 
(Infringement of 1951 Refugee Convention?).  July 2022 new dialogue with Morocco 
and Tunisia: allocation of €360 million and €93 million respectively under the 
“Emergency Trust Fund for Africa” 
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-Morocco is an essential EU partner in key areas such as security, fight 
against terrorism, prevention of irregular migration, trade and 
investment. By far the leading trade partner in the region and the 
biggest beneficiary of financial assistance. Receiving funds to control 
migration through the European Neighbourhood Instrument and the EU 
Emergency Trust Fund for Africa. EU-Morocco bilateral agreements 
since 1967. Advanced status. 

 

-On the question of the Western Sahara, the economic and geopolitical 
interests have prevailed over the application of EU and international 
law.  

 

-By contrast, neither the Polisario Front nor the SADR have any kind of 
contractual relationship with the EU, that could lead to some kind of 
political recognition (as is the case with the PLO). 

 

-The EUCJ rulings are a departure from that policy. Case brought by 
the Polisario Front in February 2012 against the 2003 Agricultural 
Protocol and the 2012 Fisheries agreement. The Court ruled that the 
Polisario Front was legally entitled to act as representative of the 
Sahrawi people, according to Art. 263 of TFUE. Also that the 
Association Agreement cannot encompass the territory nor adjacent 
waters of the Western Sahara (legal basis, UN Resolution 34/37, by 
which the WS is a non-self-governing territory and Morocco is not de 
facto the administering power). Therefore, the consent of the Polisario 
Front was necessary for the application of the Agreement to the 
territory. 
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A QUICK LOOK AT EACH COUNTRY  

 

EGYPT 

Removal by the military of elected President Mohamed Morsi (June 2013). New 
Constitution (2019) gives a special role to the military under Field Marshal Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi. 60,000 political prisoners. The Army controls 60% of the economy. 
Foreign investment drops, decline of tourist sector, lost race with demographics, 
gargantuan infrastructure projects (new capital), COVID-19 effects and Ukraine 
war impact on food prices. Debt service 36% of GDP. Poverty rate (33%) doubled 
since 2000. Egypt is fully dependent of foreign funding, but “too big to fail”. 
Presidential elections in 2024. El Sisi tries to improve external image and engage 
in dialogue with the opposition. 

 

ALGERIA 

The Army also rules supreme, after a bloody civil war. “Hirak” peaceful protest 
movement forced President Bouteflika to resign (February 2019), but was 
quashed by repression. December 2019 election of President Tebboune. 
Constitutional referendum with low turnout (30%). Increase in oil and gas prices 
allow the government to resume giving subsidies and postpone reforms. No 
longer able to give hope/jobs to young people, who dream of migrating. Régime 
playing the nationalistic card (Western Sahara). Broke diplomatic relations with 
Morocco. 

 

TUNISIA 

The Jasmine Revolution has faded. COVID-19 plunged Tunisia into a serious 
economic crisis (per capita income -21% since 2011). Citizens disappointed with 
political class. Growing trend to abstain from the political process paved way for 
authoritarian rule. In 2019 Kais Saied won with an anti-system, anti-élite rhetoric. 



In July 2021 he declared a state of emergency, suspended Parliament and 
dissolved it in March 2022. Held a Constitutional referendum in July 2022 (low 
turnout). The new Constitution concentrates all powers on the President, including 
appointment of the Prime Minister and of judges. Cannot be impeached. 
Disastrous economic situation, negotiating a loan with the IMF to be able to pay 
foreign debt.  

 

MOROCCO  

The 2011 Constitution gives enormous powers to the King. But King Mohamed VI 
is frequently absent from the country, and this has given big influence to some 
people of his close circle, such as Fouad Ai el Himma, a personal friend, Abdellatif 
Hammouchi, head of the Security Services, Yassine Mansouri, also a King’s friend 
and head of the external Secret Service (DGED) and Nasser Bourita, the most 
influential Foreign Minister of Mohamed’s 23 years of reign. The King also has 
health problems and has undergone surgery several times in France. Very 
aggressive foreign policy (especially on the Western Sahara issue). Difficult 
relations with Algeria, Tunisia, Spain, France. 

 

LIBYA 

UNSG appointed (2 September 2022) a new Special Representative and Head of 
UNSIMIL, the Senegalese Abdoulaye Bathily (replaced Ján Kubis). He reported to 
the  UNGA on 23/10/2022. The political deadlock continues. No progress to 
resolve the outstanding issues to establish a Constitutional basis to conduct 
elections. Confrontation continues between Government of National Unity (GNA) 
under Prime Minister Abdulhamid Dbeiba based in Tripoli, and the Tobruk-based 
House of Representatives, that recognized as Prime Minister Fathi Bashaga last 
February, who is supported by Benghazi strongman “Field Marshall'' Khalifa 
Haftar. Violent clashes took place in Tripoli on August 27, 2022. The presence of 
foreign fighters and foreign interference (Turkey, Russia, UAE, Egypt) continues. 
The violation of human rights of migrants and asylum seekers by human 
trafficking gangs is a cause of great concern for the EU. 

 



ISRAEL 

Bibi Netanyahu will have no difficulty forming a new government with the ultra-
orthodox and extreme right wing parties Religious Zionism, Shas and United 
Judaism of the Torá. He will try to present himself as a moderate capable of 
restraining the jewish supremacists of the coalition. Meanwhile the judicial 
processes against him continues. The Israeli electorate is increasingly voting for 
the most radical political formations of the right, which reflects their anxiety 
about terror attacks, unrest in Southern Israel and fears of losing Jewish identity. 
Israeli Arabs continue to be treated as second-class citizens. Continuation of the 
expansion of settlements in the Occupied Territories is likely, as well as the 
definite abandonment of the two-state solution. This could make it difficult to 
preserve the “Abraham Accords”. 

 

LEBANON 

After six years in office, President Michel Aoun resigned last October without a 
clear successor in view. The Parliament has been unable to agree on who would 
take on the role (the President appoints the Prime Minister, green lights 
government formations before voting in Parliament and signs bills into laws). 
Lebanon is governed by a caretaker cabinet as the Prime Minister-designate, 
Najib Mikati, has tried in vain to form a government for six months. The era of 
President Aoun will be remembered by the August 2020 big blast in the port of 
Beirut (220 people killed, 6,500 injured and 300,000 homes damaged or 
destroyed), and the financial meltdown that pushed more than 80% of the 
population into poverty and prompted widespread protests throughout the 
country. He is also accused of enabling corruption and helping the Shia group 
Hezbollah gain influence. In his last days in office he signed into law the US-
mediated deal delineating Lebanon’s southern maritime border with Israel. 

 

SYRIA 

The long and cruel civil war seems to be forgotten by the international 
community. More than half million people have been killed, 5.5 million refugees 
live in Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon (that is quickly returning refugees back to 



Syria) , and over 6 million are internally displaced. More than 13 million people 
across the country are in dire need of humanitarian aid. The country is on the 
verge of another flare-up of violence: Russian continues air raids and missile 
strikes in support of al-Assad’s régime (mainly in Idlib, where thousands of 
refugees live), Turkey may start a new ground operation in the north against 
kurdish-led forces and refuses to take any more refugees. Thousands are fleeing 
north as Russian and the régime’s attacks resume (a demilitarized zone was 
agreed between Turkey and Russia in 2018). Israel is attacking Iran-allied fighter 
groups across the country.  

 

 

TÜRKIYE 

Change of the country’s name June 2022. General elections in mid-2023 could 
bring the end of AKP rule, due to the negative trend of the economy and high 
inflation. Erdogan improving relations with the Gulf Monarchies and Israel (June 
2022). But tensions with Western allies for various reasons: Sweden and Finland's 
NATO membership, military action against US-backed Kurdish militia -YPG- in 
Syria, threats of military action against Greece in the Aegean, military presence 
in Libya. Putin and Erdogan discussing Turkey becoming a “hub” for Russia’s gas 
exports to Europe (TurkStream). Turkey became a “Dialogue Partner” in the SCO. 
Balanced and quasi neutral position on war in Ukraine while offering framework 
for talks between the parties and facilitating resumption of Ukraine’s grain 
exports.  

 

SAHEL 

 The region has become an area of great concern for the EU, due to the 
destabilizing effects of uncontrolled migratory flows, the rise and expansion of 
jihadist terrorism and the penetration of hostile foreign powers, mainly Russia. 
Over the last two years, three military coups in Chad, Burkina Faso and Mali were 
staged. The Mali military Junta expelled French troops, that completed 
withdrawal in August 2022. Russian mercenary “Wagner Group” arrived in Mali 
in December 2021, also present in the Central African Republic, Sudan and Libya. 



They are an instrument of Putin’s imperial ambitions in Africa. Besides supporting 
military régimes and obtaining precious minerals mining concessions, Wagner has 
engaged in disinformation campaigns against European presence in the region. 

 


