
The Mediterranean Basin
A TROUBLED NEIGHBOURHOOD
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The Mediterranean Basin

● Great geopolitical significance 
since ancient times. 

● It connects Europe with Africa 
and the Middle East.

● It has been the cradle of many 
civilizations and origin of 
empires.

● Since the 8th century, it has been a place of contact (and often conflict) between 
Christians and Muslims

● In the 19th and 20th centuries the Southern part was an area of European colonial 
expansion. The creation of the European communities coincided in time with the 
independence of former colonies in Northern Africa.
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● The EU conscious of the importance of its 
southern neighborhood for its political, as well as 
its economic, security, energy, and migration 
interests. 

● The EU became the main trade and investment 
partner and major provider of development 
assistance. 

● Enrique Mora: “The Southern and Eastern 
Neighbourhoods are the first priority of the EU’s 
Foreign and Security Policy”.   

The Mediterranean Basin: a EU Priority
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What is the current geopolitical context affecting the region?

● Allout competition among big powers in a multipolar world. China and Russia, 
challenge the liberal world order and are ready to use all instruments of power, 
including energy and food supplies as weapons, hybrid warfare, military force. 
Competition with “the West” for influence in the “Global South”.

● We thought that the victory of democracy and market economy was irreversible. We 
are back to power politics and the law of the strongest. Josep Borrell compared 
Europe to a garden, but outside the garden The Jungle Grows Back (Robert Kagan).

● Free-market globalization benefited consumers and raised millions out of poverty in 
the developing world but also brought about increased inequalities at home and 
resentment at the loss of jobs. 

● Globalization is in retreat.  Economic nationalism is rising. Economic decoupling 
between US and China.
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What is driving the politics of the Mediterranean? 
What is the present geopolitical context?

● Penetration/interference in the Mediterranean region of extra-regional powers: 
China, Russia, the Gulf monarchies, Iran, other Mediterranean states such as Israel, 
and Türkiye. 

● Reduced US interest in the region, losing influence (withdrawal from Afghanistan, 
failed visit to the region of President Biden, July 2022). Donald Trump’s disruptive 
policies (withdrawal from the nuclear agreement with Iran. December 2020 Rabat 
Tripartite Declaration recognizing Morocco’s sovereignty over the Western Sahara. 
Trump’s 2017 recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, Israeli sovereignty over 
Golan Heights, declaring that Jewish settlements in occupied territories do not 
violate international law).
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What is driving the politics of the Mediterranean? 
What is the present geopolitical context?

● Realignment of alliances in the MENA region. MBS and Putin establish OPEP+ 
(2016). Reduction of oil production by 2 million B/D (Oct.5, 2022) in spite of Biden’s 
request to increase production.

● Irregular migration coming from the South has become a huge problem for the EU. 
Increase of xenofobia and “illiberal” political trends in some member states.New 
Pact on Migration and Asylum.
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● In 2020, the region represented 4.6% of total EU external trade.

● Total trade in goods between the EU and the Southern Neighbourhood countries 
amounted to €149.4 billion.

● The EU’s imports were worth €58.0 billion, whereas its exports totalled €91.4 
billion.

EU Trade Relations with its Southern Neighbourhood
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Source: European Commission. The EU 
and its Southern Neighborhood.

EU Trade Relations with its Southern Neighbourhood

Countries included: 
Algeria, Egypt, Israel, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Morocco, Palestine, 
Syria, and Tunisia.



EU Trade Relations with its Southern Neighbourhood
Country Date 

Association. 
Agreement

Position as EU 
Trade Partner

Total Trade 2020
(Billion €)

EU Imports 2020 
(Billion €)

EU Exports 2020 
(Billion €)

Position of EU 
as Trade Partner

Algeria 2005 28 (0,7% of total) 24,9 11,4 13,5 1 (46,7%)

Egypt 2004 + 
Agriculture/Fisher
ies 2010

29  (0,7% of total) 24,5 6,4 18,1 1 (24,5%)

Morocco 2000 + 
Agriculture 
Protocol/Fisherie
s Pship  
Agreement

20  (1% of total) 35,3 15,2 20,1 1 (56%)

Israel 2000 24  (0,9% of total) 31,0 11,5 19,5 1 (29,3%)

Jordan 2002 63  0,1% of total) 3,4 0,4 3,0 1 (14,7%)

Tunisia 1998 35  (0,5% of total) 17,4 8,6 8,8 1 (57%)



● EU to become a transforming power by promoting democratization, dialogue, 
economic reforms and regional integration through trade, investment and 
cooperation. Objective: guarantee peace, stability and prosperity throughout the 
area. MEDA Programme € 8.8 billion (1995-2006).

● 1995 Barcelona Declaration: “to transform the Mediterranean region in 
an area of dialogue, exchanges and cooperation that guarantees 
peace, stability and prosperity”. Barcelona Process.

The Mediterranean Basin: Past and Present
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● In 2004, the bilateral Association Agreements were replaced by the “European 
Neighbourhood Policy” (ENP). ENP established a conditionality: commitment by 
partners to common values (democracy and human rights, rule of law, good 
governance, market economy and sustainable development).

● With the 2011 “Arab Spring”, revision of ENP “to promote deep and sustainable 
democracy and inclusive economic development”. 2015 new review of ENP “a 
more flexible approach in the EU’s cooperation with ENP partners”. 

● Mandate to the Commission to negotiate DCFTAs, beginning with Morocco, 
Tunisia, Egypt, and Jordan “To integrate their economies with that of the EU by 
establishing a common normative space”. Negotiations currently are at a 
standstill. As from 2015 “differentiation and flexibility” giving priority to stability, 
security and the interests of the EU. Partners as service providers (“Mobility 
Partnerships”).

EU Trade Relations with its Southern Neighbourhood



UfM. Intergovernmental organisation, launched at the Paris Summit in July 2008. 
42 members including 27 EU MS and 15 Mediterranean partner countries: 

“An action-driven organisation with a common ambition”: regional 
dialogue and cooperation. Secretariat seats in Barcelona.

● ALBANIA
● ALGERIA
● BOSNIA AND 

HERZEGOVINA
● EGYPT
● ISRAEL
● JORDAN
● LEBANON 
● MAURITANIA

● MONACO
● MOROCCO
● MONTENEGRO
● PALESTINE
● SYRIA (suspended)
● TUNISIA 
● TÜRKIYE
● LIBYA (observer).

The Union for the Mediterranean
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The UfM activities address three strategic objectives of the region: Human Development, 
Stability, and Integration.

Since 2012, 60 regional projects worth 5 billion €: transport, youth employability, women 
empowerment, renewable energy, urban development, water treatment, food security.

The Union for the Mediterranean



● 25 years after the Barcelona Declaration, Joint EEAS/Commission Communication.

● Allocating 7 billion € for period 2021-2027, with the aim of mobilizing up to 30 billion € 
in public and private investments (IFIs, Regional Banks and private sector). “Tap into the 
region’s economic potential”.

● Build on existing network of Association Agreements and DCFTAs under negotiation 
with Morocco and Tunisia,

● Main areas: Human Development (Health, Vaccines, Education, Skills); Good 
Governance (Respect of HR, Rule of Law, social and labour rights, women rights, fight 
corruption); Strengthening socio-economic resilience (Government debt, balance of 
payments, targeted assistance, sector diversification); support SMEs; climate change.

“Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighborhood. 
A New Agenda for the Mediterranean” February 2021.
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● EU as main provider of economic assistance and humanitarian aid, to contribute to 
efforts to solve enduring conflicts: -MEPP (2-state solution); -Syria conflict (convening 
international conferences); -Lebanon’s social, economic and political crisis; -Sahel 
region (peace, stability and development challenges); -Western Sahara conflict; -Libya 
(Berlin Process/Operation IRINI, stabilisation, electoral process). Collaboration with 
LAS, AU, Subregional Groups.

● Dialogue and cooperation on migration, fighting terrorism, cyber and organised crime.

● EU clout to promote reforms limited. Lack of solidarity among MS.

“Renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighborhood. 
A New Agenda for the Mediterranean” February 2021.
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Were EU’S Efforts in its Southern Neighborhood Effective or in Vain?

Over the last 27 years the EU has used a huge amount of political, financial, and 
human capital to promote economic and social development, good governance 
and political stability in its Southern Neighborhood. But the results are not what 
were expected. 

Twenty-seven years after Barcelona, the region is neither peaceful, nor stable, 
nor prosperous. 

● Geopolitical competition and outside interference intensify
● Syria, Lebanon, Libya have become failed states.
● Old regional rivalries flare-up: Algeria-Morocco. Greece-Turkey. Old conflicts 

revive (Western Sahara) or remain blocked (Israeli-Palestinian). New 
conflicts surge (Syria, Libya, jihadism in the Sahel). 



● There is a massive arms race in the region, and an increased risk of armed 
confrontations.

● The war in Ukraine showed that the EU ties with its Southern Neighbours have weakened. 
UNGA  March 2, 2022 vote: only Syria voted against but in April, Algeria joined to oppose 
suspension of Russia from UNHRC. Egypt, Tunisia, Jordan abstained, Morocco and 
Lebanon were absent.

● Partners often hold the EU or member states hostage to obtain financial compensation or 
influence their policy (Morocco, Western Sahara; Turkey, refugee deal).

Were EU’S Efforts in its Southern Neighborhood Effective or in Vain?

 



The Southern Mediterranean Region is Facing Huge Challenges

● Millions of people suffer displacement. Heavy socio-economic consequences in countries 
hosting large number of refugees

● Irregular migration on the rise. Dangerous sea crossings. Human trafficking

● Terrorism, organised crime and corruption feed instabilty and sitfle economic growth, 
aggravated by COVID-19 effects.

● GDP growth outpaced by demography. EU development assistance will only have an 
impact in the long term and if fertility rates (Egypt 3.2, Algeria 2.9, Morocco 2.4, Tunisia 
2.2) are drastically reduced. The New Agenda for the Mediterranean overlooks this point.

● Climate change complicates access to water, damages food production. Europe’s 
Southern neighbours are suffering from the consequences of huge price increases of 
basic staples, notably cereals, adding to the suffering of the people.



Failure of the Arab Spring

● 27 years after Barcelona and 11 from the “Arab Spring” no progress in 
democratization, rule of law, good governance. 

● The failure of the 2011 “Arab Spring” pro-democracy movements led to the 
proliferation of authoritarian régimes in the MENA region, old dictators were 
replaced by new dictators, often supported by foreign powers. Human rights abuses. 

● Widespread corruption at all levels, precarious state services (healthcare, 
infrastructure), abuse of power by political élites. Governments are authoritarian but 
inefficient.

Arab Spring Map

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Fupload.wikimedia.org%2Fwikipedia%2Fcommons%2F5%2F58%2FArab_Spring_map.png&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fcommons.wikimedia.org%2Fwiki%2FFile%3AArab_Spring_map.png&tbnid=657lJ3kfTk446M&vet=12ahUKEwju8-Ks7qv7AhUDjxoKHTuJA1UQMygAegQIARBE..i&docid=N7xlLvDpOD-bRM&w=1200&h=622&q=arab%20spring%20map&hl=en&ved=2ahUKEwju8-Ks7qv7AhUDjxoKHTuJA1UQMygAegQIARBE


Foreign Powers Interfere in the Region

The “Mare Nostrum” is an ever more disputed area, foreign powers are very active and 
try to gain influence in the region. It has become less “nostrum”

● IRAN is supporting through shiite militias the Assad régime in Syria, and interfere 
in Lebanon’s political life through Hezbollah. Iranian advisors are also apparently 
training Polisario militias in Algeria.

● The UNITED ARAB EMIRATES and other Gulf Monarchies are financially supporting 
the Abdel Fattah el Sisi repressive regime.

WikimediaCommons
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Foreign Powers Interfere in the Region

● RUSSIA has recovered the naval base of Tartus (Syria) and has intervened 
militarily in support of the repressive el Assad régime. It is supporting, through 
the “Wagner Group” mercenaries, the Benghazi military “strongman” “Field 
Marshall” Khalifa Haftar, against the Tripoli UN recognized Government of 
National Unity (GNA) which, in turn, is supported by Turkish forces. 

● Moscow is the main arms supplier of Syria, Egypt (40%) and Algeria, and 
Russian units participate in “Desert Shield” exercises in Algeria near the 
Moroccan border (November 2022).
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Foreign Powers Interfere in the Region

● CHINA is flexing its financial muscle to gain influence in the region. It manages 
the ports of Alexandria and El Dekheila in Egypt and invested more than US$ 7 
billion and lent another $3 billion for the new administrative capital. It is 
constructing the port of El-Hamdania in Algeria, the second  biggest deep water 
harbour in Africa. It also has important infrastructure projects in Morocco. 

● Beijing’s appeal is based on the apparent “success” of its authoritarian system. It 
imposes no good governance conditions, unlike the EU. It remains neutral as 
regards local conflicts and is becoming a major arms supplier to Egypt, Algeria 
and Morocco. 

● China’s exports to the region almost doubled between 2010 and 2020, while the 
EU’s only grew by 22% (or even decreased, Algeria). 
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Foreign Powers Interfere in the Region

● TURKEY, in spite of being a member of NATO, plays a disruptive military role in 
Syria, Libya, and challenges the International Law of the Sea with its disputes 
with Greece and Cyprus in the Eastern Mediterranean.
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A Quick Look at Each Country

Egypt
An old dictator (Mubarak) was replaced by a new dictator (Abdel Fattah el-Sisi). No real 
political opposition, The economy is in shambles but Egypt is “too big to fail”.

Algeria
The 2019 “Hirak” peaceful protest movement failed. Power in the hands of the military. 
New oil and gas revenues allow the government to keep high subsidies, but no reforms. 
President Tebboune follows a very nationalistic foreign policy (Western Sahara). 
Diplomatic relations with Morocco are broken.

Tunisia
The “Jasmine Revolution“ faded. A new Constitution cements one-man rule (President 
Kais Saied).



A Quick Look at Each Country

Morocco
A frequently absent King relies on a close circle of friends and advisors (Hammouchi, 
Mansouri, el Himma, Foreign Minister Bourita). Aggressive foreign policy and difficult 
relations with its neighbours.

Libya
Violence returns and the political process stalls. New UNSGEN Special Envoy, Abdoulaye 
Bathili (Senegal).

Israel
Bibi Netanyahu returns to power, but must form a coalition with ultra-orthodox parties. 
Probable new expansion of settlements and abandonment of the two-state solution.



A Quick Look at Each Country

Lebanon
Economic collapse and political paralysis. President Michel Aoun resigned in October. 

Syria
Continuation of the destructive civil war. Enormous human suffering.

The Sahel
Recent military coups in Mali, Burkina Faso and Chad. Expulsion of French troops from 
Mali (completed in August 2022). Presence of Russian mercenary groups.



A Quick Look at Each Country

Türkiye
2023 general elections could end AKP’s 21-year rule. Huge inflation and Erdogan’s too 
much meddling in economic policy.  Military actions in Northern Syria and Turkish forces 
in Libya. Putin proposes to transform Türkiye into a “hub” of Russian gas to supply Europe. 
Tensions with NATO allies (Greece, France, threat to veto Sweden and Finland’s access to 
NATO).
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Europe is Losing Influence In Its Southern Neighborhood

● The EU intended to promote progressively an Euro Mediterranean free trade 
area, with harmonization of standards and cumulation of rules of origin. But its 
implementation fell far short of expectations. Regional integration is almost 
nonexistent. 

● The EU plays practically no role in the MEPP, in spite of being the first donor to 
the Palestinians.

● It also plays barely any role in Syria, in spite of having received the biggest 
number of refugees and being the largest provider of funds to finance the stay of 
refugees  in Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon. 



Europe is Losing Influence In Its Southern Neighborhood

● It is not an important player in the Libyan crisis, although it organized the Berlin 
Conference that launched the peace talks.

● The EU has not intervened to try and reduce tensions between Algeria and 
Morocco over the Western Sahara conflict. The CJEU’s C-266/16 September 2021 
decision jeopardizes the Agricultural and Fisheries Protocols signed with Morocco, 
and EU overall relations with Morocco (cooperation on migration, security, 
terrorism). EU and Member States (Spain) subject to pressure by partners 
(Morocco, Algeria). 

● The “Barcelona Process” has lost momentum, in parallel with the loss of influence 
by the EU in the region. Conversely, the war in Ukraine concentrates greater EU 
attention on the Eastern Neighbourhood.



What has the EU done wrong?

● Frustration at the lack of results because the Mediterranean is the neighbour region in 
which the EU has invested more time, money and political efforts. “Mediterranean 
fatigue”.

● The Barcelona process has not succeeded because there has not been a clear 
improvement on the lives of citizens in our partner countries. Given the many areas of 
intervention proposed by the “New Agenda”, the € 7 billion set out in the MFF 
(Multiannual Financial Framework) for 2021-2027 seems modest.

● People in the region were not demanding piecemeal concessions by their politicians, 
but a complete overhaul of the national and local structures of governance, that would 
eradicate corruption and enhance inclusive sharing of their countries’ wealth and 
resources. 



What has the EU done wrong?

● Europe did not use its “soft power” to its full extent to achieve the goals set in 
Barcelona in 1995. 

○ Haizam Amirah: “Faced with the rise of radical Islam, the EU saw as a priority 
the maintenance of stability in its Southern Neighborhood.” 

○ EU abandoned the “Transformation Policy”. 

○ Some EU members preferred to preserve their national interests and continue 
dealing with Partner’s élites rather than push for reforms.



What has the EU done wrong?

● There is a dissonance between values and reality when dealing with human rights 
violations in some Southern Neighbours. The EU has often found it necessary to 
“navigate” between promoting values and promoting interests.

● There are dissonances among EU Member States vis-á-vis conflicts in the Southern 
Neighbourhood, as was the case of Libya. The New Agenda calls for a renewed 
commitment to unity and solidarity among the MS. HR Borrell reiterates “the need for a 
single message”.

● There are also, differences among EU institutions as regards agreements with Southern 
Neighbours (Decision by the EUCJ of 29.09.2021 on the Agricultural and Fisheries 
Protocols signed with Morocco).
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WHAT NEXT?
● The EU is a rules-based organisation. Its fundament is the law. But the 

world is not perfect. Outside our “garden”, the “jungle” prevails. Therefore, 
the EU must reflect on how to deal with the tug-of-war between interests 
and values, determine how to conduct the interplay between “realpolitik” 
and the respect of EU law and international law. Borrell: “Europe must 
learn the language of power”.

● The EU member states must be ready to limit the scope of national 
interests for the benefit of the Union as a whole when dealing with our 
Southern Neighbours.

● The lofty principles of the 1995 Barcelona Declaration are still valid. The 
EU must be a “transforming power” vis-á vis our Southern Neighbours, but 
within a realistic base. The EU must apply a “differentiation approach”, 
giving special treatment to those partners that  make real efforts towards 
reform and good governance. 
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Thanks!

Manuel de la Camara
Madrid, Spain

manuel.camara.hermoso
@gmail.com
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