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The Mediterranean Cooperation Problématique

The Mediterranean has always been a space of competition and
contestation, reflecting, in no small part, its fragmented geography and the
politico-economic structures it produced in various historical times.1 Today no
other part of the globe exemplifies better the post-bipolar trends towards
fragmentation and revival of “ancient feuds” than the Mediterranean, with
security questions becoming increasingly indivisible, regardless of diverse sub-
regional features.2 As “Mediterranean regions” do not share the features
traditionally found in international regionalism (i.e. a “common co-operation
space”3), this means that co-operation and security across the Mediterranean
are possible but cannot be taken for granted, as they require an effort of will
and “specific management”.4

The Post-Cold War wider Euro-Mediterranean system is characterized by a
pluri-causal dynamism pushing towards a new mapping of its component
parts, reformulated in its emerging inter-regional governance structures.5 But
with vast political economic and demographic disproportions and dividing
religious and cultural fault lines, the 1989 shift in international relations has
gradually transformed the Mediterranean in one of the most critical sources of
instability for Europe.6 Since then, systemic tension has been steadily
increasing with the revival of radical Islam,7 the events that followed September
11th, as well as the importance attached to transnational security threats, such
as massive waves of illegal immigrants, cross-border organized crime and the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles.8

At the same time, the region’s economic indicators are not positive. The
region has lost in its relative attractiveness, with Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) backsliding for many years, with a significant increase only since 2005,
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due to large privatizations and the expansion of oil activities in Egypt.9 North-
South economic disparities are resulting in a permanent “poverty curtain”
across the Mediterranean, as southern economies are stagnating and the
demographic time-bomb continues to escalate, while unemployment
continues to increase and illiteracy remains at alarmingly high levels.
Economic vulnerability and insecurity reflect the fact many human security
indicators in the Mediterranean countries are static or even worsening,
cleaving into two very different and distant worlds of affluence and order, and
of poverty, need and disorder.10 No doubt, the region’s fault lines are getting
deeper and obstacles to human development are stubborn because of the
fragility of the region’s political, economic and social structures, the lack of
people-centered development policies, and the vulnerability to outside
intervention.11

Europe’s “big bang” enlargement to twenty-seven countries was not a win-
win deal for all. It has become clear that after the fall of the Berlin Wall, most
of the European Union’s (EU) political and economic attention has been
directed for the swift transition of post-communist Europe. From the early
1990s, southern EU members are trying to balance the focus of international
community in eastern Europe. Particularly, France, Spain and Italy during
1995 and 1996 with their consecutive EU presidencies revealed common
foreign policy concerns pointing to a more homogenous stance within
international organizations such as NATO, EU, OSCE, and WEU, parallel to
the launching of land and maritime forces - Eurofor and Euromarfor-, partly
offsetting the predominant position of the American Sixth Fleet.12 Despite the
fact that their economic objectives have been harmonised in the context of
their participation in the EU and although a “Mediterranean solidarity” is
evident in their interactions, these are not enough to be reflected in permanent
and structured political solidarity to arrive in common strategies and means for
the Mediterranean. Southern EU members have not yet formed a cohesive
block in relation to the EU’s eastwards enlargement and, even more so, with
regards to the future of the EU itself.13 Yet any comparison of their policies
reveals marked contrasts regarding the prioritization of areas of interest. One
of the starkest contrasts is that between the two Iberian neighbours Spain and
Portugal: while Spain’s interest in the Mediterranean is deeply rooted in history
and has been the subject of considerable engagement since the late 1970s,14

Portugal only began to develop a Mediterranean policy when entered the
Community in mid 1980s.15 In the same line, Veremis asserted that, “the
proximity of Portugal, Spain and Italy to North Africa and the common



borders of Greece and Italy with the troubled Balkans, helps explain each
country’s regional line of work”.16 

Interestingly, at least most of the impetus has come from France, seeking to
continue project influence in the Mediterranean, partly as a response to the
growth of German influence within Europe.17 The relative lack of US interest
in the western Mediterranean18 allowed France to undertake the initiative to
organize the Forum on the West Mediterranean (Five + Five initiative) in
1990.19 However, there was a disjuncture with the Italian-Spanish initiative for
a “wider” Conference on the Security and the Co-operation in the
Mediterranean (CSCM) along the lines of the Helsinki Process, including all
the Mediterranean states and the US. France considered this enlargement
“immature” and hardly compromising in the context of its geographically
restricted attempt to enhance co-operation in the west Mediterranean sector.20

Although the ambitious CSCM failed to get off the ground,21 its existence
indicated Spanish and Italian reservations about the French project. On the
other hand, the Five + Five initiative was suspended as a result of the crisis in
Algeria and the Lockerbie affair, which placed a strain on the prospects of an
EU-Maghreb Partnership.22 Parallel to these initiatives, the Mediterranean
Forum was also inaugurated in Alexandria in 1994 - a rare example of a
regional initiative assessed as fully working, co-operating in the fields of
political, economic, social and cultural affairs on the basis of very efficiency-
oriented guidelines.23 Hence, since the signing of Barcelona Declaration in
November 1995, considerations for the Mediterranean have primarily been
through the EU’s new multilateral framework, with the Mediterranean Forum
existing more informally, grouping 11 countries compared with Barcelona
Process’ membership of 27, and operating as a policy-framing body.24

Despite the fact that the Mediterranean dimension in its foreign policy has
significantly been reduced in recent decades, France’s participation in any
Mediterranean related structure is indispensable, something also evident in the
increased interest for the region after the announcement of Sarkozy’s
initiative.25 Beyond German and British traditional reservations, although
France is generally considered as the leader in promoting Mediterranean issues,
countries like Spain are not willing to accept a French leadership in the EU’s
relations with the Mediterranean.26 But while those countries play a more
active role in setting the EU’s Mediterranean agenda, smaller countries like
Greece, Malta and Cyprus face in a more direct manner the potential and real
waves of regional instability. Despite their relative lack of influence within the
EU’s multilateral framework they all valued the Barcelona Process as the most
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comprehensive and promising response to regional challenges despite the poor
results since 1995. They all seem to overlook the many problems which beset
the recent French initiative, hence, the perspective of the two Mediterranean
Island States with a traditionally strong interest in regional initiatives is
different; Cyprus is laying special emphasis on the resolution of regional
conflicts while Malta is taking a more functionalist approach emphasising the
protection of fish resources and de-pollution.27

While enlargement plans have secured the success of EU’s policies in the
eastern neighborhood, the perceived impact of collective European efforts to
strengthen relations with the Mediterranean has been much lower. But
southern EU members have not yet formed a cohesive block in relation to the
future of the Mediterranean and the EU’s involvement. There is no doubt,
however, that Mediterranean economic prospects will be significantly
increased, if a way is found to address regional disputes and enhance regional
stability. This has become more urging as differences and economic disparities
between North and South of Europe have resulted in a divide in the Euro
zone: a split between those who have capitalized on globalization, and those
who have not. It is widely acknowledged that in the framework of current
economic recession, those at higher risk in Europe are Portugal, Italy, Greece
and Spain, who stayed stuck as their nimbler competitors revived export and
job growth by venturing abroad. Current economic trends have brought
higher rates, designed to slow inflation in strong economies like Germany and
could choke what little growth is left in southern Europe.28 This stoking
political tension is further exacerbating the divergence between Euro-
economies. Yet, the old consensus that the South was held back by a more
protective attitude toward social policy, has been replaced by a new view that
wants the above mentioned countries to have “missed the boat” on flexible
labor, outsourcing and selling to emerging markets. Leaders from Southern
Europe are convinced that the slowly emerging southern Mediterranean
markets is what they need to catch up, hoping that Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia,
Egypt and Lebanon can do for them what Eastern Europe has done for the
North of Europe.29

From the Launch of the UfM Project in Toulon to Gaza and Beyond

The plan for a Mediterranean Union was announced by Sarkozy, before his
election, in his speech in Toulon in May 2007 and since then it has been
consistently developed.30 This idea of creating a new power bloc in Southern



Europe, North Africa and the Middle East is not new. Already in 1997
Brzezinski acknowledged that “France not only seeks a central political role in
a unified Europe but also sees itself as the nucleus of a Mediterranean-North
African cluster of states that share common concerns”.31 However, from the
outset the plan suffered from the absence of coalition building, as many feared
that it will favor an unofficial redistribution of roles in the region, facilitating
the emergence of a powerful group of the EU Mediterranean countries.
Although the majority of the latter viewed the initiative in a positive way,
because of its vague and uncertain content, they hesitated to fully endorse it.32

Too many incoherencies, improvisations and announcements undermined the
value of the French initiative.33 On the other hand, despite support from
Greece, Italy and Spain,34 this project has met the Commission’s strong
resistance and, with the tacit support of other EU members a compromise was
struck, allowing for the participation of all EU states.

In a speech in the Moroccan city of Tangier in October 2007, President
Sarkozy started to spell out the nature of the Mediterranean Union, seen as a
“Union of Projects” and invited Heads of Mediterranean riparian states to a
summit scheduled to take place on July 13th 2008 in Paris. The Union was
supposed to include only littoral states and function like the G8 meetings of
Heads of States and governments, with a Council of the Mediterranean
modeled on the Council of Europe. Before it was emptied to a large degree
from its initial inception by inter-European negotiations in the first quarter of
2008,35 at the December 2007 meeting between France, Italy and Spain, after
the latter’s proposal it was decided that the initial idea of a “Mediterranean
Union” will be transformed to a “Union for the Mediterranean”. Beyond the
utmost continuity between the EMP and the French proposal, during this
meeting the guidelines of the initiative were made more explicit making clear
that it will not replace existing structures, but instead complement and
enhance them, as well as that it will not be used as an alternative proposal for
the Turkish accession process or an impediment in the Croatian Stabilization
and Association Agreement. 

By March 2008, after coordinated pressures by Germany who wanted the
UfM not to be detached from the EU mechanisms and the Commission’s
leading role,36 France had to pull back and incorporate the UfM in the wider
Euro-Mediterranean mechanism, thus allowing for the participation of all EU
members.37 With this major change, initial concerns, regarding France’s
attempts to expand its regional strategic influence to the detriment of its
European partners have been appeased. Tensions between inclusion and
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exclusion, the technocratic approach of the EU vs. the grand political rhetoric
of Sarkozy, and the question of EU institutions and processes vs. the bold
visions of individual European leaders were only settled when the new
initiative was fully integrated in the wider EU framework, thus expected not
to jeopardize the Barcelona acquis, in both procedural and regulatory
expectations. Focusing on the possibilities (and not the limits) of a more
targeted and efficient cooperation in the Mediterranean, the UfM is expected
to have an added value by implementing specific projects with immediate and
tangible benefits for Mediterranean peoples, as well as, by contributing
positively to the region’s overall economic and societal development.

Despite criticisms, the southern Mediterranean leaders, as in the case of the
Tunisian President, insisted on the importance of not detaching the new
Union project from the EMP, believing that this “will be called on to
contribute towards a re-launching of the EMP, by working to assure a synergy
with the existing Euro-Mediterranean instruments”.38 Beyond the negative
attitude adopted from the begging by Turkey,39 President Sarkozy’s opening to
Israel40 created difficulties for many Arab leaders to participate in the founding
Summit in Paris in July 2008, and certainly didn’t prevent them from accusing
Israeli for its settlements policy. The only major Mediterranean nation that did
not participate was Libya, whose leader, Muammar Gaddafi, turned down an
invitation to attend.41 The Kings of Morocco and Jordan also did not attend,
pleading other engagements, but sent high-ranking officials in their stead. 

Sometimes, in the name of diplomacy, great leaders sometimes play little
tricks. At the Summit in Paris, after offering a glowing report on Israeli-
Palestinian negotiations, Sarkozy simultaneously shook hands with Israeli
Prime Minister Olmert and Palestinian President Abbas, as cameras snapped
away. Then he slyly drew his own hands together, and theirs with his - leading
to a richly symbolic three-way handshake. Beyond that, the Summit was a real
diplomatic success, as it effectively ended the political isolation of the Syrian
President, Bashar al-Assad, who has long been regarded as a political pariah by
the US previous administration. In a heavily publicized event, Assad sat down
at the same negotiating table with Israel’s prime minister. This was the first
occasion when the respective heads of the two states occupied the same room,
following three rounds in recent months of negotiations between them, under
Turkish mediation. Another success of the Summit was Assad’s and the new
Lebanese president, Michel Suleiman, agreement to open embassies in each
other’s capitals.42



The founding Summit in Paris left many issues regarding the UfM
structures, functions and effectiveness to be decided at the Euro-
Mediterranean meeting in Marseille in November 2008. At this meeting
Ministers of Foreign Affairs decided that a Permanent Commission of the EU
member states and the southern partners to be established in order to
strengthen co-ownership. It was also decided that the Heads of Governments
of the member states, as well as senior officials will have the initiative’s political
control. A small and flexible, mainly of technical nature, Secretariat will also
be established for the examination/evaluation of the projects; Headquarters
will be in Barcelona and the General Secretary will always be from a partner
country. The Secretary will be assisted by five under-secretaries, from Greece,
Italy, Malta, the Palestinian Authority and Israel. It was also decided that the
Arab League will participate in all Summits and at all levels of the UfM – a
decision that however increased the number of actors with the power to block
decisions.43

After the Marseille Conference had arranged for the array of details bound
to make the UFM actually work, Israel’s December 2008-January 2009
military intervention in Gaza convinced UFM Arab partners to plainly
suspend the implementation of the new policy and all related meetings. As the
French Minister Bernard Kouchner stated: “[i]t will be really difficult to see
any progress unless the situation in the Middle East is clarified. The Summit
supposed to take place in Monaco has been postponed. This is not
encouraging.” 44 Nevertheless, in late June, the French Minister of
Environment attempted to renew interest for the UfM with a conference for
the evaluation of new projects. Although a positive sign arrived that Arab states
will rejoin the “frozen” UfM, despite reservations about sitting down again
with Israel,45 many Euro-Med experts wonder about the prospects of the
Union and how it might evolve in the long term, and whether it will prove a
more sustainable framework to the widely criticized EMP. The view shared by
the majority of them and, informally, even by some French diplomats, is that
the prospects are rather bleak.46 But even if the UfM overcomes the current
stalemate in Gaza, it will inevitably be decayed in a series of development
programs, which will not even be placed in a substantive political backdrop.
As Pace urges, interactions in the UfM have relapsed back into the same old
patterns of behaviour and therefore the UfM is meant to end unless remedial
action is taken quickly. “It may not be long before the UfM joins the roll call
of dead, unsung and unlamented Mediterranean policies”.47
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What future for UfM? National and regional perspectives

The newly established framework of regional co-operation, however
controversial, offered more political attention for the Mediterranean and the
vast challenges littoral states are facing. By bringing together an outstanding
line-up of Euro-Mediterranean experts, this special issue attempts to provide
an updated overview of the southern EU members’ views, goals and strategies
vis-à-vis the French initiative; to assess the shifts in their perspectives over the
newly instituted UfM; to explain certain EU and/or Mediterranean countries’
support or caution vis-à-vis UfM; and to assess the UfM ability to deal with
the issues related to Mediterranean instability more effectively than its
predecessor, namely the “Barcelona Process”, and/or other current EU
frameworks and policies, i.e. the “European Neighborhood Policy”. 

The transformation of the French plan and the process of establishing the
UfM within the wider EU approach have indeed been central in all
contributions of this special issue. In his analysis on the Barcelona Process and
its prospects after the UfM, Roberto Aliboni illustrates the emerging Euro-Med
architecture after the Paris Summit and the Conference of Foreign Ministers
in Marseille, which configured a multi-layered “Barcelona Process” in which
the UfM is working side by side with the Neighborhood Policy and the array
of Commission's policies towards the Mediterranean which, in fact, are bound
to replace the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. Providing an evaluation of
political and institutional alterations, he argues that, what we have today is an
international organisation of peers, the UfM, on one side, and the two EU
policy frameworks on the other side. He also doubts the ability of the new
framework to respond to regional challenges more effectively than the policy
couple, concluding with critical thoughts for the institutional viability and the
overall prospects of the Union to contribute to regional conflict resolution as
well as to deal with domestic reforms, unless it becomes more flexible inside
the Mediterranean basin and more open to the Middle East.

Addressing the challenges of transition from the Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership to the UfM from an arab perspective, Gema Martín Mu~noz argues
that the French proposal must start from the achievements of the Barcelona
Process and strengthen that initiative in aspects it has not yet been able to
achieve, and which the Barcelona Declaration explicitly expresses. Although
difficult to improve this Declaration of Principles it is possible to apply it
better. Martin-Munoz argues that for the UfM to be a success, it is important
that it takes into consideration both the results of the Barcelona process and
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the causes of its lacunae. The tendency to re-invent from scratch could be very
costly.

In examining the question whether the new initiative represents only a
change in the name or a real change on the rules of game in the Mediterranean
under French supervision, Dorothée Schmid argues that the UfM is consistent
with France’s traditional diplomatic options. While the French have partly
relied for the last 15 years on European capacities to uphold a Mediterranean
development perspective, their somewhat troubled relationship with the EU
and disillusionment with the European Neighborhood Policy finally led them
to search for new geopolitical options which would match better their national
interests, as well as, Nicolas Sarkozy’s new diplomatic ambitions and style.

Esther Barbé and Eduard Soler i Lecha in their assessment on Spain’s attitude
towards the UfM argue that the Spanish government’s reaction to Sarkozy’s
moves is consistent with the Spanish logic placing the Mediterranean policy
within EU’s framework, first by insisting to carry on the Barcelona Process
principles and later, by adapting the pursuit of its own interests in the
framework of the UfM. Barbé and Soler i Lecha examine how Sarkozy’s
Mediterranean Union has enabled Spain to pursue, through a strategy of soft
Europeanization, the utmost continuity between the Euro-Mediterranean
Process and the French proposal, concluding on Spain’s EU presidency in
2010, in which Spain will try to recuperate its centrality in Euro-
Mediterranean affairs, notably via the Barcelona UfM Secretariat.

Italy’s Mediterranean policy is hindered by the same setbacks which have
prompted the country not to positively act in the wider context of
international politics hitherto. In examining Italian “Mediterraneanness”,
Donatella Cugliandro claims that its notorious “politics-of-the-chair-attitude”
meets the so-called “catering diplomacy”, leaving no room for a more
substantial policy to be implemented in the region. Cugliandro argues that the
balance between regional arrangements and bilateral relations risks
undermining Italy’s credibility in the basin. With lack of a clear strategy the
added value Italy may provide to the area remains a bottom-up cultural foreign
policy. 

In their article on Greece’s Mediterranean perspective and the UfM, Dimitris
Xenakis and Charalambos Tsardanidis, argue that after the europeanization of
Greco-Turkish relations in the mid-1990s, the Mediterranean gradually
became a rediscovered land of opportunity for Greek policy-makers. Initially,
by building on the EU’s regional approach and, more recently, by supporting
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the French initiative, numerous opportunities have arisen for Greece to
upgrade its regional profile, including a new parameter in Greco-Turkish
relations. Xenakis and Tsardanidis examine Greece’s increased involvement in
changing Euro-Mediterranean agenda by assessing both the challenges and the
opportunities that the new initiative generates for the country’s strategic and
economic interests as well as, to address controversial issues in the eastern
Mediterranean, including, delimitation, migration and terrorism. They
conclude with thoughts on future action in the newly instituted framework,
both regarding cooperative projects of higher value for Greece and in view of
further contributing to the wider process of systematizing regional relations. 

Roderick Pace examined the UfM from the Perspective of the Mediterranean
Island States of Cyprus and Malta, as both countries have a strong interest in
Mediterranean initiatives that enhance regional stability and security they
supported the launching of the UfM. However, Pace’s analysis reveals that they
have a different conception of what the UfM should achieve, with Cyprus
laying special emphasis on resolution of regional conflicts while Malta taking
a more functionalist approach emphasising the protection of fish resources and
de-pollution. Both states seem however to overlook the many problems which
beset the initiative. Finally it is also questioned whether the two island states
can influence the internal processes or internal rivalries between the larger EU
states could see them side-lined and if these small states could play the role of
‘honest brokers’ normally associated with weak and neutral states.

From a historical perspective, Turkey’s conceptualization of the
Mediterranean diverges considerably from that of the EU. Examining in
historical perspective the patterns of change and continuity in Turkey’s
approach to the establishment of the UfM, Atila Eralp and Petek Karatekelioğlu
argue that 2008 was an important turning point both in terms of restructuring
the EU’s Mediterranean policy and rethinking Turkey’s role within this specific
area. Eralp and Karatekelioğlu analyze Turkey’s perspective on EU’s
Mediterranean policy in general and specifically on the UfM. Turkey-EU
relations dynamics and the credibility of membership, geopolitical concerns
and the image of the Mediterranean, the objectives and efficiency of the
Barcelona Process, are all major factors in the shaping of Turkish perspective
on the EU’s Mediterranean policy. 

In his analysis of the Israeli perspective on the EU’s Mediterranean policies
and the UfM, Alfred Tovias stresses the disappointment of Israel, from the
Barcelona Process, arguing that in the eyes of Israelis, it was a North-South



development-through-trade program and failed for two reasons: first and
foremost, because the EU had excluded from the association agreements
agricultural goods and labour-intensive services and the cumulation of origin
rules have taken a lot of time to be introduced; and second, because the Arab
partners failed to implement substantial political and economic reforms.
Regarding the new UfM project, Israel adopted a positive attitude, once it
became clear that the European Neighbourhood Policy was not going to be
replaced. In the context of the UfM, Israel will probably have a tendency to
privilege many, rather than only a few projects, as more “micro” projects are
the less likely to be politicized.

In times of French-inspired Euro-Mediterranean initiatives, Tobias
Schumacher claims that the agreement reached to establish the UfM was not
the result of a collective evaluation and a true needs assessment. Instead, it was
the consequence of a complex web of interstate interaction processes and of the
joint, informally orchestrated opposition of non-Mediterranean EU
governments to unilateral French efforts to establish an exclusive cooperation
framework. By going beyond the static concept of traditional foreign policy
analysis and drawing on a theoty-informed angle, Schumacher analyzes the
foreign policies of Germany, Poland and the United Kingdom vis-à-vis the
Mediterranean region in general and French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s
original plan in particular, arguing that their struggle with France generated
counter-productive results and considerably eroded the foundations of Euro-
Mediterranean relations. 

Finaly, Stelios Stavridis and George Tzogopoulos address the debate over
Sarkozy’s Mediterranean initiative at the European Parliament. As the latter is
a growing actor in both European politics and international relations, the
authors question if there is evidence of a Europeanized view on the subject
among Members of the European Parliament, or whether instead national
preferences still prevail. After showing how controversial and divisive the
Sarkozy Initiative has been, especially among Northern EU states and the
European Commission but, not surprisingly, in Spain they argue that that even
within the European Parliament, the Sarkozy Initiative was dealt with in a way
that clearly had more to do with internal domestic politics than any
Europeanised political debate.
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