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The Mediterranean region underwent a number 
of significant changes in 2010. Political and so-
cioeconomic dynamics in the countries on the 
southern shore of the Mediterranean cannot be 
attributed to merely the persistence of illiberal re-
gimes acting upon apathetic societies. Instead, a 
number of trends at the societal level deriving 
from the growing globalisation of these societies 
contributed to sowing the seeds of the turmoil 
that engulfed the region at the end of 2010. This 
article will not look at these trends, as it is still 
too early to assess the unfolding events currently 
changing the face of some Arab Mediterranean 
countries; rather, it will examine the year from an-
other perspective, for 2010 will also most likely 
be remembered as the year in which the Union 
for the Mediterranean (UfM) began its demise 
and collapse.
The blatant contrast between, on the one hand, 
the number of changes that have been taking 
place in the region and, on the other, the paraly-
sis and crumbling of part of the architecture of 
the UfM cannot be overlooked and should prompt 
a thorough reassessment of Euro-Mediterranean 
cooperation. This article will deal with both the 
institutional component and the objectives of the 
UfM with a view to shedding light on the reasons 
behind the partial derailment of the process be-
hind it. In the conclusions it will briefly touch on 
the perceptions of the states and societies in-
volved, particularly on the southern shore, in or-
der to find a possible way out of the current im-
passe.

Institutional and Financial Shortcomings

It took almost two years for the UfM to see the 
light. The initiative was launched in Paris in July 
2008 as the new European policy towards the 
Mediterranean, although it had originally been pre-
sented as a national French initiative. However, im-
mediately following the meeting of Foreign Minis-
ters held in Marseille in early November 2008 that 
laid the foundations for its actual establishment 
and operations, the UfM was blocked and confined 
to a limbo due to the eruption of the events in Gaza 
in December 2008. It did not manage to emerge 
from the deadlock caused by the standoff between 
Israel and the Arab states until early 2010. These 
difficulties were to influence all subsequent devel-
opments.
One of the major accomplishments of the UfM in 
the first months of 2010 was the establishment of 
the institutional and operational headquarters in 
Barcelona and the start of consultations with the 
national governments to fill the different positions, 
from high-level posts to the technical and adminis-
trative staff. This led to the appointment of the Sec-
retary General, on 4 March 2010, and of the six 
deputy secretaries, hailing from Greece, Israel, Ita-
ly, Malta, the Palestinian Territories and Turkey.
The allocation of these positions raises certain 
doubts in that they represent only Mediterranean 
countries. This clearly contrasts with the spirit of 
“Europeanisation” that ultimately inspired the UfM, 
making it a policy on which all EU Member States 
agreed. Furthermore, it is no secret that the entire 
process encountered many practical difficulties 
due to the scepticism of the national governments, 
which, with some exceptions, did not invest in the 
identification of the necessary pool of functionaries 
and technical staff best suited to hold these posi-
tions. As a result, one year after the creation of the 
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General Secretariat, it is still largely understaffed. 
Arguably, it took too long to define the institutional 
structure of the UfM and too much attention was 
devoted in 2010 to administrative issues to the 
detriment of the need to act and to start doing 
something to show the actual potential of this form 
of cooperation. This would indeed have provided 
the infant UfM with additional leverage and would 
have set in motion a virtuous cycle.

The blatant contrast between 
the number of changes that 
have been taking place in the 
region and the paralysis and 
crumbling of part of the 
architecture of the UfM  
cannot be overlooked

None of the above is meant to cast doubt on the very 
real importance of having a well-established and 
solid institutional structure as a necessary starting 
point for a well-functioning project. However, the to-
tal lack of progress in terms of concrete actions was 
not compensated for by the limited progress on or-
ganisational matters and the whole endeavour suf-
fered tremendously as a result from the mismatch 
between its stated objectives and its actual contri-
butions towards their achievement. This situation 
has been made even worse by the problems the UfM 
has had mobilising funds. In November 2010, the 
high representatives of the governments of the UfM 
met in Brussels and successfully reached an agree-
ment on three outstanding issues: the UfM’s budget, 
the priorities of the work plan and the rules for the 
internal functioning of the Secretariat. In reality, 
though, the process of defining the budget is not yet 
over. What they have agreed upon is the need to 
have a financial endowment of €6.2 million, of which 
€3 million will be made available by the European 
Commission provided that other funds are mobilised 
to cover the entire sum. Notwithstanding some 
vague commitments made by Spain, France and 
Germany, nobody else has so far answered the call. 
This raises the question of whether other national 

governments or non-governmental institutions will 
commit to covering the UfM’s expenses and to fund-
ing its projects when hardly anything has been done 
to prove its actual ability to pursue its objectives.

“Low” vs. “High” Politics?

The whole architecture of the UfM has suffered from 
its inability to deliver concrete results. As far as the 
high-level representatives’ meetings are concerned, 
the summit of the Heads of State and Government 
of the Member States of the UfM was postponed 
twice in 2010. This meeting had originally been 
scheduled for 7 June but was postponed, first, to 
November, due to the continuous deterioration of 
Arab-Israeli relations and the emergence of a rift be-
tween Turkey and Israel following the events of the 
Freedom Flotilla on 31 May. The situation, in other 
words, was not ripe to advance the dialogue among 
the parties within the framework of the UfM. The 
second attempt to hold the meeting, this time on 21 
November, was likewise frustrated, and no indication 
was given on that occasion concerning the resched-
uling of the summit to a later date. The situation ap-
peared rather compromised despite the attempt 
made by France, Egypt and Spain – the countries 
that have arguably invested the most in ensuring the 
functioning of the UfM, albeit with poor results – to 
present the situation as not overly worrisome due to 
the alleged good progress made with the launch of 
the UfM’s operational dimension. The three partners 
insisted on the fact that “Whilst waiting for this sec-
ond summit, Egypt, France and Spain have invited 
the institutions of the Union for the Mediterranean to 
continue their action. They expressed their satisfac-
tion regarding the progress of the projects corre-
sponding to the priorities set by the Heads of State 
and Government at the Paris Summit on 13 July 
2008. They have also taken note of the important 
steps made towards operational implementation of 
the Permanent Secretariat based in Barcelona, as 
well as towards the adoption of its budget and work 
programme, which will enable the Union for the 
Mediterranean to continue at a more constant pace 
with its actions to foster ever-closer cooperation be-
tween the two sides of the Mediterranean.”1

1 “Postponement of the Union for the Mediterranean Summit,” 15 November 2010. Available at: www.lamoncloa.gob.es/IDIOMAS/9/Gobierno/Ne
ws/2010/15112010UnionMediterraneanSummit.htm. [Last accessed on 6 June 2011.]
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This may sound like an attempt to find an excuse for 
the little progress achieved over the year and to de-
flect attention from the embarrassing situation of pa-
ralysis into which the UfM had fallen. Against this 
backdrop, a number of developments were about to 
take place in the region. The protests and revolu-
tions that broke out less than two months later in 
Tunisia and Egypt, not to mention Jordan and Alge-
ria, would strike a tremendous blow against the 
prospects for cooperation on the basis envisaged by 
the UfM. Another sign of the UfM’s worsening insti-
tutional paralysis was the resignation of the Secre-
tary General on 28 February 2011.

The protests and revolutions that 
broke out less than two months 
later in Tunisia and Egypt, not to 
mention Jordan and Algeria, 
would strike a tremendous blow 
against the prospects for 
cooperation on the basis 
envisaged by the UfM

The sectoral ministerial meetings have run up against 
the same difficulties, with the result that some have 
been complete failures while others have been 
cancelled ahead of their scheduled dates. One of 
the most striking examples of such failure was the 
Euro-Mediterranean Ministerial Conference on 
Water held in April 2010, in which a semantic bat-
tle raged throughout the session as to the use of 
“occupied territories” versus “territories under oc-
cupation” in reference to the occupied Palestinian, 
Syrian and Lebanese territories, leading to the fail-
ure to adopt the agreed Water Strategy. Similarly, a 
number of meetings intended to address higher 
education and agriculture had to be cancelled. This 
calls into question the assumption that by focusing 
on technical and socioeconomic cooperation the 
UfM can advance long-term political dialogue 
among the partners in the region. In other words, it 
casts doubt on the original notion that by sidelining 
political cooperation and focussing instead on a 
number of concrete sectoral projects on which the 
interests of the parties might converge, the coun-
tries could not only promote socioeconomic devel-
opment but also create a situation more conducive 
to political cooperation.

The latent pitfalls of this idea have now been ex-
posed in that it is not possible to decouple socioe-
conomic development from peace and improved 
domestic and regional political conditions. The per-
sistence of physical and psychological barriers to 
political dialogue and cooperation among the coun-
tries in the region has led to a situation in which, 
even more than in the Euro-Mediterranean Partner-
ship (EMP), agreement on infrastructural and eco-
nomic projects must pursue five of the six key 
objectives of the UfM, with the exclusion of the Eu-
ro-Mediterranean University (EMUNI), and their im-
plementation is hostage to the foreign and domestic 
politics of the individual southern and eastern Medi-
terranean countries.
This is related to the status granted to the Member 
States by the UfM. The shift from the EMP to the 
UfM has been accompanied by a trend towards the 
re-nationalisation of European policy in the Mediter-
ranean. The EMP was an EU project in which the 
Commission played a substantial role and with which 
the southern Mediterranean countries were associ-
ated as partners on a subordinate level in terms of 
the decision-making process. With the emergence 
of the UfM, not only did the European governments 
begin to work directly with the southern and eastern 
Mediterranean governments and was the Commis-
sion effectively sidelined, but the Mediterranean 
partners were also able to maintain their sovereignty 
and participate in the initiative on an equal footing 
with the other members. In this inter-governmental 
framework, some southern and eastern Mediterra-
nean partners have used their power not to advance 
virtuous cooperation but to block it out of preoccu-
pations related to their security and foreign policies. 
As a result, today the southern Mediterranean part-
ners are farther from each other and from Europe 
than in 1995 when the EMP was launched.

the UfM in the broader Context of the EU’s 
Mediterranean Policy

From the previous discussion it is clear that the UfM 
is going through a delicate phase of its develop-
ment. Since its ability to function in future should not 
be taken for granted, a number of steps must be 
taken to revive it. First, it is necessary to clarify the 
ambiguity surrounding its principal aim and mission: 
sometimes it is presented as political dialogue, hav-
ing been entrusted, as it was, with the functions 
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originally covered under the “political and security 
pillar” of the EMP, and sometimes as an economic 
one based on the sectoral projects. While the “low 
politics first, high politics later” approach would 
mean that the UfM should first strengthen the eco-
nomic and project-oriented component, which af-
fects the daily life of the Euro-Mediterranean popula-
tion, with a view to eventually creating the necessary 
conditions to ensure effective political capability, the 
current political circumstances in which the initiative 
is bound to take place, most notably the Arab-Israe-
li conflict, remain a major obstacle for Euro-Mediter-
ranean cooperation, at least in the eyes of the south-
ern Mediterranean partners.

The positive examples of the 
“5+5 Dialogue” in the Western 
Mediterranean and the Adriatic 
Ionian Initiative, launched in 
2000, should push the UfM in the 
direction of developing “variable 
geometry” schemes both 
geographically and thematically

Second, it must be remembered that the UfM does 
not act in a vacuum. It should thus seek positive syn-
ergies between its own projects and the programmes 
that the Commission already has in place in the 
Mediterranean region, some of whose economic fo-
cuses, such as the free movement of goods and the 
execution of large-scale infrastructure and transport 
projects, overlap significantly. This could offer a pos-
sible way around the problem of the shortage of 
funds that is currently affecting the UfM. However, 
the implementation and sustainability of the projects, 
as well as the functioning of the UfM’s institutional 
bodies, cannot be premised exclusively on the funds 
allocated by the Commission, as this would amount 
to a step backwards from the original plans.
Finally, and most importantly, it should be taken into 
account that each non-European Mediterranean 
partner has a different set of interests and expecta-
tions regarding its participation in the UfM. While for 
the countries in the eastern part of the Mediterrane-
an – the Adriatic region – the UfM represents a wel-
come dimension of cooperation to strengthen their 
relations with the EU, it does not offer the same 

prospects to the countries of North Africa and the 
Middle East. For most of these countries, the priori-
ties lie with the Action Plans within the framework of 
the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and they 
thus strive to obtain as many advantages as possible 
in their bilateral relations with the EU. Furthermore, 
the Maghreb countries lament their marginalisation 
in the UfM when it comes to the secretaries. To ad-
dress these shortcomings, Euro-Mediterranean co-
operation both within and outside the UfM should 
increasingly be conducted along sub-regional lines 
with a view to appreciating and taking into account 
the specificities and the different needs of the part-
ner countries. The positive examples of the “5+5 
Dialogue” in the Western Mediterranean and the 
Adriatic Ionian Initiative, launched in 2000, should 
push the UfM in the direction of developing “variable 
geometry” schemes both geographically and the-
matically. All in all, taking a broader view, the EU 
needs to rethink its entire Mediterranean policy to 
take stock of and react to changing realities in the 
region.
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