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2004 may well go down in history as the year in which
Spain and France started, albeit hesitantly, to har-
monize some of their policies with regard to the
Maghreb region. This at least seems to be the direc-
tion pointed to by some of the initiatives proposed
by both countries with a view to reinforcing multila-
teral action in the western Mediterranean in the con-
text of the re-launching of the Barcelona Process.
The most outstanding of these initiatives is undoub-
tedly the proposal that the European Union should
establish a stronger partnership with the three coun-
tries in the central Maghreb, i.e., Morocco, Algeria
and Tunisia. A similar interpretation can be given to
the proposal, announced by ministers Michel Barnier
and Miguel Ángel Moratinos during the October mee-
ting in Paris of the Mediterranean Forum, to grant cer-
tain third countries participating in the Barcelona
Process (and starting in this case with the northern
region of Morocco) access to funds and administra-
tive procedures which had hitherto been exclusively
utilized in the context of the regional development
policy of the European Union. If this tendency towards
a rapprochement of policies between the two sou-
thern European neighbours with regard to EU coo-
peration with the Maghreb is confirmed, this would
represent not only a very significant change after the
tense relations between France and Spain during the
second term of office of prime minister Aznar, but also
a historic turning-point which could bring to an end
the traditional confrontations which have arisen bet-
ween the French and the Spanish during a large
part of the twentieth century in North Africa, since the
time of the two countries’ respective colonial eras.
It is still too early to tell whether this harmonization
of policies corresponds to strategic aims which will

be able to withstand the pressures of the inevitable
competition existing between two neighbouring coun-
tries like France and Spain with regard to their sou-
thern interests, but both the lines of conduct marked
out by the foreign affairs ministers, and the policies
adopted during 2004 in the main Euro-Maghreb
(“5+5”) and Euro-Mediterranean (Barcelona Process)
forums of discussion, show a change of approach
which should be noted. The principal multi-lateral
forums have witnessed an increasing level of Franco-
Spanish cooperation, especially in the case of the
Barcelona Process, where France has supported right
from the start the Spanish proposal to hold an extraor-
dinary meeting with the greatest possible impact in
order to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the 1995
conference. Zapatero’s proposal to hold the celebra-
tion on 28 November, during the British rotating pre-
sidency of the EU, was supported from the outset by
the French, as was the suggestion that the meeting
should take the form of a summit, which would thus
be the first of its kind to be held between the European
Union and its Mediterranean partners. With a view to
this tenth anniversary, France and Spain prepared a
‘non paper’ containing a certain number of strategic
aims, proposing a ‘pilot programme’ to adapt the
projected ‘neighbourhood instrument’ towards the
North African countries to the methods applied within
the framework of EU regional policy. This proposal,
inspired by the structural funds allocated to the less
developed regions of the EU, originated from a French
initiative, and represents the first ever attempt to deve-
lop the European Neighbourhood Policy in the Medite-
rranean context. It is also a way of putting into prac-
tice the idea this policy can be applied to all areas of
cooperation up to the institutional level, which is reser-
ved for member states of the EU and for countries
which are candidates to join the Union. The proposal
also reveals a more complex vision of the Euromedi-
terranean Partnership, which, despite being open to
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all members of the Partnership, could advance at a
faster pace for the Maghreb countries, and so go
beyond the existing association agreements.
Through this initiative Madrid and Paris reaffirm the
central importance of the Barcelona Process, and
stress that the new Euopean Neighbourhood Policy,
and the financing instruments by means of which it
will be put into place from 2007 onwards, should com-
plement the Euromediterranean Partnership. Unlike
the programmes launched within the framework of the
Partnership, the Barnier-Moratinos proposal offers a
new scenario to the countries of the Maghreb, in that
it delegates responsibility for setting up and adminis-
tering the programmes and credits to the national and
local authorities in Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco. The
supervision of the results would then be undertaken
by a commission of control similar to the one that ope-
rates in the case of the structural funds, with the par-
ticipation of local and regional authorities, leading busi-
ness figures and representatives of civil organizations
cooperating in the various projects. The ‘non paper’
mentions the North of Morocco as one of the possi-
ble recipients of the funds from 2007 onwards, and
announces the creation of a working group between
France and Spain to prepare projects accordingly. The
first ideas relating to this initiative were floated at the
11th meeting of the Mediterranean Forum, an infor-
mal discussion group concerned with relations bet-
ween eleven countries on the Mediterranean shoreli-
ne, which was held in Paris in October 2004. The
forum, created in 1994, has acted as a laboratory in
which to test out ideas concerning the harmonization
of Franco-Spanish policies in the Mediterranean.
Spain and France have also enjoyed closer coope-
ration in other contexts, and particularly in the ‘5+5’
working groups, founded in 1990, which brings toge-
ther three other European countries – Portugal, Italy
and Malta – as well as the five countries of the
Maghreb, from Mauritania through to Libya. Although
the annual meeting of the ‘5+5’ for 2004 was focu-
sed on the subjects of security and control of illegal
immigration, its very continuity, fifteen years after its
creation, witnesses to a common desire to seek
specific solutions for the Maghreb within the frame-
work of the Barcelona Process. It also represents a
window of opportunity left open for participation by
Libya, a country to which Chirac made an official
visit in 2004, and whose offer to join the Euromedite-
rranean Partnership is supported by both the Spanish
and the French.
France and Spain are also present in NATO’s Medite-

rraean Dialogue, a regional forum set up by the Atlantic
Alliance in 1994, and in which Tunisia, Morocco and
Algeria participate, among others. France and Spain
have nevertheless kept a low profile on NATO’s sou-
thern flank during 2004. French governments have
always been wary of American influence in the
Mediterranean (especially in the Maghreb), and the
Zapatero government had difficult initial relations with
the United States, affected by the Spanish withdra-
wal from Iraq after the Socialists’ electoral victory. The
overriding importance of security questions in the
Maghreb, the home region of the majority of Islamist
terrorists arrested in Europe after the 11 September
and the Casablanca and Madrid terrorist attacks, has
encouraged a greater U.S. presence in the area.
The Free Exchange Treaty with Morocco and the
United States military cooperation agreements with
Algeria are examples of a presence whose strategic
expression is to be found in the Broader Middle
East Initiative, aimed at a wide range of Muslim coun-
tries from Morocco to Afghanistan.
Spain and France sent their respective Defence minis-
ters to countries in the Maghreb during the year 2004
in order to improve ties with each of them, and in par-
ticular with Algeria and Morocco, while at the same
time promoting a first meeting of Defence ministers
of the ‘5+5’ group at the end of the year to draw up
a common security initiative for the western Me-
diterranean. The ministers agreed to strengthen sur-
veillance measures at sea, improve civil protection
strategies in case of natural disasters, and improve
air security measures against terrorism such as, for
example, mutual identification of suspicious people
travelling on commercial flights. The meeting was held
after the NATO decision to transform its Mediterranean
Dialogue into a more ambitious initiative, taken during
the Istanbul summit held in June that year. This may
explain why some observers have interpreted the
Franco-Spanish rapprochement concerning defen-
ce and security questions in the western Mediterranean
as a way of providing a counter-balance to U.S.-ins-
pired initiatives.
During 2004 France and Spain have shown their
willingness to raise the status of their bilateral rela-
tions with the Maghreb countries, which they have
fêted with various state visits and a string of minis-
terial journeys intended to reinforce cooperation in
the most important fields: foreign affairs, security and
terrorism, trade and economic affairs, and immigra-
tion policy. Zapatero continued the tradition esta-
blished by Felipe González of choosing Rabat as
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Rabat hosted the first Forum for the Future on 11th December 2004,

which emerged as a result of an initiative known as “Partnership for

Progress and a Common Future in the Broader Middle East and North

Africa” (BMENA). This initiative was adopted by the Heads of State and

Government of the G8 during the summit held at Sea Island from 8th to

10th June 2004 in the presence of the leaders of the countries in the

region and according to the document entitled “G8 Plan of Support for

Reform.” The Forum for the Future was considered a unique occasion

for the exchange of views on the most appropriate avenues and mea-

sures to be taken to consolidate the commitment of the countries of the

region in favour of the processes of political, economic and social

reform, in accordance with the Alexandria (12th – 14th March 2004)

and Tunis (23rd May 2004) Declarations.

The Forum for the Future, co-chaired by Morocco and the United

States, brought together the Foreign and Economic ministers of more

than 20 countries in the region of the Broader Middle East and North

Africa, as well as their G8 counterparts. Various regional and internatio-

nal organisations also took part, in particular the League of Arab States,

Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), the Gulf Cooperation Council and the

European Union (EU). The aim of the meeting was to promote the deve-

lopment of political, economic and social reforms in the region, in accor-

dance with the strategy proposed by President Bush to put into action

the Broader Middle East initiative.

The participants of the Forum for the Future examined the proposals

presented by the countries in the region and approved various initiati-

ves. These include:

• Democracy Assistance Dialogue (DAD): offering electoral assistance

and the promotion of the role of women are of particular interest here.

This dialogue will bring together governments, civil society groups

and other organizations to improve and expand programmes and pro-

jects that support the region’s own efforts on democratization, as well

as public participation. The first joint meeting of governments and civil

society organizations will be held within this framework in 2005.

• Literacy: action plan for literacy in the region, with particular attention

paid to the situation of women and girls, and the organisation of an

education ministerial meeting in May 2005 in Jordan.

• International Finance: creation of a financial instrument to support small

and medium-sized enterprises – the Finance Corporation’s Private

Enterprise Partnership for the Middle East and North Africa Facility.

The proposal of the creation of a Network of Funds was also seen

favourably, to improve the efficiency of official financing in the region.

• Entrepreneurship: the establishment by Morocco and Bahrain,

amongst others, of two entrepreneurship training centres during 2005

to expand necessary employment opportunities and capacities for the

young people of the region.

• Microfinance: along with the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor

(CGAP), another group was established dedicated to microfinance

and the creation of a technical hub and training centre in Jordan in

2005 was agreed. On the same lines, CGAP works with Yemen and

other countries in the region on developing microfinance projects to

support small businesses in the region, above all those run by women.

It was agreed to give 100 million dollars to this fund.

• Investment: the Investment Task Force will focus on increasing inves-

tment in collaboration with the governments of the region and the

OECD to eliminate the obstacles which contradict investment, inclu-

ding those related to governance.

In the political sphere, the European Union insisted on emphasising the

importance of drafting this initiative with the Barcelona Process, taking

advantage of its ten years of experience

The international press described the results of the Forum as modest

and too focused on economic and social aspects. The reactions of the

Arab press and the demonstration beforehand of hundreds of people in

Rabat also reflected the ignorance, scepticism and even distrust that

the meeting caused within Arab public opinion.

Finally, the participants of the Forum agreed to hold the next meeting in

Bahrain in November 2005.

Parallel to this, on 8th and 9th December 2004, Rabat also hosted the

Conference on Civil Society which brought together representatives of

various organisations and associations of the region, as well as several

international organisations. The representatives of civil society echoed

the negative effects derived from the situation in the Middle East and

Iraq in their final declaration, with the starting point of willingness to

cooperate with the G8 initiative and the Forum for the Future but from

a position of independence, whilst identifying some basic premises

such as respect for freedom of expression or the right to assemble, to

be able to allow the genuine intervention of the civil society in the pro-

cess.

Countries participating in the Forum for the Future:

Morocco, as Forum host, has invited the following countries:

BMENA Region: Afghanistan, Algeria, Arab League, Bahrain, Egypt,

Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Oman, Pakistan,

Palestinian Authority, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab

Emirates and Yemen.

G8: Canada, European Commission, France, Germany, Italy, Japan,

Russia, United Kingdom, United States.

Other partners: Netherlands, Turkey.

More Information:

Alexandria Declaration: 

www.arabreformforum.org/en/Files/Document.pdf

Tunis Declaration: www.arabsummit.tn/fr/230504-17.htm

Partnership for Progress and a Common Future with the Regions of the

Middle East and North Africa:

www.state.gov/e/eb/rls/fs/33375.htm

Kingdom of Morocco, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation,

Forum for the Future:

www.maec.gov.ma/future/fr/index.htm

U.S. Department of State, Information on the Forum for the Future:

www.state.gov/e/eb/ecosum/future/

Organisations present in the Conference on Civil Society:

EuroMed Civil Forum: www.euromedforum.org/

Moroccan Organization for Human Rights: www.omdh.org

Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies: www.cihrs.org/

Lebanese Organization for Transparency:

www.transparency-lebanon.org/

Egyptian Centre for Women’s Rights: www.ecwregypt.org/

Penal Reform International: www.penalreform.org/

Lurdes Vidal and Mariona Rico

IEMed
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the destination for his first official visit abroad as prime
minister, going there in April, shortly after coming to
power. Gestures made during this trip made it clear
that relations between Spain and Morocco had acqui-
red a new dimension, marked out not only by a new
atmosphere but by a diplomatic gesture with regard
to the Western Sahara which was welcomed by Rabat,
and characterized by a readiness to negotiate over
questions which had unsettled relations under the
previous government, and a commitment to promo-
te a Spanish economic presence in the Alawi king-
dom. As for relations with France, the most signifi-
cant decision was undoubtedly the acceptance of the
need to become more involved in the Sahara ques-
tion and to give greater importance to the construc-
tion of the Maghreb region. The new Spanish posi-
tion, based on an exploration of the chances of
resolving the Sahara conflict through a process of
regional negotiation capable of complementing the
process continuing under the aegis of the United
Nations, brought Madrid closer to the position favou-
red by Paris, which has always been sceptical of the
chances of finding a solution based on the full recog-
nition of the right to self-determination of the Sahrawis.
“I think the essential thing is that there should be a
Franco-Spanish understanding, and that we should
be able to propose an agreement that is satisfactory
to all parties,” Moratinos declared in an interview with
the newspaper El Mundo. The new Spanish position,
closer to that of France, was received with joy by
Morocco, with reservations by Algeria, and initially
with bitterness by the Polisario Front, which talked
of “an alliance (of Madrid) with Paris to the detri-
ment of the Sahrawin people.” During 2004 the
Spanish government took the necessary steps to
nuance its diplomatic gesture. The Secretary of State
at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation visi-
ted the Sahrawi camps in Tindouf, and Zapatero,
acting in his position as leader of the Spanish socia-
list party (PSOE), received the secretary-general of
the Polisario Front in Madrid. Nevertheless, Spain
remained faithful to the idea of encouraging active
diplomacy in the region, justified in its view by the fact
that the Saharan conflict is an obstacle to the regio-
nal construction of the Maghreb, and even hinders
the free circulation of goods and people between
Morocco and Algeria. France and Spain seem to be
in agreement on the need to promote the regional
integration of the Maghreb countries, without which
the announced intention to widen the sphere of action

of the EU towards this region will come up against
the problem of the closed frontier between the two
main countries in the zone.
With the proposal for an Alliance of Civilizations that
he formulated before the Assembly General of the
United Nations in 2004, his announcement of an extraor-
dinary meeting to celebrate the tenth anniversary of
the Process of Barcelona, and his journeys to Algeria
and Morocco, Zapatero has gone out of his way to
reaffirm the priority Spain gives to its relations with the
Arab world, with the Mediterranean, and, in particu-
lar, with the Maghreb. In 2004 Spanish diplomacy rein-
forced its bilateral relations, especially with Algeria,
through the confirmation of the projected Medgaz gas-
pipeline, due to link Algeria and Europe passing through
Almería, and with Morocco, where the visits made by
Zapatero and by King Juan Carlos in January 2005
consolidated and enlarged the network of investment
already existing, and signified the opening of a new
era. In the same year Chirac also travelled to three
countries in the area: Tunisia, Algeria and Libya, whilst
the French prime minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin recei-
ved his Moroccan opposite number in Paris, where
they discussed a proposal for an “enlarged partners-
hip” suggested to Rabat by the French government
in the context of the Barcelona Process.
Spain’s Mediterranean policy has again come to be
based on the reinforcement of the Madrid-Paris-Berlin
axis that gave such good returns to Spanish foreign
policy during the last government of Felipe González.
It is well known that the 1995 Barcelona Conference
took place against a backdrop of close cooperation
between González, Kohl and Mitterrand. Everything
appears to indicate that Zapatero is seeking the same
close relationships to re-launch the Barcelona Process
and defend its importance against the two other major
projects proposed for the Mediterranean: the European
Neighbourhood Policy and the Broader Middle East
Initiative. France and Spain seem more interested in
harmonizing their policies so as to be able to act in
more favourable conditions as a Mediterranean lobby
within the enlarged EU, and also to have a better
capacity of reply to the US world-view, instead of
competing through bilateral policies. The most inte-
resting aspect of this harmonization process, even if
it is a case of making a virtue of necessity, is that it
could open up a whole new perspective for the
Maghreb at a decisive moment for the re-defining of
Mediterranean policy in the European Union.




