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enhanced Euro-Mediterranean cooperation 
in the form of a Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM), unemployment was one of the strongest 
arguments in going ahead with the idea: if we are 
unable to create some 20-25 million jobs by 2020, 
the number of unemployed will rise to intolerable 
amounts, augmenting the risk of social explosion 
and encouraging illegal migration. 

The only durable way to pursue enhanced Euro-
Mediterranean cooperation, though, is to attract 
more investment, particularly from Europe and 
European companies. This issue had been on 
the agenda of the Barcelona process since its 
beginning in 1995, but with few results on the 
ground. The southern countries had pleaded for 
enhanced Euro-Mediterranean cooperation in all 
major meetings related to economic and industrial 
cooperation, but the answer of the Europeans 
was always the same: the governments do not 
command flows of investment or the decisions 
of the companies. The southern partners were 
advised that they must take care of the investment 
climate themselves and create conditions 
lucrative enough for potential investors.

But the North African markets are seen as small, 
fragmented and rather complicated to penetrate, 
so many companies prefer to make productive 
investments instead in Asia, the Far East or 
even Latin America, rather than their near-
neighbourhood across the Mediterranean sea. 
So the many inter-regional free trade agreements 
the EU has signed with these regions have only 
served to boost this tendency.

Thus the basic idea behind the UfM was to 
involve the private sector more closely in the 
development of the region by creating new 
investment opportunities in the form of public-
private partnerships on the southern side of 
the Mediterranean. Already the first documents 
produced for the Paris Summit identified sectors 

where promising initiatives would – with a little 
bit of imagination and a little push from the 
governments – be transformed into “bankable” 
business opportunities and joint ventures. 
Renewable energy, the environment, traffic, 
transport, civil protection, and higher education 
were all seen as priorities.

Unfortunately, the UfM has been hindered by 
unexpected political obstacles and its building-up 
has remained way behind schedule. The political 
leaders of the 43 countries who launched the 
UfM, in a solemn declaration, expected the first 
UfM-labelled projects to get underway quickly; no 
project has yet seen the light of the day.

In fact, the political dimension of the UfM has 
been constantly paralised by the deadlock in the 
Middle East Peace Process. The UfM Summit, 
which was due to be held in 2010, has been 
cancelled twice. The Foreign Ministers have not 
been able to meet since December 2008 (during 
the previous Israeli administration). This year, no 
senior official meeting has been held yet due to 
the turbulent events in various southern partner-
countries.

Some of the problems may be seen as “acute” 
– related to the situation of the day. But in the 
long run we have to ask ourselves the question: 
will the new governments in the Arab World, with 
a stronger voice from the Arab Street and with 
the likely participation of Islamist movements, be 
more willing to engage in institutional cooperation 
with Israel, especially if settlement building in the 
West Bank and East Jerusalem continues as it 
does today?

My assessment is, that if the Peace Process in 
the Middle East is not back on track soon, the 
construction of the Union for the Mediterranean, 
with all the high-level expectations it created in 
2008, will be skating on a thin ice.
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