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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on the post-Arab Spring: way forward for the MENA region
(2018/2160(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the document entitled ‘Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger 
Europe – A Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy’, 
presented by the Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (VP/HR) on 28 June 20161,

– having regard to Regulation (EU) No 232/20142 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 11 March 2014 establishing a European Neighbourhood Instrument (ENI),

– having regard to Regulation (EU) No 235/20143 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 11 March 2014 establishing a financing instrument for democracy and 
human rights worldwide,

– having regard to the joint consultation paper from the Commission and the High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 4 March 2015 
entitled ‘Towards a new European Neighbourhood Policy’ (JOIN(2015)0006),

– having regard to the joint communications from the Commission and High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 8 March 2011 
entitled ‘A partnership for democracy and shared prosperity with the Southern 
Mediterranean’ (COM(2011)0200), and of 25 May 2011 entitled ‘A new response to a 
changing Neighbourhood’ (COM(2011)0303),

– having regard to the EU Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM),

– having regard to the joint communication from the Commission and the High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy of 25 January 2017 
entitled ‘Migration on the Central Mediterranean route – Managing flows, saving lives’
(JOIN(2017)0004),

– having regard to its resolution of 9 July 2015 on the review of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy4,

– having regard to its resolution of 18 April 2018 on the implementation of the EU 
external financing instruments: mid-term review 2017 and the future post-2020 
architecture5,

– having regard to its resolution of 14 November 2018 on the Multiannual Financial 

                                               
1 https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf.
2 OJ L 77, 15.3.2014, p. 27.
3 OJ L 77, 15.3.2014, p. 85.
4 OJ C 265, 11.8.2017, p. 110.
5 Texts Adopted, P8_TA(2018)0119.
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Framework 2021-20271,

– having regard to its resolution of 9 July 2015 on the security challenges in the Middle 
East and North Africa region and the prospects for political stability2,

– having regard to its recommendation of 30 May 2018 to the Council, the Commission 
and the Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy on Libya3,

– having regard to its resolution of 14 September 2016 on the EU relations with Tunisia in 
the current regional context4,

– having regard to the EU-Tunisia Association Agreement Councils of 11 May 2017 and 
15 May 2018, the EU-Algeria Association Council of 14 May 2018, the EU-Egypt 
Association Council of 25 July 2017,

– having regard to the Foreign Affairs Council conclusions on Libya of 6 February 2017 
and 15 October 2018, and on Syria of 3 April 2017 and 16 April 2018,

– having regard to Rule 52 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the opinion of the 
Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality (A8-0000/2018),

A. whereas the Arab uprisings that affected the MENA region in 2011 constituted a 
moment of mass upheavals against authoritarian regimes; whereas a large segment of 
the protesters was composed of young women and men aspiring to a better and more 
inclusive future; whereas the overthrow of most of the regimes and the introduction of 
liberal reforms gave rise to great hope and expectations;

B. whereas, eight years after the Arab Spring and political developments which have led 
countries in the Maghreb and Mashreq regions to follow many diverse evolutionary 
paths in terms of politics and stability, it is essential to assess how to respond to the 
legitimate democratic aspirations in the region; whereas it is important to take stock of 
the efforts and policy stance adopted by the EU in response to the Arab Spring and to 
assess its capacity for policy delivery; whereas it is essential to reassess the policy 
framework of the EU towards Southern Neighbourhood countries and its future 
objectives;

C. whereas the capacity of Member States to exert a positive influence in the Maghreb and 
Mashreq regions is very unequal and has often been marred by fragmentation; whereas 
individual Member States’ action in the region needs to be in synergy with the EU’s 
objectives; whereas the EU needs to increase its political leverage; whereas long-term 
political and economic stability in the Maghreb and Mashreq regions is of fundamental 
strategic importance to the EU, and as such requires a longer-term approach as regards 

                                               
1 Texts Adopted, P8_TA(2018)0449.
2 OJ C 265, 11.8.2017, p. 98.
3 Texts Adopted, P8_TA(2018)0227.
4 OJ C 204, 13.6.2018, p. 100.
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the policy framework and its objectives;

D. whereas the EU should play a central role in promoting conflict resolution and both 
democratic and economic governance in the Maghreb and Mashreq regions;

E. whereas in response to a request by the European Council in December 2013, the 
VP/HR launched a major strategic reflection process on the strategic policy framework 
for the EU’s Neighbourhood Policy;

1. Notes with concern that, eight years after the upheavals, most of the expectations have 
still not been met; condemns the persistent and continuing violations of human rights, 
the rule of law and fundamental freedoms in several cases; is worried about the socio-
economic situation in the region, which continues to be dire and, in particular, about the 
high levels of youth unemployment and social exclusion, which cause disillusionment 
and disenfranchisement on a large scale;

2. Welcomes the EU’s efforts to promote democracy, the rule of law, human rights and 
fundamental freedoms in post-Arab Spring countries, and acknowledges the complexity 
of such a task; takes the view, however, that, despite a fifteen‑year policy focus on 
Southern and Eastern Mediterranean countries, renewed policy efforts and increased 
budgetary resources in the wake of the Arab Spring, the EU’s goals and policies have 
not yet been achieved;

3. Expresses concern about the fact that, in spite of its considerable political and budgetary 
investments and continuous political and economic outreach, the EU has not been able 
to gain real political and economic leverage, and is no longer perceived as a game 
changer by the countries in the region; points to the dissatisfaction felt by civil society 
and local NGOs at how the EU translates its vision into action on the ground; is 
concerned about the increasingly complex political situation in the Maghreb and 
Mashreq regions, and the emergence of new political and economic regional players 
such as Russia and China, in addition to the competing narratives and financing from 
the Gulf countries and Iran;

4. Takes the view that for far too long the policy stance towards the Maghreb and Mashreq 
countries was marred by an approach which was based to too great an extent on the 
EU’s expectations and objectives, with little incentive for and ownership by beneficiary 
countries; regrets that the initial efforts after the Arab Spring to introduce stricter 
conditionality and delivery incentives in relation to beneficiary countries through the 
‘more for more’ principle did not lead to greater leverage on the part of the EU in its 
ability to promote real change in the areas of democracy, human rights and fundamental 
freedoms in most countries;

5. Acknowledges the initial efforts by the European External Action Service (EEAS) and 
the Commission, in cooperation and dialogue with the European Parliament, to 
substantially reform the EU policy framework for post-Arab Spring countries in the 
hope of attaining real democratic and political leverage in the Maghreb and Mashreq 
regions; points to the Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security 
Policy and its added value as regards the potential for achieving synergies in actions at 
EU level, building on political and economic dialogue and securing adequate support 
and implementation through the Financial Instruments for the external action of the EU; 
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takes note of the 2015 revision of the European Neighbourhood Policy aimed at taking 
into account the changing scenarios in the region;

6. Is concerned, however, that the complexity of managing the migration and refugee 
flows from and through the Maghreb and Mashreq regions, the nexus between security 
and migration, the challenge of terrorism and the legitimate concerns about the fragility 
of certain countries in the region, as well as the lack of a cohesive approach by the 
Member States, is encouraging the EU’s action towards the region to rely excessively 
on an ideology of stability; takes the view that when stability and security become the 
predominant objectives, they lead to a shorter-term policy vision and deprive EU action 
directed at reaffirming human rights and fundamental freedoms of the required 
intensity; is convinced that stability and security can only be achieved through longer-
term objectives;

7. Welcomes the concept of co-ownership put forward by the revised European 
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP); is concerned, however, that it runs the risk of allowing 
authoritarian regimes in certain partner countries to cherry-pick priorities according to 
their national agenda, instead of advancing along the path towards democratisation; 
stresses, therefore, the importance of a long-term policy framework and synergies in 
programming for post-Arab Spring countries based on the primacy of democracy, the 
inclusion of all democratic political forces and the primacy of the rule of law, human 
rights and fundamental values; reiterates that strengthening these aspects is in the 
interests of the partner countries, as well as of the EU, and calls for stronger 
conditionality in this sense;

8. Takes the view that, as the EU struggles to come up with a renewed vision for the 
management of migration and assistance to refugees, there is an increasing risk that 
some countries in the region might use migration containment and their role therein to 
seek greater leverage in their political and policy dialogue with the EU; stresses, 
instead, the importance of a policy framework promoting democratic, political and 
socio-economic inclusion as mutually reinforcing factors; is convinced that, where the 
prerequisites for the negotiation of Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements, 
conditional on democratic progress, are not yet in place, the EU should provide 
increased access to trade and investment, and assistance for reconstruction and 
infrastructure modernisation in strict correlation with progressive political and 
economic reforms;

9. Points out the risk that the EU’s action for the region and the approach pursued by 
Member States through bilateral relations may not be in harmony, and that the EU’s 
capacity to make a political impact might be lost as a result; welcomes, in this context, 
the proposal made by the President of the Commission to move beyond unanimity in 
Council decision-making in foreign affairs, as it could help the EU to speak with one 
voice in its foreign relations and have greater leverage;

10. Calls for closer involvement of local civil society in the identification of needs in the 
partner countries; welcomes the efforts by the EEAS and the Commission to broaden 
civil society outreach and include the private sector, and encourages them to do more in 
this regard; takes the view that the EU should make access to available funds for smaller 
civil society organisations (CSOs) easier, streamline the application processes and focus 
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on local CSOs; points out the perception among local civil society interlocutors of a 
primary focus by the EU on large, international CSOs; calls on the EU to invest more 
resources in promoting the capacity building of local CSOs and facilitating enhanced 
partnerships between them and large, international CSOs, with a view to increasing 
local ownership;

11. Recalls the importance of securing adequate visibility for EU efforts and EU assistance 
and investment in the region;

12. Believes that with a view to increasing the EU’s capacity to make a political and policy 
impact and to promote ownership and widespread support by beneficiary countries, each 
EU Delegation should set up high-level advisory councils comprising economic, media, 
cultural, academic and civil society leaders from the country concerned and providing 
input as regards policy priorities and the policy architecture devised by the EU;

13. Is convinced that young people should be a primary focus of the EU’s action towards 
the region, with an intersectional approach; calls for youth policies to be mainstreamed 
in all the Union’s policies in the MENA region; proposes that each EU Delegation set 
up youth advisory councils comprising young political, economic, media, cultural and 
CSO leaders with a view to providing input on policy priorities, the capacity of EU 
policies to make an impact in the country and introduce an additional element of 
accountability in relation to policy choices; calls on European political families to 
engage in enhanced exchanges with active local young people from the MENA 
countries, with a view to promoting their empowerment, training and capacity-building 
to enable them to stand in local elections and become new actors of change in their 
respective countries;

14. Recalls the added value of parliamentary diplomacy and of the regular bilateral 
interparliamentary meetings which Parliament holds with its counterparts from the 
Southern Neighbourhood as a tool for exchanging experiences and fostering mutual 
understanding; encourages the EU’s national parliaments to hold bilateral 
interparliamentary meetings within the framework of the ENP; underlines once more 
that political parties in the national parliaments and the European Parliament can play a 
role in this regard; takes the view that dialogue between the European Parliament, EU 
national parliaments and the parliaments of the Southern Neighbourhood could provide 
a very valuable opportunity to foster regional dialogue and cooperation in the Southern 
Neighbourhood; points, moreover, in this context, to the Parliamentary Assembly of the 
Union for the Mediterranean as a venue where regional integration and an ambitious 
political and economic agenda for this organisation could be re-dynamised;

15. Recalls that women’s rights, gender equality and the right to non-discrimination of 
vulnerable groups are fundamental rights and key principles of the EU’s external action;

16. Calls once again on the Commission to act on Parliament’s proposal for the creation of 
an ambitious Euro-Mediterranean Erasmus programme separate from Erasmus+, with 
dedicated funds and an ambitious dimension in terms of scope and available resources; 
calls for the Commission and Parliament to increase the scope and participation of their 
European Union Visitors programme and to facilitate the participation of young people 
and of women political leaders;



PE631.795v02-00 8/10 PR\1172682EN.docx

EN

17. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission and the 
Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative for the Union’s foreign and 
security policy.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

Eight years have passed since the series of mass upheavals and revolts that affected the 
MENA region, commonly defined as ‘Arab Spring’. This was undoubtedly a scene-changing 
event for the region, and it had very diversified outcomes in each of the considered countries.

It constituted an exceptional series of events in the sense that it actively involved masses of 
Arab population, protesting against authoritarian regimes and demanding more freedom, more 
participation in society, more rights, more social justice and inclusion.

A particularly active segment of the population during that phase was youth, coming from 
different backgrounds and with different demand and aspirations. It is particularly important 
to take into account what followed their demands, as the demographics characterising this 
region makes it a large part of society, which, for a series of reasons, was left behind, 
excluded, unemployed and with few hopes of improvement of their situation.

The region that will be considered in this report is the Maghreb together with the Mashreq 
countries, thus comprising the Southern and part of the Eastern shores of the Mediterranean 
(Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and Syria).

The aim of this report is to provide an assessment of the situation in these countries 8 years 
after the Arab Spring, to identify trends and, especially, to assess the response by the 
European Union – a region which a great part of the concerned populations held up as a 
model of freedom, democracy and prosperity. It will identify shortcomings in EU policies and 
put forward proposals, taking into account some best practices that emerged in this regard.

Although it is neither possible nor fair to identify one solution that would fit all the countries 
involved, each one having its own specific conditions and situation, it is possible to provide a 
few elements that apply at least to part of the countries and some existing practices that can be 
replicated in others.

One key factor, when looking at the policy options by the EU in the area, is the cultural shift 
that was put forward by the Review of the European Neighbourhood Policy in 2015. If the EU 
policy until then had been characterised by a value-based, ‘more for more’ approach, the 
conflicts that exploded in the area, together with the terrorist threat and, later, the refugee 
crisis, led the Review to be designed – at the request of the EU Member States – to put the 
main focus of EU’s action on security and on stabilising these countries, rather than on 
supporting democratisation. Although this policy has some merits, notably the introduction of 
the co-ownership principle, it is also true that it has led some of the countries concerned to at
least partially abandon the democratic reforms path and to use their role in containing 
migration and in counter-terrorism cooperation to obtain advantages and funding from the EU 
anyway, often also exploiting contradictions in bilateral relations with EU Member States and 
between them and the EU approach – a trend that makes Europe weaker and less credible in 
its external action.

At the same time, it made clear, once and for all, that the EU policy towards these countries 
needed to stop following a top-down approach and should rather take into account the will 
and the needs of the respective countries. Arguably, this should also entail consulting the local 
civil society as representative of the country and its population often more than its governing 
authorities. A higher involvement of local CSOs is strongly suggested in the report.
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The region is still largely suffering from the consequences of the upheavals, although to 
different degrees. Some issues might be more pressing in some of the countries (ending
conflict, start a reconciliation process, improve the human rights situation etc.), but one issue 
which all countries have in common is poor economic performance, worsened by external 
events, such as the global financial crisis, or semi-external ones, such as the fall in oil prices 
which started in 2014. What is in question is their economic model, which for decades relied 
on state subsidies and on public sector jobs. Now that the state budgets are under so much 
pressure for these and other reasons, the lack of a true private sector, the existing barriers to 
business, the decline in FDIs, the poor state of infrastructure, the decline in tourism, become 
clearly some of the biggest challenges these countries face. Related to all of this is the 
extremely high level of youth unemployment, one of the factors that led to the protests and 
that still remains dire, or even worse than in 2011. Providing job opportunities, facilitating 
entrepreneurship, improving the quality of education, including youth in decision-making are 
key actions to address the problem, and the EU’s actions must also take this into account 
when designing the policies of the EU towards the area.

Living up to the expectations of the Arab people protesting in the streets, especially the youth, 
is no easy task and will require time and a lot of effort and political will. But it is necessary, if 
these countries are to become ‘stable’ and resilient in the long term. This is not only a 
strategic interest of the EU, it is also in accordance with EU’s fundamental values.
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