
 
Key Points

•	 Since the end of January 2011 Arab countries have been confronted with the biggest upheaval 
since their establishment. Besides all political aspirations towards democracy, political participa-
tion, rule of law or civil rights one should not forget root causes that have led to these revolu-
tions. Population growth, a disproportionally high number of young people, unemployment, less 
developed industry and agriculture, as well as migration pressure from sub-Saharan countries, are 
remaining and unresolved challenges.

•	 The process of transformation will not be clear cut – we are facing a long transitional period of 
about 20 years with different speed, intensity and outcome in the affected countries. Disappoint-
ment leading to protest and civil unrest can be expected and will put newly installed governments 
under strong and permanent pressure.

•	 Europe, as a neighbor to the Arab World, will likely be the most affected region. This will happen 
in economic, energy, social, as well as security/political terms. Therefore, it is in Europe’s highest 
interest to provide any assistance possible to bring the revolutions to a good end. The political 
shift in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region will be of similar importance for Europe 
as the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the former Soviet Union were.

•	 The EU is facing serious internal and external challenges in tackling the revolutions on the other 
side of the Mediterranean Sea. Internally coherent and cohesive action is needed; while externally 
the biggest problem could be to (re)gain credibility and trust because of the long period of good 
relations with the former autocratic regimes and leaders. The decisive point will be to change the 
strategic approach from containment to inclusive partnership. A new Overall Strategy is required 
– the time is ripe for an “EU-Master Plan”. 
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Don’t forget root causes

The revolts in Tunisia and Egypt were effective in 
ousting the regimes of Ben Ali and Mubarak, bring-
ing rumor and protests to Yemen, Syria and other 

places and starting a violent revolution against Muammar 
Gaddafi – but it remains to be seen whether the abrupt 
achieved cohesion among the protesters will overcome the 
political transformation and bridge long existing gaps be-
tween the various groups and factions in these countries. 
Demonstrations in Tunisia, and also in Egypt, indicate that 
there is limited cohesion and tolerance within politics and 
civil society when it comes to tackling daily problems and 
finding lasting solutions. 

Looking at the Arab World one has to keep in mind – be-
sides all political deficits and problems – other root causes 
for the uprisings and revolutions. People are no longer 
willing to accept corruption, political exclusion, denial of 
civil rights or absence of perspective due to unemploy-
ment. However, we know from other countries that these 
points are the real challenges. To meet the needs of or-
dinary people is of highest importance in order to gain 
common ground and to get public support for substantial 
social and political reforms.1

Table: Current and Projected Population Figures

Algeria Egypt Libya Morocco Tunisia Jordan Saudi Arabia Syria

Pop. (mio) (1)
2010

35.423 84.474 6.546 32.381 10.884 6.472 26.246 22.505

2030 44.726 110.907 8.519 39.529 12.127 8.616 35.545 30.560

Working Age (1)
2010

68.4% 63.2% 65.6% 66.9% 70.4% 62.4% 65.1% 62%

2030 69% 66.8% 70.3% 67.4% 68.6% 68.9% 68.7% 68.3%

Youth (2)
2010

44.9% 46.1% 42.7% 36.7% 41.1% 48.5% 48.4% 49.5%

2030 32% 37.3% 35.3% 33.5% 28.4% 37.6% 35.4% 36.2%

Urbanisation (3)
2010

66.3% 43.3% 77.9% 58.2% 67.3% 78.5% 82.1% 55.7%

2030 76.2% 50.9% 82.9% 69.2% 75.2% 82% 86.2% 65.4%

Most of the Arab countries are confronted with at least 
two out of four demographic risk factors: a high propor-
tion of young people and rapid urbanization. In addition, 
the two other factors can also become important – scar-
city of arable land and fresh water and the effects of HIV/
AIDS.2 According to World Population Prospects, Egypt, 
Tunisia and Libya will still have a disproportionally config-
ured population in 2030.3 Of course, the youth bulge will 
dwindle, but the cohort of people aged 15 to 29 will still 
exceed 40% of the working age population until the mid 
2020s. Substantiated by empirical findings this is a crucial 
figure for the stability and prosperity of developing and/
or transforming countries. As evidence shows, there is a 
strong link between the likelihood of civil unrest and the 

proportion of young people.4 Unrest gets more momen-
tum if members of the elite see themselves as marginal-
ized due to their lack of economic participation and access 
to jobs. In addition, empirical findings indicate that where 
liberal democracy emerged before a large youth-bulge 
declined – as in Colombia, Ecuador, Fiji, India, Malaysia, 
Papua New Guinea, Peru, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Venezuela and 
others – regimes failed to stabilize, retreating to less dem-
ocratic practices and institutions of governance.5

Selected projected figures of population growth, the situ-
ation of the labor market, the slow decrease of the youth 
bulge, and urbanization indicate the tough situation Arab 
countries will be facing in the next 10-15 years (see table 
below and additional figures in GCSP Policy Paper n° 12, 
March 2011, by G. Herd).

Economic development and job creation are therefore of 
utmost urgency to any government in place in the future. 
Many of the existing jobs are of low quality, underpaid, 
insecure and without respect for basic labor standards or 
representation of workers.6

Another key factor is the increasing pressure of migra-
tion from sub Saharan Africa. This region will be one of 
the most affected in the world by the negative impacts of 
environmental change. MENA states are already transit or 
destination countries for people fleeing from that region. 
This trend will increase as water stress, loss of arable land, 
droughts and desertification increase. On average, more 
than 60% of the population of MENA countries lives in 
and around cities. It is inevitable that, mainly due to ir-
regular migration and transition from an agriculture-based 
economy to a primarily industrial one, “informal settle-
ments” and slums are growing, with the effect of worsen-
ing safety and security conditions.7

2

(1) Source: World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision Population Database, 
     http://esa.un.org/unpp, accessed on 25 February 2011.
(2) Share of People between 15-29 years in relation to people in working age (15-64).
(3) World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision and World Urbanization Prospects: The 2009 Revision,
     http://esa.un.org/wup2009/unup/, accessed on 21 February 2011.



Transformation – a question of decades, not months
We may be at the beginning of a revolutionary period 
bringing not only Arab leaders to the test, but also author-
itarian regimes worldwide. There is already discussion of 
whether the upheavals will follow the French Revolution-
model of 1789 or the “soft model” experienced in East-
ern Europe in1989. No one can predict how “strong and 
stable” existing regimes really are and how much pressure 
they are willing or able to exert on their people to stay in 
power. The example of Gaddafi shows that there is a high 
price to be paid for freedom, but it is a matter of fact that 
the clock cannot be turned back.

It is not expected that the incumbent interim political bod-
ies in the revolutionary states can tackle all of the prob-
lems that led to the revolutions promptly. What can be 
done immediately is to signal efforts for greater political 
participation and to prove it during the upcoming period 
of elaborating basic documents (i.e. constitution, laws) 
and providing free and fair elections. However, no one can 
guarantee that the living standards of the masses will be 
better in the immediate future. Instead, some experts ex-
pect that the economic situation will worsen, as usually 
happens in times of political upheaval.8 Egypt, Tunisia and 
the other Arab states that are concerned by revolt are not 
isolated. Indeed, the fighting in Libya has had a strong im-
pact on the labor market – bringing back migrant workers 
to Egypt, with no chance to find adequate jobs in their 
home country. Even if there is a rapid outcome in Libya – 
which cannot be expected now – it remains to be seen in 
what condition the oil producing industry will be in after a 
return to “normality”. 

As we saw in many countries after World War II, transfor-
mation from authoritarian to democratic political systems 
takes time, patience of the people, vast resources, and 
external assistance. According to the findings of Ashraf 
Ghani and Clare Lockhard, who did intensive research on 
fixing failed states, it is of highest importance to have a 
citizen-based approach to state building with a new le-
gal compact between citizen, state and the market, not a 
top-down imposition of the state.9 That approach would 
require a double compact – one between the state and 
its citizens (providing and enforcing citizenship rights, em-
bedded in a coherent set of rules) and another between 
the state and the international community to ensure ad-
herence to international norms, standards of accountabil-
ity and transparency.10 The next steps of the interim politi-
cal bodies will show whether they are going that way or 
not. The quick fix in Egypt to adapt the existing constitu-
tion instead of elaborating a new one – as some groups 
have suggested and wanted – sets a first question mark 
on how transformative the process can be and whether 
it will meet the expectations of both the majority and mi-
norities. Achieving consensus on the future and the aims 
of the country will be decisive for the mid- and long-term 
development and stability of these countries.

If there is no sufficient and satisfying offer to the young 
people, generally three options remain to them: emigra-
tion to the West, affiliation with a fundamentalist party 
or organization, or joining a guerilla group.11 Emigration 
will still be an option as it was in the past. Some countries, 

like Morocco, have developed a specific political and legal 
framework for immigrants to ease tensions on the local 
labor market and to avoid additional social problems. In 
this context emigration can be seen as a safety valve, with 
the additional benefit of the inflow of remittances increas-
ing to an estimated 8% of GDP in the case of Morocco in 
2009.12 But, emigration cannot be a solution to all prob-
lems.

MENA and the EU
It seems obvious that the transformation of Arab countries 
from authoritarian to democratic states requires external 
assistance. The extreme form we can see now is Libya 
where a “Coalition of the Willing” is bombing Gaddafi’s 
troops in order to prevent them from killing Libyan people. 
No one knows what comes next, but it is clear that the 
overwhelming need will be in the economic, political, hu-
manitarian and social fields. The international community 
is trying hard to address the urgent needs – but it will be 
just as important to address mid- and long-term require-
ments in order to accompany and to support a peaceful 
transformation. 

This is the second compact Ghani and Lockhard described 
in their findings on state building efforts – the compact be-
tween the state and the international community.13 There 
cannot be a plan following the concept of “one size fits 
all”. The starting points in the various countries are too dif-
ferent for that approach. What the countries have in com-
mon is the envisioned end state – democracy, pluralism, 
the rule of law, human rights and social justice.14 Division 
of labor and a shared vision of the desired outcome will 
also be necessary among the international community to 
shoulder existing and forthcoming challenges on the road 
to success.

The MENA states are neighbors to Europe. The Mediter-
ranean Sea is not a border – it is a common space. Not 
long after the fall of the Iron Curtain, it became obvious 
that developments in that region would have strong ef-
fects on Europe directly and immediately. However, it was 
not evident to everyone because the wars in former Yugo-
slavia absorbed most attention. A structured cooperation 
between the European Union and the neighboring coun-
tries in the Mediterranean Region was established in 1995 
by the launching of the Barcelona Process. It was not really 
a success story due to limited action and constraints on 
both sides, but the process was restarted in 2008. Follow-
ing a French initiative, the Union for the Mediterranean 
was founded with the aim of promoting stability and pros-
perity throughout the region. Twenty-seven EU member 
states and sixteen partner countries from North Africa, the 
Middle East and the Balkans agreed on intensifying co-
operation and setting up a secretariat. Despite all hopes 
and aspirations, the biennial summit of Heads of State and 
Government could not be held in 2010 because of the 
serious tensions between Israel and the Arab partners fol-
lowing the Gaza War. 

The EU may be well aware of the realities concerning the 
deficits and lack of efficiency of the EU-Mediterranean 
cooperation. The declaration following the Extraordinary 
European Council on 11 March 2011 stated that “…the 
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European Union also stands ready to review the missions 
of the Union for the Mediterranean, with the objective 
of promoting democracy and fostering stability in the re-
gion”.

However, the key problems within this framework will re-
main; in particular, the shadow of the three long lasting 
conflicts (Israel-Palestine, Turkey-Cyprus, Western Sahara) 
that have hampered real progress. Even if “…The Europe-
an Union is conscious of the wider political and economic 
impact of these events on the wider region and calls for 
reactivating the Middle East Peace Process…”,15 this does 
not mean that the urgent problems can be tackled in a 
proper manner. It will be a huge challenge to find a way to 
overcome or to bypass these persisting blockages in order 
to assist the re-establishment of governments and socie-
ties. 

Looking at the essential problems for future cooperation, 
three interrelated complexes can be identified: a) differ-
ent interests and approaches within the EU towards the 
MENA region or single countries; b) the above-mentioned 
conflicts among the Arab countries-group; and c) a limited 
will for collaboration or, in other words, a complex compe-
tition between these countries.

As stressed in many strategic arrangements, the most im-
portant point will be to achieve a real partnership and to 
avoid post-colonial perceptions, feelings and behavior. For 
Europe, it will also be necessary to (re)gain trust on the 
Arab side, as most EU member states have collaborated 
with the old authoritarian regimes for so long. They have 
to keep in mind what a professor and spokeswoman of 
the Libyan rebels said just before the air campaign against 
Gaddafi’s troops began: “… we will never forget the peo-
ple who stood with us and the people who betrayed us”.16

The EU is therefore facing a double challenge – to achieve 
consensus and cohesion within the EU, as well as to de-
velop an appropriate and comprehensive strategy for the 
MENA region. As the disputes around Europe’s engage-
ment in Libya show, consensus on foreign policy and EU 
leadership is still lacking– and some countries like France 
may be over-ambitious. Intra-Arab tensions and contests 
will also be an impediment to future development and 
prosperity. 

A “Master Plan” for the establishment of a real part-
nership
It will not be easy for the EU to find an appropriate way 
to tackle all of the challenges already on the table or that 
will be expected. Different and sometimes contradictory 
expectations, interests, historical experiences or ambi-
tions will accompany all political actors and civil socie-
ties. Hence, a clear vision is needed on both sides (EU and 
MENA countries) to achieve progress and to pave a prom-
ising way forward. The most challenging and important 
factor may be a change of mindset – to replace strategic 
thinking dominated by “containment” with creativity and 
thinking about inclusive partnerships and collaboration.

The call for a “Partnership for Democracy and Shared Pros-
perity”17 by EU representatives sounds good, but concrete 

and measurable steps and actions are needed to make it 
run. The chapters developed already in the framework of 
the Barcelona Process are still in place in the Union for the 
Mediterranean: Politics and Security, Economics and Trade, 
Socio-Cultural Affairs and Justice and Interior Affairs. This 
can provide a useful structure for further engagement. The 
EU also has plenty of experience in supporting institution 
building, security sector reform, economic and social re-
forms, fostering civil society and enhancing regional coop-
eration. The transition of former European authoritarian 
regimes of the Warsaw Pact and the transformation and 
peacebuilding processes after the Yugoslav wars were a 
good training field for developing concepts, mechanisms 
and instruments and making the EU fit for these challeng-
es.

Taking also into account experiences from the Mediterra-
nean Cooperation, the EU should be able to develop a set 
of adequate measures and instruments to accompany the 
Arab neighbors through their change. A general frame-
work exists already by the European Neighborhood Policy 
(ENP), established in 2003, offering EU-neighbors a privi-
leged relationship building upon a mutual commitment to 
common values. A special fund – the European Neighbor-
hood and Partnership Instrument – was also designed in 
2007 to provide financial support.18 An additional element 
may be found in the African Peace Facility – established in 
2004, the EU has channeled € 740 million into it for de-
veloping and supporting African efforts in peacebuilding, 
peace operations, early response mechanisms, and other 
unforeseen needs.19 It is time now to identify and recon-
sider all options and to adjust them to the post-revolution-
ary situation. 

In this context, the EU is asked to identify itself and to 
articulate where it wants to go. The Declaration of the Ex-
traordinary Council of 11 March 2011 can be seen as a 
first step to an overall strategy: “All countries in the re-
gion need to undertake or accelerate political and eco-
nomic reforms. The European Union will support all steps 
towards democratic transformation, political systems that 
allow for peaceful change, growth and prosperity, and 
a more proportionate distribution of the benefits of the 
performance”.20 However facts will count, not declara-
tions. Bearing in mind the above-mentioned underlying 
problems, it will be necessary to intensify economic co-
operation and trade, support youth employment, set up 
transformation programs and consider visa regulations, as 
well as smart migration models. To provide assistance must 
not mean to throw money at a problem. The best qualified 
people should sit together and work on a master plan to 
detail the Declaration and make it work. However, the EU 
should stick to an accompanying role – understanding that 
the principle of local ownership is vital to the transforma-
tion process. That means, in other words, that new gov-
ernments have to assume responsibility and define their 
relationship towards the EU and other external actors.

As the developments in MENA countries are so different 
in time, content, background and specific agendas, the EU 
has to observe and collaborate with each country case by 
case. This can provide appropriate means and solutions in 
different situations. Nonetheless, every single action has 
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to fit in the overall strategy that encompasses the whole 
region. The EU should also be clear in its statements and 
speak frankly about what is acceptable and what is not. 
Some guiding principles from the EU’s Stabilization and 
Association Process for the Western Balkan countries can 
be taken as a model for achieving the desired “democratic 
end state”. Further, the peacebuilding measures practiced 
by the Union vis-à-vis the political leaderships in the post-
war territories in Southeast Europe have demonstrated the 
important impact that policies of conditionality can have 
on daily action.

After World War II many European states were enabled to 
recover and to transform by the US-donated European Re-
covery Program, the so-called “Marshal Plan”. The MENA 
region is facing a similar challenge and also needs to rely 

on the international community. The EU is gaining status 
as an actor on the global stage, spending huge amounts 
on international recovery programs, development and hu-
manitarian assistance. Taking into account the enormous 
importance of MENA countries to Europe, this could be a 
great opportunity to develop an “EU-Master Plan” in close 
cooperation with the international community. This overall 
strategy could not only be pivotal for future relationships, 
but also put pressure on the EU itself to move forward in 
establishing a Common Foreign and Security Policy. If not 
now – when?

NB: The views expressed in this paper are entirely and  
solely those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of the GCSP. 
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