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a s the nations of North Africa erupted in popu-
lar uprisings known as the Arab Spring, europe 
faced the prospect of instability on its south-
ern border exemplified by rickety boatloads 

of migrants crossing the Mediterranean Sea. Although 
europe’s worst fears of uncontrolled North African migra-
tion have failed to materialize, the european Union’s 
encouragement of democratization and economic liberal-
ization in tunisia, Libya and egypt remains an important 
element in building stability along the Mediterranean rim.

considering how recently long-entrenched authoritar-
ian regimes were overthrown in North Africa, the establish-
ment of freer societies since 2011 has been swift. Solidifying 
that progress – and building upon it 
– has been the objective of european 
policymakers. communiques such as 
“A Partnership for Democracy and 
Shared Prosperity with the Southern 
Mediterranean” have announced 
diplomatic and financial incentives 
to newly formed governments if they 
rejected the worst facets of their 
nations’ political pasts. the year 2013 

will be decisive on that front. the european commission 
has said it will assess the “reform track record” of North 
African states in deciding the disbursement of financial aid 
“for 2014 and beyond.”

isLaM in pOwer
one of the biggest political transformations has been the 
introduction of islamic political parties, many of them previ-
ously suppressed, into democratic assemblies in tunisia, 
Libya and egypt. Most notable was the accession to power 
in egypt of the formerly outlawed Muslim Brotherhood 
under the presidency of Mohammed Morsi. While some 
europeans fear the prospect of renewed authoritarianism 
under an islamic guise, others view popular support for 
islamic parties as a natural outgrowth of these countries’ 
histories. Professor Álvaro de Vasconcelos, former director of 
the european Union institute for Security Studies (eUiSS), 
is firmly in the latter camp. 

Right: A Libyan woman gets ready to vote in Tripoli 
during Libya’s General National Assembly election 
in July 2012. It was the country’s first free national 
election in decades.

Left: Supporters of Mohammed Morsi gather in Cairo 
after the Egyptian president assumed greater powers 
in November 2012. Observers expressed concern 
that Morsi’s decree reducing the oversight of Egypt’s 
judiciary could compromise the nation’s progress 
toward democracy.

sustaining theArab
the european union must remain engaged in 
efforts to promote democracy in north africa 
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“repression of all Arab opposition movements by the 
region’s monarchs and secular dictators turned ‘the Mosque’ 
into the only umbrella under which to mobilise politically,” 
de Vasconcelos wrote in “Listening to Unfamiliar Voices: 
the Arab Democratic Wave.” “the fact is that political islam 
can no longer be contained, and democracy cannot be built 
by driving underground parties that have a strong social 
base. this was tragically demonstrated in Algeria nearly two 
decades ago. the only alternative to authoritarianism was to 
craft a transition that allows islamists to participate in public 
life and encourages them to unequivocally accept the rules 
of the democratic game.”

Nevertheless, several developments at the end of 2012 
caused some to question their former optimism. A November 
2012 announcement that Morsi would no longer heed rulings 
by egypt’s federal judiciary stoked fears that he was accumulat-
ing powers once wielded by ousted president Hosni Mubarak. 
the eU has been critical of moves to limit judicial indepen-
dence, a strong judiciary viewed as a hedge against abuse of 
power by other branches of government.

Libya’s largely peaceful midyear elections, which led to 

the formation of an inclusive government in october 2012, 
were marred by the killing in Benghazi of U.S. Ambassador 
christopher Stevens on the anniversary of the 9/11 attacks. 
“reining in the different militia and trying to integrate them 
into a single national army will be one of the biggest challenges 
for any new government,” the BBc noted in a story on post-
Moammar Gadhafi Libya.

in october 2012, Amnesty international bemoaned the new 
tunisian government’s weak support for freedom of speech, 
noting a failure to protect journalists, artists and activists from 
attacks by religious radicals. But the eU was sufficiently molli-
fied by tunisia’s democratic progress to award the country 
“privileged partner” status that will lead to greater diplomatic 
and economic integration between the African nation and 
europe. Writing in The New York Times in late September 2012, 
tunisian President Moncef Marzouki argued that focusing 
on the small minority of extremists in North Africa has been 
counterproductive to the West’s diplomatic efforts.

“islamists span a wide ideological and political spectrum. 
Yet many observers still seem to believe that extremist Salafi 
groups represent a majority. they are wrong,” Marzouki 
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studied the pace 

of recent legal 
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and determined 

that the influence 

of the Arab spring 

was minimal. 

Tunisian Constituent Assembly President Mustapha Ben Jaafar, left, greets Libyan General National 
Congress President Mohamed al-Megaryef in Tunis in November 2012. Two of the leading nations 
of the Arab Spring, Tunisia and Libya have moved toward greater openness after the removal of 
authoritarian regimes in 2011.  
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wrote. “radical Salafis who advocate violence and Shariah 
constitute a very small minority in tunisia – and even in egypt 
they are vastly outnumbered by more moderate islamists. 
they are a minority within a minority, and extremely unpop-
ular among both religious and secular tunisians. they do not 
speak for all tunisians, Arabs or Muslims.”

MigratiOn subsides
the insurrections in North Africa spurred thousands of 
migrants to approach Southern europe in makeshift flotillas, 
sparking fears of an unmanageable exodus. But after-action 
reports in the eU suggest the wave subsided once popular 
governments came to power in tunisia, Libya and egypt. in 
italy, for example, focus of tens of thousands migrants and 
refugees in 2011, scarcely 8,000 migrants had come ashore as 
of November 2012, Agence France-Presse reported.

the Migration Policy centre, an italian-based research 
organization partly financed by the eU, studied the pace of 
recent legal immigration into Germany, France, Spain and 
the United Kingdom and determined that the influence of 
the Arab Spring was minimal. immigrants from Morocco, 

Algeria, tunisia, egypt, Lebanon and Syria totaled 90,839 
in 2011, compared to the pre-Arab Spring total of 111,738 
in 2009. Furthermore, nearly three-quarters of migrants in 
2011 came from largely peaceful, nonrevolutionary Morocco, 
the Migration Policy center said. Libya was never going to 
be a major factor in the migratory surge since its oil wealth 
and small population have made it a destination for, not a 
net exporter of, immigrants.

As the Malta Independent concluded in November 2012: 
“Migration to europe has not been accelerated by the Arab 
Spring, apart from a short-lived movement from tunisia, but 
has simply continued along previous trends.”

new neighbOrs
Most of europe views stability in its “southern neighbor-
hood” as best served by liberalization and moderniza-
tion. in a May 2012 communique titled “Delivering on 
a New european Neighbourhood Policy,” the eU listed 
hundreds of millions of euros worth of aid it planned to 
disburse to support democratization in North Africa and 
the Middle east using the principle of “mutual account-
ability.” A program called Support for Partnership reform 
and inclusive Growth planned to allocate 540 million euros 
between 2011 and 2013. Morocco, Jordan, tunisia and 
Algeria – nations regarded as more flexible when it comes to 
democratic reform – were the initial beneficiaries.

But in the view of Shadi Hamid, a Middle eastern policy 
expert at the Brookings institution, such installments are too 
small to make a meaningful difference in changing attitudes 
and behavior in recipient countries. “the total U.S. and eU 
‘incentivised’ funds amount to a total of about $1.3 billion 
annually. this means that no one country can expect to get 
more than a couple hundred million dollars at most – a 
number which is simply too small to boost leverage,” Hamid 
wrote in a 2012 article published on the eUiSS website.

Nevertheless, analysts were heartened by signs in egypt 
that Muslim Brotherhood rule wouldn’t overturn some of 
the accomplishments of previous regimes, including the 
israeli-egyptian peace treaty. in late 2012, the Morsi govern-
ment helped broker a cease-fire involving Palestinians living 
in the Gaza Strip, and helped crackdown on violent extrem-
ists in the Sinai Desert. 

overall, North African governments must satisfy a restive 
citizenry that expects greater freedom and prosperity from 
its recently installed rulers. A return to the status quo ante 
bellum will no longer suffice. on the basis of its proximity 
to tunisia, Libya and egypt, europe has assumed a leading 
role in this democracy building.

“i would argue that the most important issue on the 
eU’s foreign policy agenda is how to contribute to a fully 
free, democratic and peaceful Arab world,” de Vasconcelos 
wrote. “in order to respond to this challenge, european 
policy-makers must design a strategy to deal with new 
regimes, including governments and political parties with 
which the eU is not familiar and several eU Member  
States have regarded with suspicion and even as threats 
over the years.” o

An African migrant peers from a bus after being rescued off 
Malta in November 2012. Although migrants still attempt to make 
Mediterranean Sea crossings, the surge that accompanied the 
Arab Spring in 2011 has subsided.    


