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The Arab Spring as a Test of post-Lisbon Capabilities

and Strategies of the European Union in North Africa

The Arab Spring has been the subject of numerous political academic analyses. One
important element of the research studies was the first reaction of the European Union
to the developments in individual North African countries affected by the transforma-
tions. In fact, the Arab Spring has become a test for the EU’s capability for action given
the new response mechanisms within the framework of the new institutional gover-
nance resulting from the Lisbon reform; a reform which was intended to significantly
strengthen the EU foreign and security policy dimensions. The provisions of the Lisbon
Treaty expressed the EU’s ambitions to change its role in world politics. The new devel-
opment in its immediate geographical vicinity revised the real response capabilities, as
it did the current strategic approach in the region. Undoubtedly, the creation of the new
scope of powers for the position of High Representative and the reporting diplomatic
service was to contribute to the efficiency and coherence of the Commission’s and the
Council’s activities in the international arena. The new role of High Representative was
primarily meant to tackle the dichotomy of implementing an external aspect of the EU
policies. The Lisbon Treaty, however, provided for a number of pitfalls in the new insti-
tutional system. Practical application of the new solutions during the Arab Spring has
brought to light real capabilities and weaknesses of the EU, which can be overcome not
by amendments to the treaties, but rather by Member States’ inclination to operate in
unison, while having divergent political visions resulting from the States’ particular-
istic interests in the crisis region.

This study aims to present the conditions related to the European Union’s involve-
ment in the Arab Spring, as well as examine the extent of this capability-based involve-
ment in the first months of 2011 against the background of competence disputes
between institutions and inter-governmental contentions. These considerations will be
the basis for conclusions on the theoretical and practical viability of the European Un-
ion’s action in the region of North Africa, in terms of both interests defined in Brussels
and representation of a jointly agreed position and undertaking practical actions in the
international arena. These assumptions can facilitate a new perspective for the EU’s
strategic approach framework in the region of North Africa.

Post-Lisbon Opportunities and Expectations

In the Lisbon Treaty, a major institutional change, whose aim was to satisfy the EU’s
ambition of being an important actor in the international arena, was the decision to
strengthen the position of the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and



Security Policy (HR) by introducing him/her to the Commission as its Vice-President
and the Commissioner for external relations. At the same time the HR took over the role
of chairing the Foreign Affairs Council. A dispute concerning the new, consolidated
role of the HR accompanied the work of the Convention, and later of the intergovern-
mental conference held to accept the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe.
Even if the ratification ended in a fiasco, the dispute continued at a conference preced-
ing the adoption of another treaty. For observers of the European stage, a departure
from the “minister of foreign affairs” title was a sign that the “European phone” would
still ring in the capitals of key European countries, rather than in Brussels. The appoint-
ment of Catherine Ashton to the position of HR on 19 November 2009 came as a sur-
prise to many1. Such a choice of person determined the nature of the function and was
proof of Member States’ political will to reinforce the external dimension of the EU ac-
tivities. As it was before with the election of the most important people in the Union,
some pre-determined criteria existed, such as the country of origin size and location,
political affiliation of the candidate, and even their gender. The finally selected candi-
date was a figure hardly known not only on the European political scene, but also in the
country of her origin, with no previous experience in foreign affairs. Political leader-
ship in foreign policy was actually entrusted to a person taking her first steps in the
field. Indeed, numerous factors affected the choice2. In the first period of Catherine
Ashton’s holding the function, a process began to create the practice of applying the
new institutional framework, where the inter-institutional connections became the key.
In theory, any successor to Javier Solana should benefit from the changes. In the new
post-Lisbon institutional arrangement, HR disposes of the capabilities derived from the
function of the Commissioner for external relations and the incumbent Vice-President
of the Commission. As part of this function, the HR is responsible for the coordina-
tion of external actions, which include enlargement policy, trade, development aid
and humanitarian aid. Granting of coordination powers means that the Commission
Vice-President function, so far merely a symbolic one, has gained much greater signifi-
cance. However, in practice, the HR activities are still subject to Member States’ ap-
proval. The HR position, by having been introduced to the European Commission and
due to the separation of the permanent Foreign Affairs Council from the General Af-
fairs Council with the HR presiding over the former, has significantly improved com-
pared to the capabilities of the High Representative for the Common Foreign and
Security Policy, previously occupied by Javier Solana. The idea behind the change was
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to eliminate the problem of power overlap between the European Commission and the
Council of the European Union where Solana was the Secretary General. What also in-
creased were the expectations towards the High Representative. J. Howorth mentions
here: at the institutional level (ability to combine the duties in the Council and Commis-
sion); creation of the EEAS; securing the EU role in the international arena as an-
nounced upon the Lisbon Treaty’s entry into force; creating a strategic framework for
EU action in the world3.

In order to meet the above-mentioned expectations, given the collegial nature of the
Commission, it was important to make the function of High Representative superior to
other commissioners. Locating the position within the Commission’s structures was
significant for the future directions of the institution’s internal reform, which could lead
to strengthening the role of vice-presidents, or give greater weight to groups of Com-
missioners within the EC. Furthermore, it was very important to establish a framework
for the relationships between the High Representative and the Commission President.
A possible source of conflict between the two is that the treaty confirms the following:
“with the exception of the common foreign and security policy [...], [the Commission]
shall ensure the Union’s external representation”, while before it had been the Commis-
sion President who played that significant role in external activities, especially in the
area of trade and development aid. The relationship between Ashton and Barroso can-
not be considered friendly, as one can easily see the two offices’ rivalry and personal
dislike. Ashton, being the Vice-President and so Barroso’s subordinate, is often in-
volved in competence disputes with him while acting as the FAC head. Some say that
there is actually hostility between the two people who represent the EU outside4.
Barroso has repeatedly ignored Ashton, thus circumventing the Lisbon procedure. The
greatest dissent between the High Representative and the European Commission Presi-
dent could be seen as regards the establishment of the European External Action Ser-
vice. It is noticeable here that the political authority of Solana, Ashton’s predecessor,
which he has built over the years, is beyond her reach. Her stern and uncompromising
attitude makes it difficult to handle diplomatic affairs in the European arena and is the
antithesis of Solana’s jovial style. Catherine Ashton’s major weakness can be seen in
her contacts with the media. After 100 days of her incumbency, dominated by critical
comments of Ashton’s efforts, in March 2010, ministers of foreign affairs concerned
about her public reception, actually began to speak in her defence. Indirectly, this accel-
erated the EEAS-related decision-making. The Council, while under the pressure of
public opinion demanding post-Lisbon successes, was determined to reach a compro-
mise on the creation of the EEAS framework. A strong office and position of the Euro-
pean Commission Vice-President, as provided for in the Treaty of Lisbon, coincided
with the crisis of leadership in the Union, which was evidenced, among other things, by
electing reliable officials, rather than charismatic politicians to the positions of High
Representative and the President of the European Council.
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The emerging new institutional arrangements in the European Union’s external ac-
tivities have weakened the previous prerogatives of the country holding the EU presi-
dency. The rotating presidency of the European Council has been replaced by the office
of a permanent President, elected for a term of 2.5 years, and obliged to cooperate with
the Presidency. The introduction of the European Council President permanent func-
tion results in a change in the political decision-making process. Now a Member State
holding the Presidency of the EU Council is no longer a principal broker but just one of
the participants in a coordinated process. The dynamics of relationships in the arrange-
ment: HR/European Commission President/European Council President – a Member
State holding the Presidency is based on the practical application of the treaty solutions.
What is important here is the political charisma of the presidents of the European insti-
tutions and offices, and ambitions to act among leaders of the negotiating Member
States. The European leadership is evolving. Still, this does not lead to a situation where
political decisions transfer from the inter-governmental to the institutional (Commu-
nity) plane. In practice, Member States – the external action mechanism reformers from
Lisbon – only allow for a limited acceptance of Community solutions that may curb
their impact on the decisions. The problem remains the maturity and will of Member
States to build a common foreign policy, which requires transfer of some powers to the
High Representative as required by the Treaty.

The institutional changes introduced by the Lisbon Treaty were to contribute to
greater dynamics and efficiency of the EU foreign and security policy, and coordinate
the process of managing the external dimension of the EU policies. The European Un-
ion, eager to be a significant actor in the international arena, needed a new impetus that
would ensure the institutional capacity able to take on new challenges. However, the
strengthened mechanism in itself has not sufficed as an incentive to achieve the reform
objectives. Member States, creators of treaty developments, still guard their particularistic
interests, thus significantly slowing down the pace of the Lisbon-created mechanism.
Against the background of institutional disputes within the European Union related to
the formation of a new practice for external activities after the Treaty of Lisbon, we
have witnessed the Arab Spring, which came as a surprise for those responsible for ex-
ternal action in Member States of the Union but also for representatives of European in-
stitutions. These events, however, became the first major test of the applicability of the
new mechanism in practice.

Assessment of the EU Policy towards North Africa to Date

The history of relations between European countries within the EEC, later the EU,
and the North African countries abounds in ambitious initiatives, which have usually
ended with feeble results. The Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (being part of the Bar-
celona Process), which was launched in the mid-1990s was aimed at strengthening the
EU and its Member States’ relations with southern neighbours. It was also an attempt to
solve social and economic problems in the region. The aid focused on such problem ar-
eas that in future could affect the safety and harm the interests of individual European
states. The meeting held in Barcelona in November 1995 was a turning point in rela-
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tions between the European Union and its neighbours at the southern and eastern Medi-
terranean coast. The Barcelona Process has developed a partnership based on the
dialogue at various levels of cooperation. However, the political and institutional links
between the EU and Mediterranean countries were much weaker than the economic
ties. The EU is the main trading partner of the Mediterranean countries. Over 50% of
trade in the region is with the EU, and for some countries, the EU is the destination of
more than 70% of their exports. The Union is the largest foreign investor and the largest
donor of financial assistance in the region. For EU countries, the newly established
partnership was to consolidate what was historically making strong ties and lasting re-
lations with Mediterranean countries. European states saw the stabilisation and devel-
opment of this area of the neighbourhood as a chance to improve their own security and
boost economic profits. African countries were also supposed to protect Europe against
the influx of illegal immigrants. The emphasis on mainstreaming the migration policy
into the Union’s relations with third countries can be observed since the European
Council in Seville in 2002, which insisted on the use of all possible instruments within
the EU’s external relations to combat illegal migration5. In 2004, the Union launched
a strategic partnership with the Mediterranean and the Middle East region based on the
European Security Strategy of 2003. The next step in the EU relations with Mediterra-
nean countries was the adoption of the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which
was the European Union’s response to new challenges arising from enlargement to the
east, and the need to redefine their relationships with old and new neighbours. Intro-
duced in 2004, the European Neighbourhood Policy has brought significant changes to
the strategy and the new EU approach to the Mediterranean countries. Importantly, the
approach was characterised by conditionality – support was granted to the states which
had successfully implemented a comprehensive package of economic and political re-
forms. In this way, the achievement of both parties’ objectives was secured. The first
decade of implementation of the Barcelona Declaration objectives proved a disappoint-
ment to the project’s enthusiasts. Critical comments were also expressed by the Euro-
pean Commission6. However, it provided impetus to new initiatives. In July 2008, on
the initiative of France, the launch of a new initiative was announced, namely “Barce-
lona Process: Union for the Mediterranean”7. Its implementation was supposed to be
based on the existing achievements of the Barcelona Process and significantly contrib-
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ute to increasing the efficiency of the EU relations with Mediterranean countries. This
constituted a shift towards fostering a more active Mediterranean policy, and gave hope
for a revival of cooperation within the Partnership. Earlier, French President Nicolas
Sarkozy had promoted the establishment of the Mediterranean Union. As a result of in-
ternal negotiations within the EU, both the project and its name have been modified.
Under pressure from Germany, the idea expressed in the Declaration of 13 July 2008
turned out to be decidedly different from what was originally planned. The Union for
the Mediterranean is a Union initiative involving all Member States, and not only those
on the coastline of the Mediterranean Sea. This initiative has also failed to produce the
expected impetus for the development of Euro-Mediterranean relations. This resulted
mainly from the intensifying economic crisis and the ensuing low interest of business in
investing in the region8.

An important reason why the current EU policy towards the countries of North Af-
rica is perceived as a failure is the divergent expectations of both parties. Numerous EU
promises made under the banner of protecting basic rights and ensuring democratic
freedoms were not what the Partnership citizens expected, as for them a crucial aspect
was financial assistance9. In a study conducted in the North African countries between
2009 and 2010, the majority of respondents asked “In which areas should the EU play
a greater role?” answered: “economic development” and “trade” (Table 1). The area of
democracy was ranked on one of the last places identified as the expected areas of EU
involvement.

Table 1

In which areas should the EU play a greater role?

Morocco

Dec. 09/Nov. 10

In %

Algeria

Dec. 09/Nov. 10

In %

Tunisia

Dec. 09/Nov. 10

In %

Egypt

Dec. 09/Nov. 10

In %

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Economic development 87 75 79 79 82 82 42 38

Trade 83 74 74 72 72 78 39 30

Energy security 65 47 47 57 43 60 24 16

Transport 75 70 56 65 45 80 26 18

Education 79 72 59 58 36 70 35 23

Culture 63 49 52 59 39 56 33 17

Democracy 68 59 47 53 43 33 32 23

Regional cooperation 46 44 40 54 20 21 27 26

Security and defence 59 51 45 55 42 28 17 12

Freedom of expression of the media 60 37 53 59 40 42 32 18

Migration 70 66 70 72 63 61 28 23
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

External policy and foreign affairs 66 61 50 63 52 30 31 28

Environment and climate change 52 33 64 61 36 62 19 14

Equality between men and women 70 46 55 60 36 38 26 14

The Middle East Peace Process – – – – – – 40 32

Source: Analysis based on: Series: Perceptions of the EU in Neighborhood Partner countries, Evolving attitudes
2009–2010 [Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt], Opinion Polling and Research (OPPOL) project, funded under the
2007–2010 ENPI regional information and communication programme.

After years of implementation of the EU activities targeted at the African countries
of the Mediterranean basin, a thesis is still valid that “one major difficulty of imple-
menting policies rests with the articulation of what can be expected and what kind of re-
form needs to be encouraged in the countries concerned [...]: first of all, the EU needs to
be more sincere in its aims10”. It should be noted that the southern dimension of the
neighbourhood policy is in a sphere of interest of some Member States only. The EU
enlargement to the east shifts the focus of the neighbourhood policy. Since the onset of
the eastern dimension idea, it has clashed conceptually with the southern dimension, as
well as other regional initiatives. In cooperation with non-EU countries, the EU Mem-
ber States are divided along the lines of their political and economic interests. This is
particularly noticeable during the presidencies of individual states, where we either see
the EU policy shifting from the south to the east or backwards11. During the Arab
Spring, the Hungarians and the Poles were surprised by the developments in southern
Europe. Preparation for crisis management operations in the North African region actu-
ally interfered with the implementation of the presidency programme priority, namely
strengthening the Eastern Partnership.

The proximity of Mediterranean countries makes the situation a particularly com-
plex challenge for the EU. The economic and political situation in these countries has
a significant impact on the economies, labour markets and societies of European coun-
tries. Ailing economies, high unemployment among young people, low income per ca-
pita, as well as significant population growth and urbanisation in African countries all
sorely tested the Europeans. In a difficult economic environment, the political system
has been characterised so far by insufficient democracy and the will to change and re-
form. The year 2011 initiated political changes in the region. For the EU this was both
a surprise and a potential security threat. The Union faced the problem of undertaking
joint actions in favour of military, political and economic support to the African coun-
tries, as well as the problem of securing their own borders against the influx of illegal
immigrants. The current EU policy in the region had to be reoriented: while taking care
of its internal security, it had to react outside.
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First Reaction – Surprise and Uncertainty

Despite strong intercontinental ties, initially the European Union did not notice the
strength of social protests which had started in Tunisia and were quickly spreading to
the remaining countries in the region. Uncertain scenarios of the course of events, in
particular anxiety about the consequences of the outburst of a revolt in the Arab world,
which could increase the risk of terrorism and destabilise energy supplies, made the
statements of the politicians and representatives of the EU institutions conservative. In
the first period, disharmony in information was visible (statements by the President
of the European Council, H. Van Rompuy, President of the European Parliament,
J. Buzek, a joint statement by Cameron, Merkel and Sarkozy). The stance of the Mem-
ber States also evolved. Italy did not manage to avoid mistakes (the Foreign Minister,
F. Frattini, made a statement supporting Mubarak), just like France (the Foreign Minis-
ter, M. Elliot-Marie offered help to Ben-Ali in suppressing the riots). The Member
States blamed the High Representative for the initial chaos.

The chaos resulting from the riots alarmed the Europeans in the first place, for
whom it was a threat to security related to a wave of illegal mass migration. In this re-
spect, quick decisions were made by the Agency for the Management of Operational
Cooperation at the External Borders of the Member States of the European Union
(Frontex). Upon the request of the Italian government, operation Hermes 2011 was ini-
tiated on 20 February12. Initially, 8 countries were involved. The purpose of the opera-
tion was to provide support in handling the influx of migrants from North Africa.
Events related to mass migrations, especially to a small Italian island of Lampedusa,
were the result of a long-term policy of the EU to externalise the borders. The policy
consisted of a transfer of border control-related procedures by delegating responsibil-
ity, and also by burdening third countries with the consequences of obligations resulting
from international agreements signed by the same, or decisions taken in the field of
controlling migration flows. The events which took place in Lampedusa in 2011
showed the importance of the second border range running along African countries. Its
breaking was disturbed by the political situation in North Africa, the consequences of
which were massive migrations. It is worth stressing that establishing the second border
range by the European Union contributed to creating double standards of the migration
and asylum policy13. Problems managing the EU external borders led the European
Union to a debate on changing the mechanisms which regulate the functioning of the
Schengen zone, and also exposed a lack of solidarity. It was initiated by France, which
decided to temporarily implement control on the Italian border, when the Italian gov-
ernment, left stranded in handling the problem of mass migrations, granted temporary
residence permits and travel documents to immigrants, mostly from Tunisia. Denmark
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was the next country which took this opportunity to reintroduce border control. These
events made it necessary to take quick measures within the Community14.

Ben-Ali’s escape allowed the European Union to increase engagement of available
instruments. In practice, however, it was limited to political declarations of assistance
for the benefit of reforms15, EEAS senior officials’ mission to Tunisia16 and debates in
the European Parliament, where the HR was criticised for insufficient measures17. On
31 January, the Foreign Affairs Council discussed the events in Tunisia and made con-
clusions in which it expressed readiness to support democratic transformations, and
adopted measures which froze the assets of those who embezzled public funds in Tuni-
sia, in particular the assets of Ben-Ali and his family. It also confirmed that “European
Union is also ready to mobilize every instrument at its disposal to help ease the passage
of political, economic and social reform in Tunisia, to strengthen its democratic institu-
tions and to give greater support to civil society in the country”18. Catherine Ashton vis-
ited Tunisia on 14 February19. She brought the offer approved by the Council to
organise an international support conference, � 17 million to support the civil society
and information on granting an additional � 1 billion from the European Investment
Bank.

Protests in Tunisia led to the establishment of a transitional government open to co-
operation with the EU. Riots in Egypt had completely different effects. The Provisional
Military Council was categorically against any external interference. The EU’s mea-
sures were reduced to political statements20. In its conclusions of 31 January, the Coun-
cil stated that “the EU stands ready to assist the Egyptian people in this transformation
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A 052/11.
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process, taking into account future developments”21. The press noticed that on the day
of Mubarak’s collapse, Ashton was spending the weekend with her family in London
and did not come back to a press conference in Brussels until the evening22. It was inter-
preted as a sign of lack of efforts to take quick and explicit measures. On 22 February
C. Ashton visited Egypt. Her visit followed the visit of the British Prime Minister,
D. Cameron. The main purpose of her visit was to meet the representatives of the new
authorities and the opposition, and to discuss the new situation in the country after the
recent ousting of President Hosni Mubarak, and also to press the current leaders to
make quick progress by changing the constitution and make way for free parliamentary
and presidential elections. The HR confirmed her will to support Egypt on its way to
political and social transformations23.

Libya – a Political Offensive

Events in Tunisia and Egypt were obscured by a revolt in Libya. Mass protests on
Benghazi streets, spreading to other cities, started in mid-February. Diplomatic posts of
the Member States, occupied with organising escape for their citizens from the territory
of Libya, quickly coordinated joint measures. On 23 February, the Civil Protection Mech-
anism was initiated and the EU Monitoring Information Centre24 located in the Commis-
sion’s DG for Humanitarian aid and crisis response25. Its purpose was to quickly evacuate
the citizens of the Member States26. It is worth stressing that the whole operational system
of the EU was involved and tested in practice. The planning and deployment unit operat-
ing under the European Union Military Staff served for the Member States and the moni-
toring and information centre as a contact point, in order to facilitate coordination of the
military resources for the purposes of evacuation and humanitarian assistance. The Euro-
pean Union Situation Centre monitored the course of events. The EU on-line consular
system facilitated exchange of information among Member States. The European Union
Satellite Centre provided satellite images, which facilitated evacuation.

Events in Libya transferred the efforts of the Member States to the European Union
dimension. Political involvement included: statements27, speeches or official visits.
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The support measures included: applying sanctions; providing humanitarian assis-
tance, ensuring the possibility of providing aid. We can distinguish two types of issues
underlying the reactions. In the first stage, with coordinated action within the European
Union, the Member States secured the fate of their own citizens present in this region.
Later on, while ensuring influence on the course of events, they tried to protect their
own interest and the position of a strategic neighbour in the region.

Two fronts of action were visible: the EU and inter-governmental. Coordinated ac-
tivities of the representatives of the EU institutions led to working out a joint position.
The High Representative being at the forefront was supported by her subordinate ser-
vices, with the majority of them testing their operational power for the first time. She
was controlled by J. M. Barroso, strongly engaged in solving the situation. Her main
limitation is the necessity to negotiate each step she takes with the Member States
corps. In addition, the base of the Hungarian presidency, being in this role for the first
time and trying to find its place in the new situation of a crisis response, tried to support
the process of coordinating the activities of the Member States. Encroaching on the ter-
ritory of the High Representative, it imitated, and sometimes duplicated measures taken
by him/her. The face of political leadership in the European Union, the President of the
European Council Herman Van Rompuy, as a guardian of his position and function,
limited himself to official speeches28. The EU machine was not convincing enough, and
first of all quick, for the key European actors to withdraw from taking measures in the
region. The other front was then the Member States operating independently or in
groups, in the opinion of which the activities taken by the European Union were not
effective.

The slump from a long-term status quo, which consisted of turning a blind eye and
creating double standards for the benefit of reaching stabilisation in the region, ruined
the EU’s strategic approach existing so far, as well as the approach of the EU Member
States. The EU’s first reaction was to suspend working relationships with Libyan au-
thorities and a bilateral framework agreement on 22 February. In connection with the
support of the European countries for the rebels, Gaddafi suspended the immigration
agreement signed with Europe in 201029. Upon adoption on 26 February of a resolution
of the United Nations Security Council [1970 (2011)] imposing sanctions on Gaddafi’s
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tive, Catherine Ashton on Libya in the margins of the Informal Defence Ministerial Meeting Brussels,
25 February 2011, A 071/11; Catherine Ashton, EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Se-
curity Policy to address UN Human Rights Council, discuss Libya with international partners,
Brussels, 27 February 2011, A 078/11; Statement by Catherine Ashton, EU High Representative for
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, on UNSC resolution and latest developments regarding the situ-
ation in Libya, Brussels, 27 February 2011, A 076/11.

28 Address by Herman VAN ROMPUY President of the European Council to the Paris Summit on
support for the Libyan people, Paris, 19 March 2011, PCE 075/11; Joint statement by President of the
European Council Herman Van Rompuy, and EU High Representative Catherine Ashton on UN Secu-
rity Council resolution on Libya, Brussels, 17 March 2011, PCE 072/11, A 110/11; Remarks by Presi-
dent Herman VAN ROMPUY at the press conference following the extraordinary European Council
on EU Southern Neighbourhood and Libya, Brussels, 11 March 2011, PCE 065/11.

29 The bargaining card for Gaddafi in negotiations with the EU was always the issue of migra-
tions. He would name himself “the guardian of the EU borders”. During his visit to Italy in 2010, he
demanded � 5 billion a year for the protection of the European borders.



regime, the European Union joined international measures30. Sanctions were imposed
on Libyan leaders and they were extended several times31. An arms embargo was im-
posed as early as 28 February – in line with the resolution of the United Nations Secu-
rity Council. In addition, trade in all types of equipment which could be used for
internal repressions was prohibited. The EU prohibited visa issuance for Muammar
Gaddafi and other people responsible for brutal action taken against the civilians. In ad-
dition, assets of those connected with the regime were frozen. On 21 March, the For-
eign Affairs Council adopted conclusions on Libya and a decision to extend the
restrictive measures (the travel ban and the assets freeze) to 11 more people and nine
more entities32. The new decision prevents all flights in the air-space of Libya and
strengthens the enforcement of the arms embargo33. The EU also froze the assets of
some Libyan enterprises34. The first decision of the Council and subsequent ones which
extended the sanctions, were taken very quickly35.

The key involvement of the European Union regarding the support for the civilians
was connected with the border crisis on the border between Libya and Egypt and Libya
and Tunisia36. The situation on the Tunisian border was considered a humanitarian
emergency due to the massive influx of migrants. The Commission reacted by mobilis-
ing humanitarian funding through ECHO. DG ECHO sent a team of 16 field experts in
humanitarian aid and civil protection, who were deployed in Libya, Tunisia and Egypt
to monitor the situation, and work with the UN. On 2–3 March, the Hungarian secretary
of state, Enikõ Gyõri, and the European Commissioner, K. Georgieva, in charge of
the humanitarian aid and crisis response, appeared on the border between Tunisia
and Libya. Later on, two groups of experts from the Directorate-General for Humani-
tarian Aid and Civil Protection (ECHO) started work on the border between Libya and
Tunisia and between Libya and Egypt. Their task was to analyse the humanitarian crisis
situation.

A first emergency decision was to allocate � 3 million as financial aid. This original
amount had been revised to � 10 and then to � 30 million. This was allocated to respond
to the current needs including the equipment of transit camps in Tunisia and Egypt,
the documentation and protection of people fleeing Libya, the financing of transpor-
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30 Joint statement by President of the European Council Herman Van Rompuy, and EU High Rep-
resentative Catherine Ashton on UN Security Council resolution on Libya, Brussels, 17 March 2011.

31 Council Regulation 204/2011 of 2 March 2011 concerning restrictive measures in view of the
situation in Libya, OJEU, L 58/1.

32 Council conclusions on Libya, 3076th FOREIGN AFFAIRS Council meeting, Brussels,
21 March 2011, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/120065.pdf.

33 It also bans Libyan aircraft from EU member states’ airspace it has reason to believe is carrying
prohibited items.

34 The decision to unblock the assets of 28 enterprises, including ports and power companies,
came into force on 2 September.

35 Libya: EU extends restrictive measures to key financial entities Brussels, 11 March 2011, 7584/11,
PRESSE 56, http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/119728.pdf.

36 Between February 21st and March 3rd a total of 83,252 people crossed the Libyan border into
Egypt (The majority 61,221 people are Egyptians) and 96,963 people have crossed from Libya into
Tunisia (Egyptian nationals – 47,175 people).



tation repatriation through the IOM (tab. 2)37. Member States would also react inde-
pendently38.

Table 2

EU Member States and ECHO contribution

to the humanitarian effort in Libya

DONORS
Commitments

Total (cash and in-kind)

Austria 1,150,000 �

Belgium 2,000,000 �

Bulgaria 139,650 �

Czech Republic 100,000 �

Denmark 4,978,924 �

ECHO 80,574,084 �

Estonia 100,000 �

Finland 4,450,000 �

France 2,942,584 �

Germany 9,800,911 �

Greece 1,770,752 �

Hungary 51,200 �

Ireland 1,000,000 �

Italy 6,836,370 �

Lithuania 14,481 �

Luxembourg 1,827,700 �

Malta 730,117 �

Netherlands 2,500,000 �

Poland 910,017 �

Romania 90,000 �

Slovenia 75,000 �

Spain 7,659,244 �

Sweden 15,380,555 �

United Kingdom 13,651,934 �

TOTAL EUROPEAN UNION 158,733,523 �

Source: European Commission Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection, Libyan
Crisis, Facts&figures, 11.01.2012, http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/coun-
tries/libya_factsheet.pdf.

Political statements of the EU representatives absolutely condemned acts of vio-
lence and the use of force against civilians. On 11 March in Brussels, the President of
the European Council convened an extraordinary meeting of the EU leaders to present
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37 The European Commission’s..., op. cit.
38 Both in terms of funding for humanitarian assistance and in providing transport for repatriation.



strategic assumptions which the EU should follow in responding to the course of events
in Libya and in North Africa. The basis for taking coordinated action by the EU in
Libya, but also a reply to the changes in other North African countries and to a new stra-
tegic approach was a communication on a partnership for democracy and shared pros-
perity with the southern Mediterranean, presented jointly on 8 March 2011 by the
European Commission and the High Representative39. The communication, whose
main recommendations were supported by the European Council during a meeting on
11 and 25 March 2011, proposes to offer to the southern Mediterranean a perspective of
developing a dialogue for migration, mobility and security40 aimed at extending and fa-
cilitating regular migration channels and mobility of the citizens between these coun-
tries and the EU. Developing this document in such a short time can be considered as
a success. A new concept of the policy towards the southern neighbour coincided with
a review of the European neighbourhood policy41. The Partnership for Democracy and
Shared Prosperity in the Southern Mediterranean should be based on three pillars:
1) oriented support for democratic transformations and establishing institutions, fo-
cused mainly on human rights, reforms to the constitution and the judicature and fight-
ing corruption; 2) close cooperation with the society, with a particular emphasis on
supporting the civil society and expanding relations between people, especially among
the young people; 3) accelerating the rate of economic growth, developing and creating
jobs, mostly by providing support for small and medium-sized enterprises. In its imple-
mentation, the following will be of key importance: “undertake Comprehensive Institu-
tion-Building programmes; launch a dialogue on migration, mobility and security with
Tunisia, Morocco and Egypt; strengthen Euro-Mediterranean industrial cooperation;
launch pilot programmes to support agricultural and rural development; focus the Un-
ion for the Mediterranean on concrete projects with clear benefits to populations of the
Mediterranean region; advance sub-regional cooperation; enhance dialogue on em-
ployment and social policies”42. At the same time, the European Union wanted to keep
the rule of conditionality in relations with the neighbouring countries, following the
rule “more for more”. The condition for including the countries in the future EU
programmes is the obligation to organise free and fair elections under the supervision of
foreign observers. The incentive to introduce changes was to be a permanent dialogue
in the form of top-level meetings and discussions. In addition, the Commission made
reallocations in the main aid programmes, where for the period between 2011 and 2013
subsidies amounting to � 4 billion were provided for the southern neighbours. To
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39 Joint Communication: A Partnership for Democracy and Shared Prosperity with the Southern
Mediterranean, Brussels, 8.03.2011, COM (2011) 200 final.

40 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: A dialogue for migration, mobility
and security with the southern Mediterranean countries, Brussels, 24.05.2011, COM (2011) 292 final.

41 A New Response to a Changing Neighborhood, A review of European Neighbourhood Policy,
Joint Communication by the High Representative of The Union For Foreign Affairs And Security Pol-
icy and the European Commission, Brussels, 25 May 2011, COM (2011) 303; Joint Staff Working Pa-
per – A Medium Term Programme for a renewed European Neighbourhood Policy (2011–2014),
European Commission-EEAS, COM (2011) 303, Brussels, 25 May 2011.

42 Ibidem, p. 16.



a large extent, the document was a duplicate of earlier initiatives. The existing ideas un-
derlying the partnership remained unchanged. It is worth noticing that particular atten-
tion was drawn to the indicators such as free elections, and democratic control over the
armed forces. The new approach included permanent elements regarding consolidation
of trade relations, cooperation in the fields of education, energy, climate, transport and
financial aid. The sectors covered by the partnership are as broad as under the previous
framework. The new partnership was an attempt to meet the expectations of the Mem-
ber States which demanded the EU’s activity facing the Arab Spring events, and the ac-
tivity of societies of the Arab countries.

At the beginning of March, the HR established a task group composed of experts
from the External Action Service of the European Union and the Commission, whose
task was to define the EU measures which can be used. A technical fact-finding mission
was sent to Libya in order to evaluate the situation on site. During the Paris Summit for
Support to the Libyan People on 19 March, Herman Van Rompuy confirmed the will of
the EU Member States to support the fight with the regime existing so far from all the
areas they have entered by force. He added that the political transition had to start with
a key role for the National Transitional Council. The following statement was signifi-
cant: “We have to help history. But first and foremost we have to support the Libyan
people and to save the lives of so many”. The military operation “Odyssey Dawn” ini-
tially conducted under French and British leadership, and then NATO leadership, won
the EU’s support. Ashton became a member of a contact group preparing the process of
a peaceful resolution of the conflict in the political dimension. At the European summit
on 24 March, Herman Van Rompuy said that the political objectives, set by the extraor-
dinary European Council on 11 March, remained unchanged: “Gaddafi must go, and
the EU wants a political transition, led by Libyans themselves, and based on a broad po-
litical dialogue”. He stressed that the coalition of the European, Arab and North Ameri-
can countries is a guarantee for solving the situation in the region. In the conclusions
of the European Council it was stressed that “work should be rapidly taken forward
to develop a new partnership with the region, in line with the European Council’s decla-
ration of 11 March 2011. This partnership will be founded on deeper economic integra-
tion, broader market access and closer political cooperation, and will follow
a differentiated and performance-based approach”43. The London Conference on Libya
on 29 March agreed to establish an international contact group with the participation of
the EU and key organisations such as the United Nations, the African Union and the
Arab League. After the conference, Catherine Ashton declared: “Together with key
partners I will continue to work for a solution to the crisis which responds to the legiti-
mate demands of the Libyan people, fostering dialogue and assisting a new Libya to
build a prosperous and democratic future”. On 1 April 2011, the Council adopted a de-
cision on European Union military operation in support of humanitarian assistance in
Libya (EUFOR Libya). Her aim was to ensure the safe movement and evacuation of
displaced persons and support humanitarian agencies in their activities in the region ac-
cording to the mandate of the UN resolutions of 1970 and 1973.
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43 European Council, Conclusions, 24–25 March 2011, EUCO 10/1/11, pp. 7–10.



Evaluation of the EU activities in Libya is not explicit. What should be stressed is
the lack of cohesion of the positions taken by the Member States. The French-British
duet for intervention and the German diplomacy reluctant to take any action took the
opposite sides. In addition, Italian lack of stability in decision-making disturbed taking
the first steps. Lack or delayed reaction of the remaining countries resulted from their
intention to avoid the costs of a possible intervention, taking account of the financial
situation in Europe and scarce strategic interests in this region. The majority of the
Member States became aware of the fact that the direct consequences of the turmoil in
Africa affected only a few. Having that in mind, the EU apparatus had a limited impact
on solving the Libyan crisis. Political declarations, humanitarian assistance, a safety
mission, and joining the sanctions by the international community are the mechanisms
used. Taking into account the political ambitions resulting from the treaty-based foun-
dations, the EU’s activity seems to be insufficient. However, its development and appli-
cation was quite a challenge and a test for the post-Lisbon institutional order. The main
problem was not to take action, but the pace at which such action would be taken. The
EU’s position as an actor in international relations depended on quick establishment of
its new role in the close neighbourhood, where it has the strongest influence and acts
most effectively. The regional position is established in a stable environment. Action
for ensuring stabilisation and contributing to solving conflicts has become a test for the
EU’s intentions and possibilities. It is a guarantee for protecting the interests of the
Member States.

Conclusions

With the Arab Spring events in the background, a new Lisbon order of inter-institu-
tional ties was shaping. The new solutions, which were the fruit of the Lisbon reform, in
practice increased the EU’s effectiveness in the international arena only to a slight ex-
tent. During the Arab Spring, the treaty mechanism of reaction as part of the civil and
military crisis management was tested, as well as the functioning of a border manage-
ment mechanism being created. The EU had the tools which it used with difficulty and
with a significant delay due to the lack of solidarity resulting from different interests
and concepts for implementing the policy. However, the course of events and involve-
ment of some Member States strengthened the EU mechanism and covered over the im-
pression of a noticeable sluggishness of the High Representative.

What is much more important is not the turning point but the period which will
come afterwards. A decision on the direction of changes will be made in the North
African countries. This decision will be important for Africa’s European neighbour-
hood. Taking account of the existing achievements of the policies and programmes,
and also from the angle of the events which affect Europe, the EU is determined to
support Africa. The transformation process does not have to mean the direction de-
sired for Europe for ensuring the values promoted by the Member States, peace,
prosperity and respect for fundamental rights. However, Europe is determined to in-
fluence the direction of the transformations, since it is dependent on the effect of
transformation of North Africa.
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The EU stricken by a financial crisis is not able to build a coherent concept of the
foreign policy in the close neighbourhood region. Divisions in the economic dimension
transpose to the political dimension. The European Union is losing trust in the eyes of
its partners in the international arena. Institutional inefficiency is also the result of
a puppet representation. The European Union is struggling with a crisis in foreign pol-
icy leadership.

A lot was expected of the Lisbon reforms. However, the theoretical solutions intro-
duced faced difficulties during implementation. Their source is to a smaller extent a tur-
moil regarding competences, and to a greater extent reluctance of the Member States to
strengthen the EU’s external dimension. The HR was closed in an institutional triangle
of the Council-the Commission-the Parliament, and surrounded by the diverging inter-
ests of the Member States. A lot of expectations attributed to the impulse which was to
be a new authorisation of the High Representative, fell short. Ashton was entrusted
a mission impossible and was criticised for not doing miracles in the international
arena. In the context of these chaotic activities, the HR’s statement made in the Euro-
pean Parliament and regarding the necessity to take action related to the Arab Spring is
worth noting. In her speech, Ashton said: “I can make hundreds of statements – and
I do. I deplore, condemn, urge, demand – but we also need to act. And that action has to
come in different forms”44. The long-term nature of the process of establishing stan-
dards for the functioning of a new system makes Ashton left alone in the European
arena and undergo increasingly heavier criticism. Perception of her person transposed
to the perception of her function, and this is an alarming signal. Events in North Africa
showed again the importance of personal skills to conduct negotiations with countries,
and the political charisma of the High Representative which is indispensable for further
development of the Common Foreign and Security Policy. Ashton proves to perform
well under stress, keeping an emergency supply, and her persistence helps her in negoti-
ations. With the events on the other side of the Mediterranean Sea in the background,
the answer to a question whether Ashton should wait for the consensus of 27 countries,
or take the initiative, has become more important. The HR chose the first solution and
she assumed responsibility for the coordination and implementation of leadership, that
is, performing the tasks resulting from the leadership of others.

The attempt to work out a new strategic approach in the region, under the Partner-
ship for democracy and shared prosperity, will not trigger immediate effects. It is possi-
ble that, as in the case of previous initiatives, this one will prove equally difficult to
implement. The dynamics of changes in the region is very high. There is a real threat of
a return to non-democratic systems. What is equally certain is a potential consent to the
EU cooperation in the field of migrations or energy supplies with such systems. The EU
has limited possibilities and legitimisation to influence the internal situation of the
countries in the neighbourhood region. Implementing a neighbourhood policy is the co-
ordination of activities in numerous sectors, which by definition is extremely difficult.
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44 Speech of High Representative Catherine Ashton on main aspects and basic choices of the
Common Foreign and Security Policy and Common Security and Defence Policy, European Parlia-
ment – Strasbourg, Brussels, 11 May 2011, A 179/11.



A real challenge will be the long-term prospect of implementing a new stage of the pol-
icy existing so far in the economic and political sphere. However, this policy is the
product of the interests and the power of individual Member States. A lot depends on
whether the declarations and strategic frameworks represent effective mechanisms and
actions.
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