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Productive speculation: the iterative genesis of 
The Union for the Mediterranean 
Introduction

It is tempting to dismiss the recent speculation around the Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM) as a series of political stratagems. As suggested by Lahoud, ‘[the UfM] might 
emerge out of strategic jostling between France and its neighbour Germany […] or 
perhaps it is a competition to secure resource transport corridors between Russia, the 
Persian Gulf, Central Asia and the Mediterranean Union’ (Lahoud, 2010). This is the age 
of region-building.  Governments are increasingly moving towards trans-national 
regional strategies designed to cater to supra-national cooperation and investment zones 
rather than strictly nation-based agendas.0 00

At the core of this shift is the proposal for the Mediterranean Union, a vast political union 
with associated infrastructure such as roads, high speed rail connections and energy-0 0 0 0

related infrastructure that could potentially reshape the patterns of global energy trading, 0

the movements of goods and people and ultimately position Europe at the top of a 
resilient green energy market. This is where the boundaries between speculation and 
strategy blur, where the speculative vision of a unified and prosperous Mediterranean 
basin fuelled by common economic interests and cultural difference is recast as a 0

strategic plan for European cultural and economic hegemony over its Arab neighbours. 

Not to reduce legitimate attempts at region-building to imperialistic ambitions, the 
conversation of the past fifteen years around the UfM has taken several guises and in the 
process diluted a strong vision into a series of bureaucratic exercises stifled by foreign 0

policy agendas in the areas of security, immigration and trade liberalization. 

It’s a tall order: imagining a supranational framework in which the civil societies, military 
forces, private sector interests and politicians of all Mediterranean countries could align 
their interests is a colossal task. But in the space of speculation, where the future is 
imagined in terms of its possibilities, not in terms of its constraints, the project of a 
Mediterranean union has become a reality to be reckoned with. Institutions are formed, 
budgets allocated, agreements drafted.00

From its inception as a bilateral dialogue between the EU and its Mediterranean 
neighbours, the UfM region-building project has undergone several iterations, its 0

ownership has shifted, and its potential strategic outcomes have evolved accordingly. 
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In this article, we retrace the journey of the UfM as a region-building exercise. We start in 
the mid-1990s at the start of the ‘Barcelona Process’, follow the evolution of the idea as 
an EU-mediated Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) through to its metamorphosis 
into a key tenet of a Sarkozian electoral promise. With little more than ‘pre-feasibility’ 
studies to show for its implementation, how has the speculation about the UfM and the 
infrastructure projects associated with its realisation been productive? What spaces of 
possibility has this process opened? To what extent has speculation around the feasibility 
of a Mediterranean Union as a region-building exercise undermined arguments for a 
political union while strengthening the case for liberalized energy markets through 
private sector investment in infrastructure? 

First iteration: A pan Mediterranean vision as a vehicle for EU regional influence  

The strategic importance of the Mediterranean Basin has been recognised for millennia. 
The mare nostrum of the Romans is now caught between worlds in crisis: on the one 0

hand it witnesses the growing disparities between North and South, between developed 
and developing nations. On the other, it stands on the fault line between western and 
Islamic civilizations (Romeo, 1998: 21). Its status as the crossroads of worldviews 
remains untouched, it is the interpretation and value attached to that status that is 
evolving. 

There is no better testimony to this statement than the recent protests and government 
changes that have occurred throughout North African in early 2011. As Tunisia, Egypt, 0

and Libya change, so will the strategic partnerships and foreign policy objectives of the 0 0 0

EU and the US in this region. Although the exact contours of this change will take some 
time to materialise, it is clear that the centrality of this regions energy resources will 
ensure that it continues to play a key role in the strategic interests of EU well into the 
future. 
00

But this level of attention has not always been given to the littoral nations of the 
Mediterranean. It is not until the 1970s that a burgeoning EU focused its attention on its 
predominantly Arab Mediterranean neighbours in the context of the unsuccessful Euro-
Arab Dialogue process that emerged from the oil crisis and the Global Mediterranean 
Policy (Ibid). It is the looming crisis of energy insecurity that brought the EU to consider 
a bi-lateral engagement with the three core countries of the Maghreb in the first instance: 
Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco. 

In November 1995, these efforts were crystallised within a ‘comprehensive and multi-
dimensional framework’ at the Barcelona Conference, where the then-EU member states 
and 12 North African and Middle-Eastern governments became signatories of the 
Barcelona Declaration of the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) (Attina, 2004: 140). 
The decision to renew the EU’s Mediterranean policy originated from a recognition of 
‘the failure of all previous European programmes for bridging the economic gap between 
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the two shores of the Mediterranean and for building friendly relations with neighbouring 
Arab countries […] as the fears of societal security within the European countries was at 
risk from the effects of demographic growth and mass migration from the South’ (Ibid: 
142). 

Initially, the partner governments elected to collaborate through political statements and 
ad hoc programmes rather than through binding legal instruments that would stifle 
progress as partners re-evaluate the strategic value of taking further steps towards 
integration. As a result, the ensuing arrangement took the form of a series of informal 
thematic EU networks and meetings planned and initiated by the EU commission. 

Within this operational framework, it was the cooperation between the civil societies of 
the partner countries that was valued as the most remarkable innovation of the Barcelona 
Process (Ibid: 144). Developing a dialogue between non-governmental stakeholders was 
delivered through EU-style summits and workshops, to which attendance dwindled 
overtime as the initiative lost momentum. 

The biggest missed opportunity of the EMP was the creation of a Mediterranean free 
trade area by the year 2010. Whereas practical steps towards the establishment of this 
zone have been taken, with the creation of MEFTA in 2004 and the consolidation of free 
trade agreements between the EU and Jordan, Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt as a first 
building block of the MEFTA, the Greater Arab Free Trade Agreement (GAFTA) coopted 
the EU’s initiative by achieving the initial aims of the Euro-Mediterranean free trade area 
whilst limiting the free trade agreement to Arab countries, to the exclusion of the EU. 

Another missed opportunity of the Barcelona Process is the development by EU senior 
officials of practical proposals for the implementation of important strategic projects. So 
far, progress on both the ‘Mediterranean Charter for Peace and Stability’ and an initiative 
on prevention of natural and manmade-disasters have been unsuccessful. 

There are a number of criticisms that could be levelled at this ‘first draft’ of a hypothetic 
pan-Mediterranean union. First and foremost is the selection of a ‘functionalist 
cooperation’ framework and bilateral partnership as a ‘regional-level process of building 
mechanisms and institutions to settle the local aspects of global trends and 
problems’ (Attina: 147). Indeed, as Attina highlights, ‘some analysts look at the initiative 
with skepticism and contested the appropriateness of using the conceptual and analytical 
tools of regionalism to deal with international relations in the Mediterranean area.’ (Ibid: 
141). 

Second is the ambiguous meaning of the word ‘partnership’ in this context. The 
partnership-based approach to union-building is one trialled and tested over the past 40 
years with the incremental development and integration of the European Union itself. 
Therefore, in the European view, ‘partnership-building in the Mediterranean [is] a long-
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term process of change aimed at linking North Africa to the liberal-capitalist world’ (Ibid: 
148). This definition of partnership is not necessarily shared with Arab counterparts for 
whom the liberalisation of trade might not automatically result in economic development 
but rather in an erosion of Arab industries, in economic restructuring conducive to social 
instability, and in further European vertical integration to the detriment of Arab 0

cooperation. 

For all its informality, the first iteration of a pan-Mediterranean union raised some 
important questions regarding the terrain the rationale for a union is built on. Although 
ineffective as a true basis for union building, there is much to be learnt from this iteration 
of the project. As a process, the EMP predominantly discussed the ‘soft’ infrastructural 
requirements of a union, around the rules and regulations that would govern trade, 
immigration and the policing of borders. To further develop a tangible vision of a union, a 
shift in paradigm to include the potential of ‘hard’ infrastructure projects as a part of the 
union-building process was needed. Enter President Sarkozy. 

Second iteration: a progressive program for a conservative agenda – Sarkozy’s 
leadership and the birth of the UfM

In the midst of campaign fury in the run-up to the French presidential election of 2007, 
candidate Nicolas Sarkozy unveils a bold new proposal as part of his presidential 
program: to revive the dying project of a Mediterranean union into a strategic French 
foreign policy agenda item which builds on the achievements of the EMP but discards the 
inefficiencies of EU bureaucracy. Mr Sarkozy is determined. This is a project of French 
national relevance and as such, it should be lead by France. The logic is perfect. 

What is clear from this declaration is the intent for Mr Sarkozy himself to play a key 
strategic role within what he has now coined ‘Union for the Mediterranean’. What is not 
clear is what the nature of the union might be and what shape it might take. At this stage, 
the UfM is launched as a ‘broad elusive idea […] a political stratagem used electorally to 
address domestic political concerns in France’ (Gillespie, 2008: 278) 

At face value, the idea, as broad and as elusive as it was, was socially and politically 
progressive: to create a union of littoral countries on the same principles of political and 
economic integration as the EU had been formed with 60 years earlier. And indeed, there 
were many similarities between this process and the establishment of the EU to be drawn 
from. The EU had been the result of post WW II reconciliation between France and 
Germany, quoting economic growth and political integration as key components of long-
lasting peace between two belligerent nations. The Maghreb had emancipated from 
French colonial rule in the 1950s and 1960s. In the case of Algeria, emancipation had 
only been possible through conflict. 



5

In the words of the French president, the French ambition with this proposal was to 
promise to Algeria a uniquely privileged partnership as a result of its difficult colonial 
past: “As in the recent past when France offered Germany to build the Union of Europe 
on Franco-German friendship, France is coming today to propose to Algeria to build the 
Union of the Mediterranean on the basis of Franco-Algerian friendship” (as cited in 
Gillespie: 285). This places France and indeed Sarkozy himself in a position to redress 
the balance of European attention away from Eastern Europe towards the South and thus 
challenge Germany’s leadership in facilitating accession to the EU to former Eastern 
block countries. 

Upon closer inspection of the president’s elaboration of the vision for the UfM, it 
becomes clearer that his vision is not one of free movement of goods and people within 
the boundaries of this hypothetic UfM, but rather a more systematic and concerted 
response to illegal immigration and the systematic repatriation of illegal entrants to the 
EU to their countries of origin. According to Romeo, ‘the possibility of free movement of 
people has been ruled out, given the connection existing in Europe between migration 
and internal societal security’ (Romeo, 1998: 29). 

It would be difficult to argue conclusively that this connection is merely perceived and 
not experienced. The flood of illegal migrants to France, Spain and Italy is indeed very 
real, as exposed through harrowing accounts of journeys starting in the depth of Western 
Africa to reach the sought-after shores of Europe. In recent years, documentary and 
media exposure by the BBC and others has revealed that 22% of new entrants to the EU 
originate from North and Midwest Africa, a figure that ranks just behind the migration 
from within the EU itself, which totalled 29% (BBC, 2007). The BBC-produced report 
shed light on the extent to which the business of people smuggling and illegal 
immigration had become lucrative, with commissions for smugglers ranging from 1000 
euros to 3000 euros for some routes, depending on risk and length of the journey. 

In countries on the receiving end of this flow, such as France and Spain, the inflow of 
these immigrants and the conditions within which they reach their destination has been 
the object of public outcry and has challenged this idea of ‘internal societal security’ so 
dear to President Sarkozy.  And EU-based aid programmes to Africa, to a large extent, 
have been deployed as a strategy to maintain that internal security through the alleged 
development of economic opportunities and the reduction of income gaps between Africa 
and Europe in order to curtail the demand for illegal migration. 

In spite of all these developmental efforts, the border fences at Ceuta and Melilla, 
embody the failure of these ‘good will’ or rather ‘feel good’, policies. In both locations 
double rows of 10-feet high walls reinforces with electrified barbed wire and peppered 
with watch towers, akin to the Berlin Wall and the West Bank Wall, speak miles about the 
effectiveness of this approach. Europe’s response to the threat of mass migration from the 
South is to create its own Todestreife. The miniscule incremental improvements to 
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economic opportunity in Africa have not detracted from the attraction of EU-nanny 
states. Remittance figures for Africa tend to corroborate this view, with remittances 
constituting up to 25% of GDP for some of the most impoverished African nations. This 
is especially true under the pressure of unparalleled natural demographic growth of 2.3% 
per year as opposed to Europe population growth of 0.6% per annum (BBC, 2007). 

Other countries such as Libya and Tunisia are also affected by these large population 
inflows into their borders, both as host countries and intermediary countries. Libya has 
played a crucial part in curtailing the inflow of illegal immigrants to Europe by deploying 
specialist tracking police forces into the Sahara desert to locate and eventually detain 
droves of migrants found in the desert in overcrowded urban detention centres. The 
strategic importance of this role was highlighted by Colonel Muammar Gaddafi’s attempt 
to coax the EU to support his armed retaliation against anti-government rebels by 
threatening to stop the systematic control of migration towards Europe. This threat is 
taken very seriously by EU ministers, fearing that increased instability in Libya could 
lead to hundreds and thousands of newcomers from both North Africa and Sub-Saharan 
Africa, leading to ‘chaos and anarchy’ in the words of one anonymous EU foreign 0

minister (Castle, 2011). 

Admittedly the migration issue and the safeguard of ‘internal societal security’ is also 
dependent on the host countries’ ability to integrate large multi-cultural minorities and 
providing not only the financial backing but also the cultural understanding to allow 
migrants to thrive in Europe. Although France’s response to an increasingly multi-cultural 
make-up could be the object of a paper in and of itself, it is important to establish that the 
perceived threats to this security, a security that directly speaks to national identity, is 
both internal and external, hence the continued legitimacy of the argument that the 
deployment of the UfM project as a sort of Monroe doctrine of the 21st Century. 

Before dismissing the proposal for the UfM as a sign of Sarkozy’s Napoleonic personal 
ambitions, as a project ‘based on a conservative agenda aimed at preserving the status 
quo and [that] remains vulnerable to external shocks originating from the volatile politics 
around the Mediterranean’ (Bechev et al, 2008: 17), Bechev and Nikolaidis suggest that 
the project, however subsequently downgraded and diluted by other EU member states 
(most noticeably Germany), deserves the benefit of the doubt. They argue that beyond the 
original France-centric proposal, the UfM offers promise in its pan-Mediterranean 
approach to transportation, or even depollution (Ibid). 

 In spite of this optimistic view, the proposal for the UfM was vigorously opposed by 
Chancellor Merkel who considered that the EU’s existing ENP (European 
Neighbourhood Policy) was already achieving many of the objectives set out by President 
Sarkozy in an EU-led, therefore controllable forum. She also opposed the additional cost 
of building another EU-style bureaucracy, knowing very well herself how draining that 
bureaucracy can be on member countries. 

Adrian Lahoud 2/03/11 10:25 
PM
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to germany
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The Sarkozy vision has been watered down to a mere shadow of its former self. Many 
argue that this is for the better, as existing EU programs, including the EU accession 
program which Turkey has embarked upon, are already designed to respond to the region-
building ambitions of the EU with its neighbours. The UfM proposal actually had the 
potential to become a replacement strategy for Turkey making consistent progress 
towards its accession to the EU, which in light of France’s upfront opposition to Turkish 
accession, continues to reveal Sarkozy’s strategic yet inherently conservative and post-
colonial agenda. 

Interestingly, although retaining its ambition to access EU membership, Turkey’s political 
alignment seems to be slowly shifting eastwards, with increasing support throughout the 
Arab world. The Turkish entente with Europe was the legacy of Kemalist foreign policy 
that actively avoided engagement with Arab neighbours in favour of Europe. Now, this 
position is changing with Turkey possibly enabling a new form of triangular dialogue 
with Syrian and Iran and a strong, yet somewhat ambivalent ally for Europe and, to some 
extent, the US and Israel in the Middle East. This new strategic position has not only 
unlocked the potential for Turkey to play a more important role around the diplomatic 
table but it continues to confirm as recalibration of Europe’s reach to increasingly include 
its southern neighbours. 

In its second iteration, the project for a Mediterranean Union has yielded interesting 
results, among which the refusal of ‘Southern countries’ to be led on a region-building 
exercise they are not equal partners in. There are several factors at play in the general 
disillusion harboured by Arab leaders: firstly, the lack of funding commitment to the idea 
of an UfM on behalf of France and the EU at large betrays its speculative nature. Second, 
the overly ‘security’-based agenda carries with it negative connotations and detracts 
attention and resources from the potentialities that lie in greater economic integration of 
Mediterranean countries. Finally, in its current diluted state, the proposal holds virtual no 
marginal advantage to privileged bilateral partnerships between the EU and southern 
Mediterranean countries.

Third Iteration: The Mediterranean Union and the High Speed Rail proposal: Shifting 
Europe’s centre of gravity southwards

The essence of the project for a Mediterranean union continues to revolve around a shift 
of Europe’s centre of gravity to the South. This ‘recentering’ holds consequences that we 
cannot fully foresee today but the speculation around a more diverse, heterogenous, and 
therefore more challenging union that would have to overcome not only armed conflict in 
some of its parts, but endemic poverty and questionable political leadership is a 
worthwhile exercise. 00
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The implication here is that mobility of goods, people and therefore ideas and values 
would be a key driver behind this shift.  The same way seafaring along merchant routes 
placed Istanbul at the centre of Europe, strategically located between East and West, 
increased and rapid mobility between Mediterranean cities could allow cities like Beirut 
and Tripoli to recapture that competitive advantage. 

High Speed Rail is perhaps the most elusive and speculative of all possible projects 0

being considered under the EuroMed banner but also the project that holds the most 0

promise, as the natural extension of the existing consolidation of European rail 
infrastructure into an extended network around the Mediterranean basin and connected to 
rail projects planned for the Gulf states. The EuroMed transport project have already 
launched into the surveying and mapping of existing rail infrastructure in North African 
and Levantine countries to build a more exact picture of the extent of the upgrade needed 
in each one of these countries.  

Beyond the technical feasibility of HSR, it is the strategic importance of this speculative 
proposal that should be reaffirmed. The proposition of mobility holds the potential to 0

reframe the whole debate in the space of possibility rather than that of constraint and 
deadlock into a union of free movement of goods and people.00
0000

Large-scale rail infrastructure such as the EuroTunnel also materialises political 0 0

ambitions in the form of infrastructure. On the face of it, there are enough similarities in 
the strategic objectives of both the HSR and the EuroTunnel to warrant a closer 
examination of the conditions of the genesis of the latter. The project of establishing a 
direct connection, whether by bridge or tunnel, across the English Channel to effectively 
corral the British Isles into the European nation-building frenzy had existed as early as 
the late 18th century. Ironically, it is not technical ability or technology that held the 
project back but political instability as Napoleon consistently conquered France’s 
neighbours through a good portion of the nineteenth century. It is not until the late 19th 
century that initial feasibility studies were undertaken and further stalled by General Sir 
Garnet Wolseley as he warned Queen Victoria of the dangers of making it literally 
possible for the French to walk on England. The project was stalled again by WWI and its 
absence decried as a possible cause for the prolongation of the Great War by two full 
years over what was deemed necessary from a military perspective (Marechal Foch as 
cited in Davidson, 1966: 1). 

Fortunately, the EuroTunnel is, since 1994, a reality. The EuroTunnel Rail Link, which 
connects London to Paris in less than 2.5 hours has enabled the emergence of a 
‘denationalised European freedom’ (Favell, 2008), a post-national European identity 
based on the premise of free movement and economic opportunity. Indeed, the 
EuroTunnel and Eurostar allow European citizens to ‘use their basic right to move, work, 
live, and shop anywhere in the EU with no discrimination on the basis of country of 
origin, race, ethnicity, gender, education or income’ (Ibid). However, it can be argued that 

Adrian Lahoud 2/03/11 10:28 
PM
rephrase
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this projection of a free and mobile Europe is actually a middle-class, upwardly mobile 
vision of the benefits of trans-national integration. 

The hopes of a similar scenario playing out in the Mediterranean have already been 
dashed with the exclusion of freedom of movement from the UfM ‘package’. In fact, any 
mention of the movement of people at all through the union is timid and generally limited 
to students and scientists (Gillespie, 284) more akin to a US-style brain drain than a truly 
free and cosmopolitan society based on tolerance and diversity. 
0

The question here is to what extent is this conservative agenda exhausting the potential of 
the project. If it is true that infrastructure is ‘irreducible to its ideological origin’ (Lahoud, 0000 00

2010), then the contest over the effects of the speculative proposal will continue 
throughout all its future iterations. This third version of the UfM reveals the emergence of 00000000000000 0

a very different set of conditions as the epicentre of the speculative UfM and of the EU 
start to overlap in the Mediterranean. It appears that concurrent to conversations about a 
new union founded on infrastructure, is a conversation about the natural expansion of the 
existing union to the South. The competition between these two speculative projects begs 
the question as to which model will deliver the best outcomes for its members and 
neighbours? 0

Fourth Iteration: Recasting speculation as an economic argument: The UfM as an energy 
union.

In a much more ad hoc and non-bureaucratic fashion, the prospect of developing energy 
markets between the EU and the rest of the Mediterranean holds the possibility of an 
initial stage of regional cooperation based on commercial enterprise alone. This shift of 
focus from political region-building to market-building recasts the meaning of 
‘speculation’ within this article, lending it strictly financial overtones. 

The emerging discourse around sustainable development and green energy has been 
shaping the European agenda since the turn of the 21st century. In pure EU fashion, the 
initiative of building a carbon-free Europe, also known as Roadmap 2050, has predictably 
evolved into a massive bureaucracy, linking academics to the European Commission 
around the issues of climate change. 
0

The European Climate Change Fund has developed a network of professionals and 
academics interested in the question of European energy resilience through renewable 
energies. In its own words, “the mission of Roadmap 2050 is to provide a practical, 
independent and objective analysis of pathways to achieve a low-carbon economy in 
Europe, in line with the energy security, environmental and economic goals of the 
European Union.” (ECF, 2010)

Michelle Tabet 26/02/11 3:32 
PM
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With a mission statement full of optimism, Roadmap 2050 has started to speculate on the 
shape a future European green energy market might take. Despite the mainly euro-centric 
maps, that omit to mention the strategic relationship of Europe to its sunnier neighbours, 
provided in the various briefs available on the website, it is clear that the political borders 
of the EU are much smaller than the borders of its green energy production and 
transmission chain. When including solar power producing countries, we find that the 
centre of gravity of this energy union shifts once again to the south, to the Mediterranean. 

Within this context, AMO, the research arm of Rem Koolhaas’s architectural practice, 
OMA, has developed a new cartography of Europe, utilising regional renewable energy 
production potential as the new organisational logic within the EU. In their scheme, the 
nations bordering the North Sea become ‘the Isles of Wind’ and perhaps not-so-
surprisingly, the Mediterranean is rebranded as ‘Solaria’. The Roadmap 2050 project 
recycles the inherited language of progress into a resilience-building project for Europe. 
Its dissociation with fossil fuels and peak oil undoubtedly lends it a positive, progressive 
identity despite its unequivocal primary mission to secure renewable energy sources for 
Europe, and no one else. 

Sarkozy’s project for the UfM had already outlined energy as a key strategic area for 
cooperation between European and other Mediterranean countries. But this was mainly 
driven by France’s agenda to export its nuclear energy infrastructure to in the southern 
Mediterranean (Gillespie, 2008: 278), thus placing France as a leader of ‘clean’ energy 
(save the vast amounts of radioactive waste created in the process) markets in Europe and 
beyond.

Despite this French ambition, it is unsurprisingly solar energy that holds more 
commercial promise within the context of renewable energy production for Europe. The 
facts are plain: the Sahara gets twice as much solar energy per annum as most of Europe 
combined and the EU has pledged to get 20 percent of its electricity from renewable 
sources within a decade (Matlack, 2010). Within these constraints, the EU has no other 
option than to reach out to southern neighbours and start talking business.

 Interestingly, the EU mandate to develop sources of renewable energy is not matched by 0

multi-billion dollar investment in solar energy infrastructure from the EU. The supply of 
power infrastructure centred on Western Europe is the remit of a consortium of private 
companies, Desertec Industrial Initiative, that have been scoping the solar (and wind) 
energy market in North Africa in an attempt to raise the $560 billion investment in North 
African solar and wind installations over the next 40 years (Matlack, 2010). 

The development of this solar energy supply network will require the purchase of 
sovereign solar assets of Sahara countries such as Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria. 
Whereas Morocco and Tunisia welcome the foreign investment, Algeria seeks to act more 
strategically by developing its own capacity, therefore retaining control and the economic 

Michelle Tabet 26/02/11 3:34 
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benefits to be derived from the sale of solar energy to energy-hungry Europe (Ibid). The 
infrastructure already carries the potential to leapfrog the Mediterranean by laying 
underground transmission cable under the seabed. Energy is already being transmitted 
between Europe and Africa, but flowing from Spain into Morocco, not the opposite yet. 

It can be argued that the funding of this project constitutes its most intimidating hurdle. 
With well over $500 billion required from both the private and public sectors to be able 
to provide energy at similar prices to its fossil fuel counterparts, less than $10 million 
have been invested in feasibility so far (Ibid). In this context, ‘speculation’ has ceased to 
designate the process of imagining possible future. Instead, the term takes on its other 
signifier as the potential to reap high returns from risky investments. 

And risky business it is: this project, one of the largest infrastructure projects to ever be 
carried out, is being delivered by a patchwork of governments and business interests 
across two continents and dozens of cultures. Spatially, the energy grid inevitably 
converges on France, who is set to hold a strategic position in whatever future the EU and 
the Mediterranean deliver. Critics view this project as infrastructural overkill, due to its 
speculation on energy sources beyond the shores of Europe when indigenous renewable 
sources are available locally and can be exploited much more economically (Ibid). 

Despite the initial hurdles in getting this project off the ground, it seems that the first true 
steps towards a convergence of economic and then political interests lie in the 
development of green energy networks between the EU and the rest of the Mediterranean. 
Likely to be delivered in small batches, the solar energy project could potentially form 
the basis from which greater integration and complementarity of economies can be 
sought. The benefits of a successful collaboration in solar energy production could start 
to ripple through to other sectors such as the agricultural sector, which in its current state 
only benefits EU farmers protected by the Common Agricultural Policy. 

Conclusion: Speculation and possible futures

The iterative genesis of a union for the Mediterranean union has undoubtedly shed light 
on the preferred architecture of collaboration between north and south and the role that 
governments and the private sector’s place in the speculative process. Starting from an 
ad-hoc political process, the project morphed into a proposal for a binding union which 
relied on trans-national infrastructure to materialise. The emergence of a commercial and 
economic collaboration driven by speculation on the energy market is both disappointing 
and promising. The disappointment stems from an obvious lack of foresight and 
ingrained attitudes towards the south as the warehouse for the north. The promise is held 
in an incrementally adaptive union that progressively builds common investment agendas 
between Mediterranean countries in the hope of later coalescing these economic interests 
into a stronger and more equal partnership. 
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 As processes of integration, partnerships and region-building initiatives serve first and 0

foremost as negotiating fora for EU countries to gain cheap and timely access to the 
resources and products of the ‘South’ but they also serve as a negotiation for the status of 
Arab countries within the world economy and western society. In reality this speculation 
over an increased integration of economies and societies around the Mediterranean basin 
also becomes a forum for the negotiation of values that underpins the EU’s engagement 
with the South, such as Human Rights, religious extremism and perceived levels of 
terrorism threats (Attina, 2004:149). 

0
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