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Acting without Unanimity:
How the EU Can Deliver in MENA

Lessons from the Middle East and North Africa on Turning Fragmentation
into Strategic Leverage

Abstract

The European Union’s (EU) foreign policy in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is
hampered less by a lack of resources than by political fragmentation among its member states.
Diverging national positions and inconsistent crisis responses have weakened the EU’s
credibility and strategic impact in the region. This policy brief is based on case studies of EU-27
interests and policy choices towards Israel-Palestine, Syria and Libya - which remain a pressing
issue despite the conflicts in Iran and Lebanon - and examines the structural drivers of
fragmentation, also outlining practical pathways to strengthen coherence and collective action.

While treaty change and the introduction of qualified-majority voting (QMV) remain politically
unlikely for the time being, the EU can enhance its impact by making more systematic use of
the flexibility embedded in the existing legal framework. Over time, the much needed effective
and sustainable stabilisation, which the EU would help to implement in the southern
neighbourhood, will also depend on closer cooperation with key actors, including the United
Kingdom (UK), the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM),
the United States (U.S.) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).
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Core recommendations:

1. Make better use of European Union Special Repre-
sentatives (EU-SRs) to enhance presence, impact
and sustained diplomatic leadership: Assign new
and strengthen existing mandates; increase contin-
uous political backing by EU member states; in-
crease resources (stronger multinational teams and
EU delegations); follow the positive example of the
EU-SR for the Gulf, and set-up EU-SRs to help solve
conflicts in Syria and Libya.

2. Treat CSDP missions as core delivery tools for sta-
bilisation: Employ more consistently and efficiently
civilian and military Common Security and Defence
Policy (CSDP) missions and operations (after a re-
view of experiences with running missions): security
sector reform, border management, maritime secu-
rity; mobilize enough money and staff; EU-MS may
ensure clearer and stronger executive mandates -
more adaptive to complex conflict environment.
E.g.: scale-up the CSDP mission in Libya for Institu-
tional Reform and Rule of Law.

3. Combine economic and connectivity instruments
to a consolidated strategy: Align the Pact for the
Mediterranean, the EU co-chair role of the Union
for the Mediterranean (UfM), the EU-Gulf Strategic
Partnership, Global Gateway, and Team Europe Ini-
tiatives more strategically (an envisaged new
EU-Middle East strategy can serve into this direc-
tion) to reinforce stabilisation, diversification, inter-
connectivity across the Mediterranean and regional
cooperation within the MENA region. E.g.: Syriain-
terconnected infrastructure projects of the EU with
the GCC should be designed to also contribute to
inclusive good and efficient governance; encourage
EU member states to channel their funds via EU
budget lines in EU-Commission projects to increase
their impact; enlarge the focus of trade agreements
with a strong investment angle.
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. Revert to more flexible decision-making to pre-

vent paralysis and regain agency: Groups of EU
member states willing to engage sustainably in re-
solving a conflict should be encouraged by the High
Representative/Vice-President (HR/VP) and the
Council President to form EU Joint Action Groups
(EU-JAGs / ,coalition of the willing") - modelled on
the E3/EU cooperation on the Iran file (before Brex-
it). These EU-JAGs would support the HR/VP and
the EU Special Representatives (EU-SRs) while
maintaining political momentum and safeguarding
EU coherence and credibility. E.g.: regarding the
sensitive Israeli-Palestinian conflict: An EU-JAG
mirroring the spectrum of different views of EU
member states from Ireland to Lithuania and from
Spain to Bulgaria could increase EU impact with the
conflict parties in support of the HR/VP and her EU-
SR. In general: The MED9 group can serve as an ini-
tiator, facilitator and promoter of the implementa-
tion of joint EU activities in the Med / MENA region.



PolicyBrief

The EU’s Resilience Runs Through
MENA

In an increasingly competitive geopolitical environ-
ment - further complicated by the wars and conflicts in
Europe’s neighbourhood, from Ukraine to Lebanon and
Iran - the European Union’s (EU) resilience depends on
reducing vulnerabilities and diversifying partnerships.
The EU has already been going down this path by defin-
ing the Agenda for the Mediterranean and its EU-Gulf
Strategy in 2022. Apart from promoting stability, inter-
national climate policy has also been a key driver be-
hind efforts to encourage nearshoring and create win-
win situations for the economic development of our
southern neighbours. Such initiatives can also help ad-
dress pressing needs by providing young people with a
job perspective, thus reducing the risk of irregular mi-
gration and the spread of extremism/terrorism.

Today, the southern neighbourhood remains at the cen-
tre of European strategic thinking, with the Pact for the
Mediterranean recently adopted. From energy diversi-
fication and trade routes to economic stabilization and
migration governance, cooperation with the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) has become a structural
requirement rather than a matter of regional crisis
management. The Pact for the Mediterranean and the
new Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) vision docu-
ment - both decisively shaped by the EU - signal stra-
tegic ambition. They outline a coordinated, long-term
framework linking economic cooperation, connectivity,
and investment with stability and security. Yet ambi-
tion meets a region defined by protracted conflicts,
governance breakdowns, geopolitical rivalries, and hu-
manitarian crises. With ten active conflicts,! instability
directly disrupts connectivity initiatives, deters invest-
ment, and weakens economic prospects. At the same
time, divergent national priorities, energy interests, do-
mestic constraints, and competing threat perceptions
fragment the EU’s response. The Union has a strategy
on paper and instruments at its disposal; yet what re-
mains insufficient is the political cohesion to use them
more effectively and to see them through. These spill-

1 Anoverview of the ten conflicts (from Iran to Western Sahara)
covered is provided in the appendix of this policy brief.

over effects and shortcomings of a joint and sustain-
able European response were also evident around the
US-Israel-lran war in the spring of 2026.

Flexible CFSP Engagement in the
MENA Region

In the MENA region, where divisions among EU mem-
ber states often impede common action, the EU should
make more strategic use of the flexibility already avail-
able in the treaties. European Union Special Represen-
tatives (EU-SRs) under Article 33 TEU can provide con-
tinuity, visibility, and sustained diplomatic engagement
in conflict settings where fragmented national initia-
tives have proved insufficient; importantly, their ap-
pointment by the Council is one of the few Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) decisions that may
be taken by qualified majority voting (QMV) under Ar-
ticle 31(2) TEU, which makes the instrument especially
valuable when unanimity is politically difficult.

Alongside EU-SRs, the EU could rely more systemati-
cally on smaller, mission-oriented groupings of willing
member states, here described as EU Joint Action
Groups (EU-JAGs)?, as an operational form of differen-
tiated cooperation within the CFSP, particularly when
coordinated by the High Representative of the Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy/Vice-President
of the European Commission (HR/VP) and/or linked to
an EU-SR mandate. In legal terms, constructive absten-
tion under Article 31(1) TEU remains the most practi-
cal flexibility mechanism, whereas enhanced coopera-
tion under Article 20 TEU and Articles 326-334 TFEU
is available in principle but harder to use in foreign poli-
cy because authorization in the CFSP field requires
unanimity under Article 329(2) TFEU. Informal formats
such as MED93, while not formal EU instruments, show
how likeminded Mediterranean member states can
pre-coordinate positions, build momentum on south-

2 Theterm ‘EU Joint Action Group (EU-JAG)’ is used instead of
‘Coalition of the Willing’ in this policy brief because the latter
has had negative connotations since the U.S.-UK-led military
interventionin Iraqin 2003.

3 MED 9 members are Croatia, Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Malta,
Portugal, Slovenia, Spain.
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https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/459c4319-f163-4b4b-8c6b-0f278e80f497_en?filename=joint_communication_renewed_partnership_southern_neighbourhood_en.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parliament%20and%20the%20Council%20-%20A%20Strategic%20Partnership%20with%20the%20Gulf.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parliament%20and%20the%20Council%20-%20A%20Strategic%20Partnership%20with%20the%20Gulf.pdf
https://north-africa-middle-east-gulf.ec.europa.eu/document/download/72003d02-fa03-418f-b541-d9588aafcd3e_en?filename=JOIN_2025_26_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V7_P1_4391705.PDF
https://north-africa-middle-east-gulf.ec.europa.eu/document/download/72003d02-fa03-418f-b541-d9588aafcd3e_en?filename=JOIN_2025_26_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V7_P1_4391705.PDF
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/ufm_vision-statement_2025_EN.pdf
https://ufmsecretariat.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/ufm_vision-statement_2025_EN.pdf
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ern neighbourhood issues, and reinforce wider EU en-
gagement.

Constraints to EU Action: Agreements
on Ends, Divergence on Means

The political fragmentation is reflected in how EU
member states interpret priorities, threats, and instru-
ments in the MENA region. To capture these differenc-
es systematically, the analysis draws on the EUMENA
Survey, an expert survey conducted across all 27 EU
member states.* The findings illustrate how shared
strategic goals coexist with distinct national interpreta-
tions.

Across the Union, member states converge on overar-
ching objectives — regional stability, conflict preven-
tion, economic resilience, migration management, and
respect for international law — yet pursue them through
distinct national lenses. Some adopt a humanitarian
perspective (e.g. IE, LU, MT, BE®), prioritising civilian
protection and normative commitments; others em-
phasise deterrence and security (e.g. PL, EE, LT, RO,
BG), focusing on Iranian influence, Russian involve-
ment, counterterrorism, and hybrid threats; still others
approach the region primarily through a migration-
management lens (e.g. IT, EL, CY, AT, DK), stressing
border control, return policies, and cooperation with
transit states. These perspectives shape conflict inter-
pretations: Israel-Palestine is framed by some as a
moral and historical issue, by others as a security chal-
lenge, while Syria and Libya are seen either as humani-

4 The survey brings together country specialists with extensive
regional expertise, who were selected for their in-depth
knowledge of both EU foreign policy and developments in the
Middle East and North Africa. Participants were asked to respond
from the perspective of their respective member state. While
the findings do not represent official government positions, they
provide structured and comparative insight into the national
constraints, priorities, and perceptions shaping EU action.

5 Abbreviations for EU member states follow the official country
codes: Austria (AT), Belgium (BE), Bulgaria (BG), Croatia (HR),
Czech Republic (CZ), Cyprus (CY), Denmark (DK), Estonia (EE),
Finland (F1), France (FR), Germany (DE), Greece (GR), Hungary
(HU), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Latvia (LV), Lithuania (LT), Luxemburg
(LU), Malta (MT), the Netherlands (NL), Poland (PL), Portugal
(PT), Romania (RO), Slovenia (Sl), Slovak Republic (SK), Spain (ES),
Sweden (SE).
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tarian crises or migration concerns. For several EU
member states, NATO remains the principal framework
for deterrence and crisis response, reducing incentives
to strengthen EU-only instruments. Fragmentation
thus reflects divergent pathways to stability rather
than disagreement over ultimate goals.

The survey nevertheless indicates considerable sup-
port for more flexible EU decision-making. More than
60% of respondents endorse the idea of groups of
countries advancing in taking decisions and getting into
action (EU-JAGSs), provided they are conducive to CFSP
policies and priorities under the coordination of the
HR/VP and in support of designated EU-SRs under HR/
VP supervision. This points to political appetite for
more flexible procedures within the CFSP, in line with
the Treaties, which could have immediate effect in rela-
tion to Israel - Palestine, Syria, and Libya for example.

This is all the more important as a significant credibility
gap constrains EU influence. Around 70% of respon-
dents consider that the EU applies international law
and human rights more consistently in Ukraine thanin
MENA conflicts, with the perceptions of “double stan-
dards” being particularly pronounced in the Israel-
Palestine context. Without greater consistency, even
flexible cooperation formats are unlikely to generate
sustained impact. Credibility, in this sense, is not ab-
stract: inconsistent behaviour directly weakens the
EU’s ability to advance the impact of the Pact for the
Mediterranean, the UfM agenda and the EU-Gulf Strat-
egy, maintain partnerships with the United Kingdom
(UK), the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), Turkiye, the
United States (U.S.), NATO, the League of Arab States
(LAS), and the African Union (AU), and exercise lever-
age in conflict mediation.

Fragmentation in Practice: EU Policy
in Israel-Palestine, Syria, and Libya

The consequences of divergent national lenses beyond
the conflicts/wars regarding Iran and Lebanon are most
evident in three conflicts that test the EU’s cohesion
and credibility in its direct southern neighbourhood: Is-
rael-Palestine, Syria, and Libya. At the same time, these


https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2025/02/06/the-eus-double-standards-on-palestine-and-ukraine/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2025/02/06/the-eus-double-standards-on-palestine-and-ukraine/
https://north-africa-middle-east-gulf.ec.europa.eu/document/download/72003d02-fa03-418f-b541-d9588aafcd3e_en?filename=JOIN_2025_26_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V7_P1_4391705.PDF
https://north-africa-middle-east-gulf.ec.europa.eu/document/download/72003d02-fa03-418f-b541-d9588aafcd3e_en?filename=JOIN_2025_26_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V7_P1_4391705.PDF
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parliament%20and%20the%20Council%20-%20A%20Strategic%20Partnership%20with%20the%20Gulf.pdf
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Joint%20Communication%20to%20the%20European%20Parliament%20and%20the%20Council%20-%20A%20Strategic%20Partnership%20with%20the%20Gulf.pdf
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conflicts highlight untapped potential for more effec-
tive EU engagement, underscoring that the challenge
lies less in institutional capacity than in political coordi-
nation.

Israel-Palestine: Credibility, Consistency,
and the Limits of EU Unity

The Israel-Palestine conflict most starkly exposes the
tension between the EU’s normative commitments,
political interests, and domestic constraints. Nowhere
is European fragmentation more visible - or more con-
sequential for the Union’s credibility.

Several structural drivers explain why this conflict di-
vides the EU more than others. For some EU member
states, historical responsibility for Israel’s security re-
mains a central reference point, shaping policies that
prioritise Israel’s security narratives and regional posi-
tion (e.g. DE, CZ, HU).

Others emphasise humanitarian imperatives, particu-
larly in Gaza, and the primacy of civilian protection and
international humanitarian law (e.g. IE, LU, MT, ES). Do-
mestic political sensitivities - including the importance
of Jewish and Muslim communities and concerns about
rising radicalisation, antisemitism, and anti-Muslim
sentiment since October 7, 2023 - further shape na-
tional positions. Economic, technological, and defence
ties with Israel, as well as alignment with U.S. Middle
East policy in the context of broader security concerns
vis-a-vis Russia (e.g. LT, PL), add additional layers of
divergence.

Importantly, all EU member states formally support a
two-state solution. Fragmentation arises less from dis-
agreement over the end goal than from diverging prior-
ities, sequencing, and willingness to apply political and
economic carrots and sticks. The result is inconsistent
signalling and diminished EU leverage with both Israeli
and Palestinian actors.

Three Levers for Greater Coherence

First, implement agreed EU positions more consis-
tently. European Council conclusions already provide a
clear policy baseline, including support for a two-state
solution, humanitarian access, opposition to settlement
expansion, and accountability under international law.
More consistent implementation - regarding settle-
ment activity, disarmament of radical groups, security
guarantees, reconstruction and governance reform -
would strengthen the EU’s credibility. Using the UfM
framework for these purposes should also be consid-
ered since Israel and Palestine are equal members in
this regional Mediterranean institution.

Second, more flexible decision-making and advancing
of action. Encouraging a group of willing EU member
states (EU-JAG) to demonstrate political commitment
and advance on joint activities would help strengthen
the work of the HR/VP and EU-SR for the Middle East
Peace Process. Such an action group would allow will-
ing EU member states to demonstrate sustainable po-
litical commitment while preserving overall EU unity
and could help operationalise the forthcoming EU Mid-
dle East Strategy. Bulgaria and the Netherlands are
suggested to be a part of such an EU-JAG since their
former ministers of defence/finance are members of
the interim governance structure for Gaza.

Third, restore credibility through equal standards and
regional embedding. Perceptions of “double standards”
- particularly in comparison to Ukraine - undermine
the EU’s normative authority. A consistent pro-peace
stance requires balanced diplomatic engagement with
Israeli and Palestinian institutions, business communi-
ties and civil society organisations, principled applica-
tion of international law (including smart engagement
with the International Criminal Court), and sustained
support for legitimate Palestinian governance in view
of the two-state solution. Embedding conflict engage-
ment within wider regional cooperation - including
Jordan, Egypt, the GCC states and the League of Arab
States - can further enhance EU influence. Platforms
such as the UfM, co-chaired by the EU, offer additional
avenues to address the regional dimensions of the con-
flict.
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Syria: When Consensus Exists but Political
Follow-Through Falters

Syria presents a paradox. Among the major MENA con-
flicts it is the one where European consensus has been
strongest, yet where sustained, coordinated political
engagement has repeatedly stalled. The case illustrates
that unanimity alone does not guarantee strategic co-
herence.

For more than a decade, the EU maintained a largely
unified approach centred on humanitarian support,
protection of refugees, and backing the UN-led politi-
cal process under UN Security Council Resolution
2254, This consensus translated into substantial collec-
tive engagement, including annual Brussels Confer-
ences, sustained financial support through dedicated
trust funds, and a coordinated sanctions policy. Follow-
ing the fall of the Assad regime, the EU again reacted
swiftly: guiding principles for engagement were de-
fined, sanctions were lifted, and high-level diplomatic
outreach was coordinated under the authority of the
HR/VP.

Yet this early momentum quickly dissipated. The Syrian
case exposes the limits of reactive unity in the absence
of sustained political leadership and institutional an-
choring. Agreement on principles did not translate into
along-term European strategy.

Several structural dynamics continue to shape EU en-
gagement. Refugee movements and diaspora commu-
nities influence domestic politics across multiple EU
member states, particularly regarding return policies.
Divergent approaches to repatriation persist, ranging
from active encouragement of returns to strong legal
and humanitarian reservations. Reconstruction and
economic engagement remain politically sensitive in
the absence of a credible political transition. At the
same time, counterterrorism concerns - including re-
sidual “ISIS” networks - remain acute, while concern of
recurring Iranian and Russian influence is widely
viewed as destabilising, especially in context of the
withdrawal of all U.S. troops. Regional rivalries, partic-
ularly involving Turkiye and Israel, further complicate
the strategic environment. Uncertainty surrounding
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constitutional reform and political transition continues
to limit the EU’s room for manoeuvre.

In short, Syria demonstrates that consensus on objec-
tives - humanitarian protection, stabilisation, counter-
terrorism - does not automatically produce sustained
strategic engagement.

Three Priorities for a More Durable EU
Approach

First, anchor political leadership while a High-Level
Political Dialogue is planned and the reinstate of the
1978 Cooperation Agreement is planned, a dedicated
EU-SR for Syria, operating under the authority of the
HR/VP, could provide continuity and strategic focus.
Such a mandate would help translate broad consensus
into sustained diplomatic engagement, coordinate
member state initiatives, and serve as a focal point for
dialogue with regional and international actors. An EU-
JAG could help reinforce this effort and support the
proposed EU-SR without undermining overall EU unity.

Second, link stabilisation support to inclusive gover-
nance. Even under political constraints, targeted devel-
opment and stabilisation instruments can foster local
resilience and mitigate renewed fragmentation. Priori-
ties include restoring basic services, supporting local
economic recovery, and encouraging inclusive gover-
nance structures that integrate ethnic and religious mi-
norities. A calibrated approach - sometimes described
as “critical engagement” - allows reconstruction-relat-
ed assistance while maintaining political conditionality
linked to rule-of-law standards and institutional re-
form.®

Third, embed Syria policy in regional partnerships.
Given the financial and political weight of Gulf Cooper-

6 Such conditional engagement approaches (‘reconstruction
with critical engagement’) could be the implementation of
infrastructural projects also in regions where minorities live, e.g.,
energy connectivity projects that include the Syrian coast where
the Alawite minority mainly lives, the north-east where Kurds
mainly live and the south where Druzes have their home. Such an
approach promotes inclusion of minorities, decentralisation and,
ultimately, stabilisation.


https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf
https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_res_2254.pdf

ation Council (GCC) states and the central role of re-
gional actors such as Turkiye and Israel, effective EU
engagement requires structured regional coordination.
The EU-GCC framework and Team Europe Initiatives’
offer avenues to align stabilisation funding and political
messaging. Coordinated engagement can also
strengthen leverage vis-a-vis the Syrian transitional au-
thorities, particularly regarding inclusive governance,
security sector reform, and the integration or demobili-
sation of armed groups. Where appropriate, a civilian
CSDP mission could support institutional reform in
areas such as policing and rule of law.

Libya: Geopolitical Proximity and the Cost of
Competing Agendas

Libya is the conflict where European strategic interests
intersect most directly. Geographic proximity, energy
interdependence, migration pressures, and maritime
security concerns make Libya a core European file. Yet
national agendas, particularly between France and
Italy, have long prevented a sustained and unified EU
approach.

Since the fall of Muammar Gaddafi, overlapping energy
interests, diverging migration strategies, and compet-
ing alignments with external actors have reinforced
Libya’s internal fragmentation between eastern and
western authorities. A brief moment of European con-
vergence emerged in 2013 with the launch of the Euro-
pean Union Border Assistance Mission in Libya
(EUBAM Libya) and then again 2020, when Germany
helped convene the Berlin Process and support the
United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL).
But this momentum faded. Short-term stabilisation
masked unresolved structural tensions, while external
actors - including Russia, Turkiye, the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), Egypt, and Qatar - deepened their in-
fluence.

7 European Commission, “Team Europe Initiatives,” (TEls) are
coordinated initiatives bringing together the EU, EU member
states and European development finance institutions, the EIB
and the EBRD around shared external priorities; for the Southern
Neighborhood, see also the TEI tracker entry on “Jobs through
Trade and Investment in the Southern Neighborhood.”
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Libya’s instability has direct consequences for Europe.
Energy infrastructure and prospective interconnectors
are central to diversification strategies. Migration
movements across the central Mediterranean remain
politically sensitive. Maritime security is closely tied to
developments along the Libyan coast and the presence
of foreign military actors. At the same time, the coun-
try’s economic potential - in logistics, ports, renewable
energy, and reconstruction - remains largely untapped
due to political division and weak governance. The du-
plication of institutions between east and west contin-
ues to paralyse decisionmaking and drain resources,
while everyday hardships - electricity shortages, water
supply disruptions, inflation, delayed salaries - erode
public trust and fuel instability.

Libya is therefore not only a security concern but a test
of whether the EU can translate shared priorities into
coordinated geopolitical leadership.

Three Shifts toward European Coherence

First, consolidate political leadership at EU level. The
experience of the Berlin Process demonstrates that co-
ordinated diplomacy can generate momentum when
EU member states align behind a common framework.
Reinvigorating such coordination requires anchoring
political responsibility at EU level. The designation of a
dedicated EU-SR for Libya, supported by an EU-JAG,
could help overcome national rivalries, ensure continu-
ity of engagement, and restore European visibility in
multilateral processes.

Second, focus on stabilisation that improves daily life.
European engagement should prioritise tangible im-
provements in basic services - electricity, water, public
administration - while carefully avoiding actions that
entrench political division. Existing CFSP instruments,
including EUBAM Libya, could be adapted to support
broader rule-of-law and administrative reform efforts.
Delivering visible benefits to citizens is essential to re-
build trust and reduce incentives for renewed fragmen-
tation.

Acting without Unanimity: How the EU Can Deliver in MENA - 7


https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/team-europe-initiatives_en
https://www.berlinprocess.de

PolicyBrief

Third, deploy economic and connectivity instruments
strategically. Libya is well suited for a more assertive
use of European economic and development tools, in-
cluding Global Gateway investments in energy and
transport connectivity. Linking Libya's infrastructure
more closely to European networks - for example
through electricity interconnectors and port develop-
ment - would anchor the country economically while
supporting diversification and regional integration.
Such engagement should be embedded within wider
Mediterranean frameworks, including the UfM, and
aligned with structured cooperation with GCC part-
ners where appropriate.

From Capacity to Coherence: Four
Priorities for EU Action

The case studies point to a common conclusion: the
EU’s limitations in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region stem less from a lack of instruments
than from insufficient political alignment and inconsis-
tent strategic follow-through. Treaty-based tools for
diplomatic leadership, operational presence, economic
leverage, and flexible cooperation already exist. The
challenge lies in deploying them coherently and with
sustained political backing.

In a contested MENA landscape, credibility will depend
on delivery. The EU’s challenge is no longer to design
instruments but to use them with political resolve. In-
action, not diversity, is the real strategic risk. Four pri-
orities, drawn from the case studies, should guide this
effort.

(1) Make better use of European Union Special Repre-
sentatives (EU-SRs): guarantors for a sustained EU
presence in conflict resolution EU-SRs, appointed by
the Council and acting under the authority of the HR/
VP, are among the EU’s most effective tools for sus-
tained political engagement. In complex conflict envi-
ronments, they provide continuity, coordination, and
visibility. Their mandates are grounded in Articles 28
and 33 of the TEU.

8 - Acting without Unanimity: How the EU Can Deliver in MENA

In the wider MENA region EU-SRs are appointed for
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Gulf, the Sahel and
the Horn of Africa (including Sudan). Yet their potential
is often underused. EU-SRs should become a central
political delivery instrument of EU engagement in the
MENA region - following the example of the EU-SR for
the Gulf region.

In practical terms, this implies:

e Expanding geographic coverage where strategic
gaps persist, notably through the assignment of new
dedicated EU-SRs for Syria and Libya, while rein-
forcing existing mandates for Israel-Palestine and
the Gulf.

e Strengthening EU-SR teams through systematic
secondments from EU member states, creating
high-calibre, multinational teams that increase
ownership and political credibility.

e Elevating the seniority and visibility of EU-SRs to
ensure access to regional decision-makers and
stronger coordination across EU institutions and
capitals.

Where appropriate, EU-JAGs can reinforce EU-SR
mandates by sustaining and backing political momen-
tum.

(2) Treat CSDP Missions as core instruments of agents
for change: from presence to strategic impact

The Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP),
anchored in Articles 42-46 TEU, whose decisions are
taken by the Council and implemented under the su-
pervision of the HR/VP, enables civilian and military
missions that complement diplomacy with operational
presence. Especially, Article 44 TEU enables the Coun-
cil to entrust a group of willing and capable EU member
states with the implementation of CSDP missions,
thereby creating targeted flexibility within the EU’s
foreign and security policy. In this case, political coher-
ence is maintained, as the HR/VP ensures the consis-
tency of the EU’s external action. Within the MENA
region, CSDP missions have supported stabilisation
(European Union Advisory Mission in Iraq, i.e. EUAM
Iraqg), border management (EUBAM Libya; EUBAM
Rafah), maritime security (European Naval Force, i.e.
EUNAVFOR missions), and rule-of-law capacity-build-
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ing (EU Police Mission in the Palestinian Territories, i.e.
EUPOL COPPS). A comprehensive EU maritime securi-
ty strategy, as outlined in the working agenda of the EU
Presidency of Cyprus (first half of 2026), covering the
Mediterranean, Red Sea and Gulf (and the Black Sea) is
needed to safeguard trade routes, connectivity, and cri-
sis response in an increasingly contested strategic
space.

CSDP missions and operations should be deployed not
as an exceptional measure, but as a standard instru-
ment of EU crisis engagement and external action. In
fragile environments where diplomacy alone is insuffi-
cient, civilian and military CSDP missions provide oper-
ational presence, institutional support and reform and
longterm stabilisation.

Priority should be given to:

1. Security sector reform, border management, mari-
time security, and ruleof-law capacity-building.

2. Ensuring adequate political backing and sustained
financial and personnel contributions from EU
member states.

3. Closer articulation of CSDP missions and opera-
tions with EU-SR mandates and broader political
strategies, shifting from reactive crisis response to
proactive stabilisation and prevention.

Operational presence must reinforce, not substitute,
political strategy.

(3) Combine economic and connectivity instruments
to a consolidated strategy - the EU’s structural ad-
vantage Beyond diplomatic and security tools, the EU’s
economic and financial weight remains one of its stron-
gest assets. Frameworks such as the investment pack-
age that was conceived alongside the Agenda for the
Mediterranean, the Global Gateway Initiative (GGI)
and the financing of a good part of the UfM offer ave-
nues for connectivityoriented investments in energy,
digital and transport corridors, shorter supply chains
and sustainable modernisation. Economic, trade and
development instruments can serve as unifying levers
even where political consensus is fragile. The Team Eu-
rope Initiative (TEI) was an important means to rope in
national funding, also from the banks. The new Multi-

annual Financial Framework (MFF) will have to expand
this potential of levering private funding, too. However,
a stable investment climate needs conflict resolution in
the MENA region, meaning the more the EU can con-
tribute to create peace and stability in its neighbour-
hood, the more effective their economic and financial
instruments will be. The EU may not make constructive
relations with the countries of the Middle East and
North Africa exclusively contingent on their compli-
ance with its demands regarding migration policy.

Key actions include:

e Deploying connectivity investments in energy,
transport, and digital infrastructure to anchor part-
ner countries economically and support diversifica-
tion.

e Expandingrisk-sharing and guaranteeing mecha-
nisms to mobilise private investment in fragile con-
texts.

e Strengthening coordination with GCC partners,
Turkiye (in its capacity as EU assession country and
member of NATO) and international financial insti-
tutions to align stabilisation and reconstruction ef-
forts.

e Involving the private sector.

Economic leverage should serve as a unifying force, rein-
forcing political engagement and enhancing EU credibili-
ty. So does smooth cooperation among the EU institu-
tions — namely the Commission, the European External
Action Service (EEAS) and the European Council.

(4) Revert to possibilities provided for flexible deci-
sion-making to prevent paralysis and regain agency
Persistent divergences of foreign and security policy
interests and priorities among EU member states have
repeatedly constrained EU engagement in the MENA
region. The treaties, however, already provide mecha-
nisms to prevent paralysis:

So-called “enhanced cooperation” (Article 20 TEU; Ar-
ticles 326-334 TFEU) and “constructive abstention”
(Article 31 TEU) allow a group of willing EU member
states to act within the EU framework without requir-
ing unanimity. Such flexibility preserves institutional
coherence while accommodating national sensitivities.
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In practice, such coordination groups have already pos-
itively demonstrated how political momentum can be
generated within the broader EU framework: In 2025,
the MED9, an alliance of nine Mediterranean and
Southern European EU member states (Croatia, Cy-
prus, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Slovenia,
Spain) pushed for the Pact for the Mediterranean. This
example shows that EU-JAGs can bridge the gap be-
tween national initiatives and EU-wide action, sustain-
ing momentum in protracted conflicts that ultimately
helps the HR/VP in the discharge of her/his functions
and in support of her/his EU-SRs missions.

Flexible decision-making should not be viewed as frag-
mentation, but as a pragmatic way to preserve coher-
ence in a diverse Union. Fragmentation will not disap-
pear. But managed differentiation - anchored in EU
treaties and institutions, backed by political leadership,
combined with trade and development leverage - can
turn diversity into capacity.
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Appendix 1 Overview of Current Means of Flexible Foreign Policy

Purpose

Status/Recommendation

Committee of the
Permanent
Representatives

Core coordination channels within
the EU foreign policy system.

Upgrade with clearer tasking mandates and
explore limited use of Qualified Majority Voting
(QMV).

Formats (COREPER I1)/Political
and Security Committee
(PSC)/Foreign Affairs
Council (FAC)
European Union Special FAC-appointed political envoy Most existing EU-SRs lack sufficient political
Representative (EU-SR)  tasked with sustained diplomatic  authority, visibility and resources. The EU-SRs’
engagement, mediation, mandates should be expanded and additional
coordination and representation EU-SRs (notably for Syria and Libya) appointed,
of the EU in specific regions, supported by a high-quality, multinational team,
conflicts or thematic areas. strong backing from HR/VP; EU-JAGs (groups of
Instruments EU member states willing to engage) could rally
support.
Common Security and EU crisis-management tools Civilian CSDP missions in MENA remain limited
Defence Policy (CSDP) supporting security sector reform, inscale and ambition, most of the existing show
Missions (civilian and rule of law, border management, positive effects; closer alignment with EU-SR
military) civilian protection and mandates and regional strategies is needed.
institutional capacity-building.
Team Europe Initiatives ~ EU member state funding and Align with EU-GCC cooperation and with the
(TEls) implementation vehicles. UfM potentially as a clearing house, windows
to improve coordination and visibility.
Initiator/ MED9 Most visible enhancedcooperation  One of the most effective coordination sub-EU-
Coordination vehicle among Mediterranean EU ~ MS groups. Anchor future EU-JAGs and propose
groups member states. e.g. to task Germany to revive the Berlin process
on Libya.
Three/Five Seas Promote energy, infrastructure, Expand geographic scope southward (Greece,
Initiative (3S1/5SI) and digital connectivity. Cyprus) to connect to Mediterranean dimension.
E3 (France, Germany, Iran nuclear negotiations and Clarify the relationship between E3 and the EU
Interest . . .
SR UK) regional dialogue format. level; add GCC componept for regional balance
for greater effect regarding the Iran file.
Union for the Bridge regional projects and Link to and use to help operationalise the Pact
Regional Mediterranean (UfM) dialogue among EU, southern for the Mediterranean framework, also acting as
Initiatives partners, Turkiye and the Western  a clearing house for TEI/ MED? initiatives.
Balkans.
Pact for the New EU flagship regional policies  Bundles three main pillars: people, connectivity,
Mediterranean framework vis-a-vis the EU and security; important to roll it out, with the
southern neighbourhood. new Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF)
as well as with the help of the European
Investment Bank (EIB) and European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD).
Policies/ New Middle East EEAS-led strategic framework to Under development (expected 2026). Seen as
Strategies Strategy guide EU engagement on Israel- a key opportunity to align political priorities,

Palestine, Syria, Lebanon and
regional security dynamics.

instruments, EU-SRs and partnerships, and to
restore EU credibility through consistency.

EU-GCC Strategic
Partnership

Structured cooperation with Gulf
states on diplomacy, security,
investment, maritime security
and regional stabilisation.

Important strategy also for mediation,
reconstruction financing and regional
deescalation across MENA conflicts.
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Appendix 2 EU-MENA Mapping - Overview of Ten Conflicts
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Description of conflict: Since February 28, 2026 un-
predictable situation in the Gulf and in/around Iran
between war/ceasefire; free navigation in the Gulf at
stake; nuclear, missile and regional proxy conflict with
global implications; high human rights and governance
deficits.

Interests of EU member states: High security and
stability concern for EU and partners in MENA; free
and secure navigation / maritime security; important
EU-GCC cooperation framework affected.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Unclear end and out-
come of U.S-Israeli-lran war/ceasefire; different threat
perceptions; link to Russia’s war against Ukraine; link
to China’s geostrategic influence; US-Israel-GCC domi-
nate influence.

Proposals for joint EU action: Depending on the devel-
opments of the war/ceasefire and purpose to be en-
gaged or not: review/tighten sanctions; internet access
for the Iranians; maritime security higher-profile en-
gagement (ASPIDES, EMASoH); europeanize E3;

mobilise MED9 framework; be prepared for a set-up of
regional cooperation and security structures (CSC/
Gulf/MiddleEast; build on the GCC regional security
strategy and CSC for Europe experineces).

© rRAQ

Description of conflict: Post-“ISIS” fragility, militia
networks, foreign influence.

Interests of EU member states: Build up stable legi-
timate and functioning state institutions; manage
humanitarian, migration, smuggling, counterterrorism
issues.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Low salience; fragment-
ed tools (NATO, EU, bilateral); U.S. strong, GCC, Iran
and Tirkiye influential.

Proposals for joint EU action: Integrate Iraqin EU
southern neighbourhood framework; EU-SR or/and
EU-JAG via MED?9 initiative in the FAC (suggested
Polish leadership); link to EU connectivity and infra-
structure agendas.
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€ ISRAEL-PALESTINE

Description of conflict: Long-running territorial and
national conflict; ongoing Gaza crisis deepens humani-
tarian and political divide.

Interests of EU member states: Mix of humanitarian,
legal, security and domestic-political and historical in-
terests and sensitivities; individual EU-MS developed
strong bilateral economic, energy and security ties with
Israel.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Deep divisions among
EU member states; lack of EU credibility. strong U.S.
engagement; leverage by Egypt, Jordan, Turkiye, GCC.

Proposals for joint EU action: Pro-peace stance and
two-state-solution (work with carrots); legal-consis-
tency; civil society support; enlarge CSDP missions;
historical, economic and diplomatic weight of EU as
leverage. Support EU-SR by an EU-JAG (suggested
Bulgarian leadership, composition of this EU-JAG
may mirror the wide spectrum of different EU-MS
views towards the conflict) in the FAC.

o KURDISH QUESTION

Description of conflict: Autonomy & minority rights
spanning Turkiye, Iraq, Syria, Iran.

Interests of EU member states: Human rights, Turki-
ye-EU relations and regional stability affected.

Obstacles for joint EU action: High sensitivity espe-
cially with Turkiye as a member of NATO and EU acces-
sion country; differing member states’ threat defini-
tions and domestic concerns.

Proposals for joint EU action: View recommendations
linked to Syria, Iraq, Iran.
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© LEBANON

Description of conflict: Political and economic instabil-
ity, Hezbollah influence, on-going military confronta-
tions (Israel-Hezbollah) and influence of third parties.

Interests of EU member states: Build on experience

of United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL)
contributors; ensure Hezbollah disarmament and state
functioning; manage diaspora links.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Contain Hezbollah;
capacity building for state, army and society; improve
Israel-Lebanon relations; U.S. engagement strong,
GCC influential.

Proposals for joint EU action: MED9 could initiate

a mission for an EU-SR and/or an EU-JAG at the FAC
(suggested Finish leadership); EU-GCC stabilization;
set-up of own EU training/advisory mission; reform
and empowerment of the Lebanese Armed Forces
(LAF); inclusion in EU and regional frameworks.

QO LiBYA

Description of conflict: East-West split, foreign inter-
ference, Italy/France antagonism; migration and ener-
gy hub.

Interests of EU member states: Prevent causes of
another round of civil war; overcome the split of the
country and the negative spill-over effects to Europe
and neighbours; transit country for irregular migration;
high potential for energy and economic cooperation;
reduce foreign influence; restore legitimate good,
united governance.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Tirkiye-Libya maritime
memorandum; third party influence (Tiirkiye, UAE,
Egypt, Qatar, Russia).

Proposals for joint EU action: Re-engagement within/
on basis of the Berlin Process Declaration; MED9 could
initiate a mission for an EU-SR and/or an EU-JAG (sug-
gested German leadership) in the FAC.
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@ supbaN

Description of conflict: Civil war, regional competition,
humanitarian disaster.

Interests of EU member states: Increase Red Sea
security, humanitarian relief; manage migration;
prevent spillover into Sahel region; potential for
economic cooperation.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Low salience; split
across Sahel/Horn/MENA policies; irregular migration
and Nile water security; external actors influence
(UAE, Russia, Saudi-Arabia, U.S.).

Proposals for joint EU action: Strengthen EU-SR Horn/
Gulf via MED9; EU-African Union, EU-Arab League and
EU-Egypt coordination; link to maritime security or
Red Sea Security Strategy.

© sYrRiA

Description of conflict: Post-civil-war fragmentation,
influence of foreign powers, displacement and humani-
tarian crisis.

Interests of EU member states: Reconstruction, in-
vestment and rebuilding of institutions; reconciliation
efforts needed; integration of refugees; security and
anti-terrorism; re-engage Syria in EU’s southern neigh-
bourhood and the UfM.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Refugees return, frag-
mentation of society, involvement of and competition
between Israel and Tiirkiye; strong U.S engagement,
GCC influential.

Proposals for joint EU action: High-Level Political
Dialogue envisaging an Association Agreement on the
way; MED9 could initiate a mission for an EU-Special
Representative and/or an EU-Joint Action Group in the
FAC (suggested Romanian leadership); EU-GCC Syria
window; make inclusive good governance anissue in
cooperation with Turkiye and GCC in Syria (infrastruc-
ture projects); review lessons learned from Afghani-
stan and Iraq on risk management

o WESTERN SAHARA (MOROCCO, ALGERIA)

Description of conflict: Dispute between Morocco and
Polisario Front; Algeria involved.

Interests of EU member states: Human rights and
selfdetermination of Sahrawi people; historical respon-
sibility; energy, water, fishery and migration manage-
ment.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Strengthen bilateral and
trilateral cooperation EU-Morocco + EU-Algeria bilater-
al and trilateral; consistency in applying international
law; EU-27 divided and weak image of EU foreign policy.

Proposals for joint EU action: Close EU credibility
gap; facilitate direct dialogue between Algeria and
Morocco; link Algeria and Morocco economically;
MED® could initiate a mission for an EU-SR and/or an
EU-JAG in the FAC (suggested Portuguese leadership).

¢ YEMEN

Description of conflict: Protracted civil and proxy
war affecting Red Sea shipping and trade routes;
humanitarian and refugee crisis.

Interests of EU member states: Increase maritime
security; humanitarian aid; EU-GCC engagement;
help to reduce arms exports to the region.

Obstacles for joint EU action: Reduce threats from
Houthi; increase maritime security; reduce influence
of Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC);
different interests of Saudi-Arabia and UAE.

Proposals for joint EU action: Strengthen EU-SR for
Gulf and Horn; enlarge EU-GCC reconstruction win-
dow; support the International Organization for Migra-
tions (IOM) refugee work; step-up EU Red Sea security
engagement.
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Appendix 3 EU-MENA Mapping - Prioritisation of the Ten Conflicts

Atlantic Ocean
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Arabian Sea

Rank Conflict Mentions Typical Regional Pattern
1 lsrael-Palestine 25 VaIuie§ a!nd credibility split within the EU; historic and domestic
sensitivity
2 Iran® 16 Security-centric approach, driven by nuclear and missile threat.
3 Syria 15 Focu_s. on mlgratlon management, reconstruction, and humanitarian
stabilization.
4 Libya 8 Mediterranean nexus of energy, migration, and regional influence.
UNIFIL-engaged EU member states; Mediterranean and
5 Lebanon 8 . >
diasporadriven concerns.
6 Western Sahara 4 Southern European interest (Spain, Portugal, France).
Iraq, Kurdish Question?, Low EU salience; mainly viewed through humanitarian or peripheral
7-10 < 2each
Sudan, Yemen lenses.

8 The EU-MENA Survey was conducted in 2025, prior to the Israeli
and U.S. strikes on Iran that began in late February 2026.

9 The Kurdish Question is closely interlinked with several regional
states and was therefore reflected in these perceptions and
assessments.
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Methodological Note

This policy brief draws on a qualitative and compara-
tive mapping exercise conducted between April and
November 2025. The analysis is based on an expert
survey covering all 27 EU member states, as well as
Chatham House Rule discussions, workshops, and ex-
changes with representatives of EU institutional and
regional stakeholders. It reflects the diversity of na-
tional perspectives, interests and priorities within the
European Union regarding key conflicts in the Middle
East and North Africa.

The views and policy options presented are those of
the authors and do not represent official positions of
the European Union or its member states. Given the
evolving nature of the conflicts examined, the findings
should be understood as reflecting prevailing assess-
ments at the time of research. Sensitive information
has been anonymised or aggregated to ensure confi-
dentiality.
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