UNION FOR THE MEDITERRANEAN: PREPARATION FOR THE OFFICIAL LAUNCH ON 13TH JULY 2008, IN PARIS
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Paris, 11th July 2008 - The Union for the Mediterranean, the initiative spearheaded by French President Nicolas Sarkozy, is set to be launched officially at the Paris summit slated for July 13.

Under the pressure of Germany, who didn’t want to be sidetracked and see its influence diminish, Sarkozy reviewed his proposal. Berlin’s expectations was that every single EU member be considered a full member of the new body (39 countries in total) and that the European Commission remained the driving force behind it.  Over just a few meetings, the Mediterranean Union became the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM). The new project, once amended on the basis of the changes asked by Merkel and the European Commission, is nothing else but an improved version of the Barcelona Process.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed AbulGheit is expected to meet his French counterpart Bernard Kouchner and other senior officials to discuss the agenda and the final communique of the summit. 

Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and Sarkozy will co-chair the summit to discuss programs for the nations bordering the Mediterranean Sea with the European Union, with environment, renewable energy, disasters combat and navigation and commercial routes topping the agenda. 

Abul Gheit said the French initiative is a positive development in the Barcelona Process, which was launched in 1995 to boost the Euro-Mediterranean ties. 

At Sunday's launch of the Union for the Mediterranean, the president of Syria and the prime minister of Israel are to sit down at the same table for the first time.

Jordan's Prime Minister Nader Dahabi attended the official launch of the Union for the Mediterranean on behalf of Jordanian King Abdullah II.

Algeria's president and Morocco's king are coming, despite the long rivalry between their nations. 

Libyan leader Moammar Gadhafi, who issued a passionate denunciation of Sarkozy's initiative, refused to come. 

Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey, which sees the project as a way to keep Turks linked to but outside the European Union, has said he "will try to attend."

Arab foreign ministers are expected to hold a coordination meeting on Saturday before the summit

The European Commission has said the new Mediterranean Union aims at boosting trade and prosperity and reducing illegal migration, terrorism and crimes in the region.

The Union for the Mediterranean "constitutes an opportunity to relaunch Euro-Mediterranean integration," writes World Bank consultant Jean-François Jamet for the Foundation Robert Schuman.

To establish the Union for the Mediterranean "political and institutional conditions for regional integration" are necessary calling for the creation of a free trade zone in the region. 
Moreover, he believes the size of the Union for the Mediterranean will be a "handicap". Indeed, it will make it more difficult to reach consensus and ultimately slow down decision-making, states the paper. The fact that these countries are so different regarding development, lifestyles and political regimes is seen by the author as a significant obstacle. 

Outlining the limits of the Barcelona Process, Jamet argues that Mediterranean states outside the EU are affected by development gaps and low investment. 
Sarkozy's plan to transform the volatile Mediterranean basin into a region of peace and prosperity was supposed to be the pillar of his presidency and a symbol of France's leadership of the EU, which it holds until the end of the year.

The union is to be made up of 44 nations _ 27 from Europe and 17 from North Africa and the Middle East _ a compromise pushed by the EU that watered down Sarkozy's original vision of only the five European nations on the Mediterranean joining their southern neighbours.

With the Union for the Mediterranean South and North Mediterranean countries will finally have the same right to initiative and decision-making: the Union will have a rotating double North-South presidency with two-year term and a permanent secretariat. 
The first presidents of the organisation will be France and Egypt. The competition for the seat of the secretariat is still open and on Sunday it will be announced whether it is won by Tunis; Rabat or Malta, or Barcelona will be the compromise choice.
The heads of state and government of the North and South Mediterranean countries will meet every two years in order to have a meeting capable of making decisions and giving recommendations every year. 
Common projects are the core of the new organization: clean the Mediterranean by 2020, connect all countries in the region with sea motorways, use solar energy and create common civil protection to deal with the numerous emergencies in the area. 
More ideas will be presented on Sunday, such as the Italian-Spanish proposal to create a development agency for small and medium enterprises 
Soon after a Mediterranean investment bank will be created, modelled after EIB, which will fund the major projects and will manage the savings of UfM member states. 

In a heretofore unseen picture, Syrian Bashar Al-Assad, Egyptian Hosni Mubarak, Palestinian Mahmoud Abbas, Moroccan King Mohamed VI, Algerian Abdelaziz Bouteflika, Tunisian Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali and Mauritanian Sidi Mohamed Ould Sheikh Abdallahi will take their places next to Israeli Ehud Olmert at the international conference. This gathering between leaders, who for so long turned their backs to each other, is not devoid of diplomatic scope.

Inaugurated in November 1995 during of the launch of the Middle East peace process, the Euro-Mediterranean project of Barcelona never managed to bring together Arabs and Israelis at a summit. 
The breakdown of the Israeli-Arab peace process weighed heavily from early 1996 and at the start of the second intifada in 2000, causing the decay of the Middle East situation. Each party’s respective positions in the conflict crystallized, to the point of weakening the peace talks and wrecking all attempts to meet in Barcelona.

Eighteen months after launching his idea for the UFM, in the middle of the presidential campaign, Nicolas Sarkozy is assured to get the memorial photo of his dreams: the nearly complete Euro-Mediterranean “family portrait.” 

Unimaginable only a few years ago, it was made possible by the recent diplomatic progress in the Middle East. The discussions between Syrians and Israelis, held under the aegis of Turkey, and the conclusion of the Lebanese crisis both helped ease tensions and clear the way to al Assad’s visit to Paris. 

The countries of North Africa welcomed the Sarkozy initiative. 
Morocco sees many advantages, both economic and political. 

Tunisia, which is well positioned to house the headquarters of the General Secretariat, supported the French idea from the very beginning. 
Algeria finally ended up maintaining its participation, a decision Sarkozy announced himself. 
Libya was the only one to react angrily at the project. 
Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan  attendance is one of the clues that France hasn’t yet managed to solve. 
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