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The NDCF is a unique think-tank: international 
by design and based in Rome, due to its associa-
tion with the NATO Defense College. Its added 
value lies in the objectives stated by its charter 
and in its international network. 

The charter specifies that the NDCF works 
with the Member States of the Atlantic Allian-
ce, its partners and the countries that have some 
form of co-operation with NATO. Through the 
Foundation the involvement of USA and Cana-
da is more fluid than in other settings. 

The Foundation was born eight years ago and is 
rapidly expanding its highly specific and custo-
mer-tailored activities, achieving an increasingly 
higher profile, also through activities dedica-
ted to decision makers and their staffs. Actually 
the it is active in three areas: high-level events, 
strategic trend research and specialised decision 
makers’ training and education. Since it is a bo-
dy with considerable freedom of action, transna-
tional reach and cultural openness, the Founda-
tion is developing a wider scientific and events 
programme.

The end of the Islamic State territorial dimen-
sion did not represent a turning point in redi-
scussing regional dynamics. The Arab world is 
still  affected by rivalries and internal political 
turmoil. The current fragmentation is exacer-
bated by the link between ongoing civil wars 
(Libya, Syria and Yemen), socio-economic and 
demographic pressures, the role of non-state ac-
tors and criminal activities, taking place in grey 
zones of instability. 

This volume, through the contributions of ex-
perts and policy-makers gathered by the 
Foundation, aims at providing a solid under-
standing of how both state and non-state ac-
tors are trying to exploit the current geopolitical 
situation. In particular, the main aspects taken 
into account are: the role of external actors, the 
dynamics of fragmentation and of a possible re-
gional recomposition, and the opportunities of-
fered by the energy sector that could be a vehi-
cle for economic integration and sustainable 
development. 

Despite such a complex situation, it is crucial for 
the international community to understand the 
general framework, in order to contribute to a 
possible redefinition of the regional political and 
social patterns. In this regard, NATO, with its 
well-established partnerships in the area (Me-
diterranean Dialogue and Istanbul Cooperation 
Initiative) and its expertise in the Security Sector 
Reform and capacity-building, can play a central 
role by assisting countries in restoring their so-
vereignty. The Alliance must, of course, intensify 
these partnerships, following concretely a 360° 
security paradigm.
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Alessandro Minuto-Rizzo
President, NATO Defense College Foundation, Rome 

FOREWORD

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. It is a pleasure to welcome you to 
this conference dedicated to the Arab Region. Welcome to everybody, to 
those who have traveled from abroad, to such a good group of speakers 

and moderators and to this distinguished audience.
We are honored by the presence of H.E. Aboul Gheit, Secretary General of the 

Arab League, a leader of clarity and vision.
The Foundation has the established tradition and priority to regularly devote 

an event to this part of the world. And every time we publish a book giving a 
complete information about the discussion and we see that our rankings in search 
engines on the subject “Arab Geopolitics” are consequently between the global 
first and sixth position according to the size of the engine.

 The title of today’s conference suggests that fragmentation seems to be a general 
feature in the region. We advance the idea that this is a trap and that the Arab 
people and their friends should work for a positive exit. 

The arc of crisis that we witnessed in recent years has to be transformed into an 
arc of opportunities. The so-called Caliphate has lost its territorial dimension but 
other threats are looming at the horizon, or perhaps the same organisation in a 
different dimension. 

There is a wealth of humanity that deserves our best wishes and that we cannot 
forget. We face a great world in flux, which requires us to take a long view, toward 
a new horizon in our history. These historical developments remain in the hands of 
peoples who must take their own choices. It is for the Arabs to take their destiny 
in their hands and for them only.

 It is clear in our mind that the vast historical Arab region has an enormous 
positive potential, its future is critical, especially for the Europeans and for countries 
like Italy, sharing the same waters and skies, perhaps also the same dreams.

Our democracies, however, cannot be only spectators in a complicated world. 
The key question that we have in our mind is that we want to help. But how? What 
should we do, in a concrete and friendly manner?
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Perhaps a bottom up approach made of projects that use the tools of the civil so-
ciety? How to be a real support without interfering? We hope that the discussion 
of today will help to find some answers.

 An essential way to advance international governance is by dialogue; in this 
context we like to use the key concept of “cooperative security”. It should be a 
priority and tireless pursued. 

It is also logical and evident that in today’s environment we need an in-depth 
reading of facts and a wise analysis. Another evidence is that we cannot divide the 
issues at stake according to tradition and diplomatic practice. Problems as well as 
solutions are interconnected in an unprecedented way. The actors can be also very 
different as the emergence of non – state organisation is showing.

The philosophy of our Foundation is to give voice as much as possible to women 
and men of the countries concerned. They know better than anybody else about 
their needs, what is in their hearts and minds.

We know that we have in front of us a vast universe that it is impossible to 
resume in simplistic formulas. Therefore we did our best to provide a good frame-
work for an honest and high level discussion.

Today we have convened here the best possible expertise we can think of. I 
thank everybody who has accepted our invitation to come to Rome, a natural place 
to discuss about the larger Mediterranean.

Our philosophy is to encourage dialogue that often has different points of view 
but always in respect and recognition of the other. Diversity is an asset and not a 
liability.

I thank very much the Political and Security Division, a cornerstone of NATO, 
for its generosity. Special thanks go to Philip Morris International for its invalu-
able and well placed support. I thank everybody who has helped to prepare such 
an event starting with the personnel of the Foundation.

Finally, I am grateful to the Secretary General of the Arab League. I wish him 
the best in his important responsibilities and we are honored by his friendship.
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David Pincet
Head, Academic Operations Division, NATO Defense 
College, Rome 
 

WELCOME REMARKS

The theme of today, “Arab Geopolitics after the Caliphate and how to exit 
the fragmentation trap” is already a challenge by itself and generates many 
questions. Is the Arab world really in a post-Caliphate phase today? How 

do we define the Arab world? Is it limited to the Middle East and North Africa? 
Defeating troops on the ground and regaining territories was a great achievement? 
Is it enough today?

From the borders of Afghanistan and Pakistan to the West Sahel in Mauri-
tania, even in Far East Asia, the Caliphate still resonates. It is probably possible 
to identify a trend of continuity as radicalised extremist groups are present along 
this arc of instability, but the roots, the reasons for this instability and insecurity 
are different. The objectives of those groups, whether they are called Freedom 
Fighters or terrorists are to some extent also different. Al-Qaida, Daesh, Ansar 
ad-Dine, Boko Haram, Moro Liberation Front  have some commonalities and 
pretend to share common roots, but they also are in direct rivalry or confrontation 
when seeking for local power or influence. Some are fighting for what they call a 
just cause, some have economic interests but, at the end, hundreds of thousands of 
families are living in insecurity, and are not able to plan their future and to work 
to build a better life for their children. 

As a consequence, millions are fleeing wars, oppression or poverty as refugees 
or migrants. As human beings, as a nation or as an international organisation, we 
should ask ourselves, what can we do to improve the situation of those persons 
and families, how to relief NOW the pain that they suffer and how to tackle the 
roots of these situations? There is, of course, not one solution as each region of 
this arc of instability has its own dynamics and challenges. Does the international 
community have the right understanding of the situation?

As the international community, are we able to set common goals to have a con-
certed, co-ordinated approach and course of action? The solutions have to come 
first from inside the region, inside the countries, with the appropriate support 
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from the international community. However the current reality is that many ex-
ternal actors also play their own cards and national interests. China, EU, France, 
Iran, Israel, Italy, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the UN and the USA, to name 
a just a few.

The politisation of the radicalisation of religion is one of the important factors 
but it is not the only one: let us keep in mind that also in Europe, during the Mid-
dle Ages and the Modern Age, religion has been used for political reasons, such 
as crusades, inquisition, colonisation, interference. There are also enduring ethnic 
tensions and situation still unsolved: Houthis, Kurds, Palestinians, Yazidis and 
many others. Peoples’ expectations and priorities are different from one region to 
the other: security, freedom, democracy, rule of law, basic services, jobs, education.

The pressure of mass migration is a potentially destabilising factor for neigh-
bouring countries, with side effects also far from countries of departure, if you con-
sider the expansion of populism in Western Europe. I do hope that dialogue and 
consultation, which are at the core of UN, EU and NATO modus operandi, will 
allow a better understanding of how to address those challenges. Very modestly, 
the NDC is supporting this effort.

The principal objectives of our two main courses, the Senior Course and the 
NATO Regional Cooperation Course is, as our founder Gen. Eisenhower wrote 
in 1951: “There is high priority requirement to develop individuals, both on the military 
and on the civilian side, who will have a thorough grasp of the main complicated factors 
which are involved in the problem of creating an adequate defence posture. We must con-
stantly be on the lookout for individuals who are capable of adapting themselves to this 
new environment and who find it possible in a reasonably short time to broaden their 
outlook and to grasp the essentials of this challenging problem sufficiently to shoulder the 
responsibilities inherent in this new field”.

Over the past ten years the NDC hosted 1.200 participants from broader 
MENA region to promote exchanges, mutual understanding through consulta-
tion and dialogue amongst persons with different cultures, history and background 
in order to develop a network of friends and officials in the 29 NATO nations and 
about 15 broader MENA Partner nations.
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Fabio Massimo Castaldo
Vicepresident of the European Parliament, Brussels

WELCOME REMARKS

It is an honour for me to address such a High-Level Conference organised by 
the NATO Defense College Foundation (NDCF). NDCF has a long tradi-
tion of successful conferences where decision-makers, politicians, and other 

actors have been able to exchange ideas in high-level panels.
When I got the invitation for this High-Level Conference I enthusiastically 

accepted the honour of addressing such an important audience. However, unfor-
tunately, I cannot be present today due to my role as Chief Observer of the EU 
electoral mission in Tunisia. As Vicepresident of the European Parliament and as 
a member of the Foreign Affairs Committee, since the beginning of my mandate, 
I focused my attention on the Mediterranean region and its evolutions: I have 
been several times in Tunisia in electoral missions and now as Chief observer. As 
you perfectly know, the European Union is paying great attention to the elections 
in Tunisia. Therefore, according to my role, I had to stay there to carefully follow 
the whole procedure. 

I apologise for not being present today with you but I hope that President Minu-
to-Rizzo, whom I thank again for this idea and his kind invitation, can extend my 
warmest greetings to all the authorities, speakers and guests of the conference.

When NATO was established in 1949 the Arab world was far from being a 
priority of the Alliance, while the EU was still a dream. During the Cold War, the 
Middle East has been a proxy battlefield between the US and the Soviet Union, 
but the main focus of the Alliance remained the Iron Curtain. 1979 changed the 
face of Iran; in 1989 the Soviet Union retreated from Afghanistan and then col-
lapsed. The Gulf War at the beginning of the ’90s was intended as a collective 
effort to maintain peace, but it was ephemeral; the end of the 90s saw the en-
gagement of NATO in the Balkans. In 2010-2011, the Arab Spring triggered a 
sudden change in the whole region; many old regimes fell, some states resisted, 
some other collapsed due to civil wars and sectarian clashes. For NATO and other 
organisations, these events opened new challenges for security in the area.
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Today we have been called on giving some thoughts on post-Caliphate geopol-
itics, on an Arab world without ISIS. But I wonder if this is the case. 

Are we in a post-Caliphate phase? ISIS has been reduced geographically, the 
territory it controls is not wide as it was some years go. But can we say ISIS has 
been completely defeated? I believe that the challenge posed by the Caliphate is 
still quite open, and it is going to take place far from where ISIS was born. The 
problem is not anymore the territorial conquer, but the spread of the Caliphate’s 
message and ideas, facilitated by the weakening of some states, sectarian tensions 
and social unrest caused by poor economic conditions.

Have we addressed and eliminated the roots of the Caliphate? I think that an 
honest answer should be quite negative. ISIS geographical extension has been 
shrunk by military operations, but the Caliphate has not been fully defeated. Let’s 
enlarge our view: Libya, Sahel, Burkina Faso, maybe even in Europe we can have 
some sleeping cells of “foreign fighters”, European citizens who served in ISIS’ 
ranks in the Middle East. It sounds like a paradox, but today the Caliphate may 
be less strong in military terms but it has moved even closer to us, or between 
us, in our communities. There are dozens of pro-ISIS groups around the world, 
spreading from Far East Asia to Africa, and several of them have already delivered 
terrorist attacks. On the ground, the recent Turkish decision to challenge Kurd-
ish units could be an assist to the remaining ISIS units. The Kurds have a long 
tradition of resisting ISIS’ offensives, therefore weakening their position could 
represent an assist to the Caliphate, an assist that does not help the stabilization 
of the region.  

The Caliphate and a series of groups, factions or even lone wolfs inspired by 
ISIS’ ideology will continue to be present and eventually act in several areas of 
the world. This means that they will continue to influence our security and our 
perception of it. The geographical range of the confrontation has enlarged: the 
Middle East is just one of the areas where ISIS or pro-ISIS groups are active. 
There is the case of Libya, where it is no secret that pro-ISIS groups are consoli-
dating their position on the ground[1]1. Then there is the case of the Sahel, where 
several states have been penetrated by ISIS sympathizers; we cannot mention here 
the case of Far East Asia, where already existing terrorist groups have decided to 
“join” the struggle of the Caliphate. This means that areas that were once consid-
ered “far” from Europe and NATO or just unable to influence our security, now 
represent a new frontline for us all. The security perimeter of NATO and the EU 
has enlarged: limiting our approach to the northern side of Africa or the Middle 
East would be a mistake, and it will not provide the answers that many of our citi-
zens are asking. The previous picture with different crises related to different areas 
(Syria-Iraq; Libya; Sub-Saharian Africa; the Persian Gulf) has now changed, and 
these crises are more intertwined than ever, while several states, today, are weaker 

1 Trauthig I.K., Assessing the Islamic State in Libya, Europol, 2019
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than before. This “liquid” context could be a perfect breeding ground for future 
terrorists, extremists or just criminal groups.

 Besides the Caliphate threat, a reflection on Arab geopolitics cannot overlook 
the tensions in the Gulf. In many Western media, the Saudi Arabia-Iran rivalry 
seems to be the main issue, but we should also mention the tragic consequences 
of the war in Yemen, where, unfortunately, some European companies are also 
involved with their weapons.

 So, in such a highly volatile context, where the EU and NATO should look for? 
Can we fully rely on traditional alliances? Can we count on the support of the US 
in our neighbourhood? Can the EU, for instance, just ignore what is happening in 
its backyard, delegating a third part to guarantee the security of its southern flank?

 I have always insisted on a strong synergy between NATO and the EU and 
several topics that will be discussed in these days are a perfect area of cooperation 
between our organisations. The era of NATO as an anti-Soviet Union alliance 
has long gone. We cannot overlook anymore our southern flank as a source of 
opportunities but also of threats. The Sothern flank, therefore, is a challenge for 
NATO but also the EU; during the hearing of the new EU High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs, Mr Borrell, who expressed a clear position on these issues. The 
EU has several tools to contribute to the support and the stabilisation of the area; 
NATO has several other assets, mainly focused on the security side. Stronger co-
ordination of these tools could be beneficial for both organisations. During this 
term, 2019-2024, EU-NATO relations will be at the core of our reflections on 
the security and defense dimensions, and a strategic area like the Mediterranean 
must be at the center of our attention. Nonetheless, EU and NATO efforts will 
not be enough if the Member States will not find some common positions and 
then policies to implement it.

 For the European Union, this is the main challenge: I hope that also the contri-
bution of the European Parliament could push other Institutions and the Member 
States not to postpone anymore a series of concrete actions to help internal se-
curity, stabilisation, economic recovery, promotion of justice, state-building and 
reforms in our neighbourhood. EU and NATO cooperation in the future can 
show that multilateral approaches, instead of unilateral solutions, can be more 
politically and economically feasible, and my hope - and what I will try to support 
in the European Parliament - is a stronger synergy between NATO and the EU 
in the Mediterranean theatre. 
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Mahmoud Gebril
Former Prime Minister of Libya

OPENING REMARKS

What I will share with you are just a few ideas that are subjected to 
criticism and modification because they are still in the process of be-
ing conceived. I would argue, at the very beginning, that most of the 

problems that policy makers and strategists face derive from the fact that people 
do not differentiate between drivers of history and strategic trends: this is a very 
serious mistake. When we talk about drivers of history, for instance, we talk about 
population, we talk about this eternal marriage between technology and capital, 
which has resulted in what is called the ultra-symbolic economy; virtual economy 
with bonds and stock markets are the names of the game. 

Most of the futurists – I claim to be one of them – are trying hard to call the 
attention of every decision maker in our beloved area, the Arab world, on the fact 
that we are facing a new world and that our usual tools and structures of conceiv-
ing those changes are not relevant anymore. I would say that what we have inher-
ited after World War II, namely the United Nations, is talking about states and 
nations but not about individuals and groups. The international law does not talk 
about the individual person but, since late 80s of the past century until this very 
specific moment, societies started to take a predominance over the state, and as 
you can see, the states are striking back, sometimes under the “banner” of nation-
alism or, as Mr Trump puts it, “patriotism” vis-à-vis globalisation. Globalisation, 
whether we like it or not, is siding with the individuals and groups. Just a moment 
ago, we have been hearing about the Houthi, Dahesh, Al-Qaeda, Osama bin Lad-
en: those are the big headlines in our news and in our newspapers. It is the new 
world, but we did not develop any new thinking that can grasp and deal with this 
new world and take part in shaping it. 

Having said that, we cannot talk, for instance, about illegal immigration or in-
ternational organised crime without talking about this exponential increase of Af-
rican population that by 2050 is going to be exceeding 2 billion people. No less 
than 360 million young people will be marching north looking for jobs. This is the 
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crux of the matter, but to deal with it you have to count your bullets here because 
you will not have enough bullets by year 2050. 

Therefore, it is a new type of thinking, to talk about state and society and the 
so-called “ Arab Spring” which took place since late 2010 and early 2011 is just 
the symptom of those new drivers of history. We did not look at the underlying 
causes. Why this took place during those times? Why it did not take place in the 
50s, in the 60s or in the earlier 70s? It took place because a new type of generation 
exists, a new generation connected to different parts of the world, that no borders, 
no ideology, no police can prevent from connecting. 

The core issues today are connectivity and the ultra-symbolic economy: 45% of 
world economies, especially industrial economies, have shifted to service econo-
mies. Why? Because it is a very, fast effective pay-off in terms of profit, and an 
individual became so empowered that by pushing a button he can transfer from 
one stock market to another without the intermediation of banks. That is why I 
am saying that all the structures have to be revisited. Do we need new structures? 
Do we need a new thinking about this new world that I do not know whether we 
are shaping it or it is shaping us? 

 Let me take Libya as an example. I would argue that after World War II most 
Arab countries have built regimes, not states, with a few exceptions here and there. 
Therefore, in the case of Libya, there was a regime but not a state. When the re-
gime fell down, we turned into a “stateless society”, as Gaddafi, with his extreme 
attitude, managed to dismantle every institution created before 2011 and every-
thing was totally related to him and to his will. In October 2011, before my res-
ignation, I said to NATO officials not to leave Lybia, otherwise it would become 
a stateless society with no institutions. Unfortunately, Mr Rasmussen answered 
“mission accomplished”. 

Tribal society, lots of money, weapons all over the place; the risk of a civil war 
was there from day one and we did not pay attention to it. Even the successive at-
tempts by the UN to find a political solution were governed by the Western liter-
ature, because, through the UN vocabulary we assumed that there was a state. So, 
we started developing government structures, by talking about the State Council, 
the HOR (House of Representatives), the GNA (Government Nation Accord). 
This is a government structure for a state that does not exist. 

A huge dichotomy between power and authority emerged in Libya. We have 
lots of authorities, such as GNA, HOR and State Council, but power lays outside 
them. Power is with those who carry arms on their shoulders, whether you call 
them “army” or you call “militia”. Power is with those who own the media and 
shape the public opinion and society. The authorities are helpless and, unfortu-
nately, the representatives and envoys of the UN keep talking to those authorities 
about creating a new government, a government of national unity. How to do that, 
without having the tools to govern? That is the real issue. 

It was natural to have a fragmentation after those Arab Springs happened, sim-
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ply because the national integration process which should be the main function of 
any regime after War World II was not accomplished. So, when the regime fell 
down in the country, those small entities came out as a frame of reference: tribes, 
cities and everybody is using it to get the share of the wealth because that is the 
crux of the matter in the country. Do not forget that Libya is the only oil produc-
ing country in the five ones which have witnessed an Arab Spring or uprisings. 
I do not know if its strategic location, with this immense amount of wealth, is 
a blessing or a curse. With a stateless society, we have different countries having 
their own interests in Libya and the national security of some of them is tied to 
what is taking place there. 

Nevertheless, we always look at Libya as if there is a state and we are dealing 
with it. Our real job is to create the state first, by consensual process among those 
real players on the ground, and then we can create a government structure for it. It 
is important not to consider the “artificial” players, some of them created by what 
is called “international legitimacy” or the legitimacy of the international commu-
nity, but without legitimate base inside: no political, military or social base even as 
a tribe or something else. To find a solution, the first step is to look at the balance 
of power on the ground. Unfortunately, we did not look at it; we looked at the 
direction we wanted to look at. I would argue that, because of this changing world, 
too many competing forces will continue to fight against each other. 

First of all, when we talk about the end of the Caliphate, we have to differentiate 
between political Islam regimes and political Islam movements. A regime might 
fall down, like in Egypt, like the diminishing power of Ennahda in Tunisia (the 
last electoral results are completely different from 2011 and 2014: 89 seats, then 
69 and now 46). But the movement is still there and it is penetrating the society, 
so it is not right to say they are now out of power, because they are out of power 
but they are still within the society. 

The real issue is not only to have guns to kill people, but also trying to feed 
them and give them knowledge, because in the future you might not need bullets 
to kill those people. Until this moment we did not develop a model of a modern 
state that is inclusive and democratic enough for its people, under the rule of law, 
where everybody can find his vested interest to protect that state. That is a job 
for the Arabs and, as my friend Ambassador Minuto-Rizzo said in the opening 
statement, it is in the hands of the Arabs, not in the hands of anybody else. As 
one Sufi philosopher Shams-i-Tabrīzī once said: “How on earth can a little seed 
comprehend and know that it carries within itself a huge tree?”. We have a huge 
tree within ourselves but we do not recognise it. 

Unfortunately, in the Libyan case, we became totally dependent on foreign play-
ers. We did not have the chance to listen to ourselves as Libyans. We listened 
about ourselves from others: stereotypes and images against each other. We have 
been classified between seculars, non-believers, Muslims, liberals. Before 2011, 
there was no political stream of thought, there were no parties. When this hap-
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pened, it is after 2011. These are just challenges for foreign penetration and it is 
on us, as Libyans, to take things in our hands. I cannot blame any foreign player 
to intervene in Libya because, as Martin Luther King said: “Nobody can’t ride your 
back unless it is bent”. We have bent down so badly. 

If we could help coming up with specific propositions to minimise the fragmen-
tation in the future, assuming that this conflict will come to an end, I would sug-
gest two things: first, for those foreign players, why do not they have mega-joint 
projects in Libya, with the partnership of the main regional power? Why ENI and 
Total do not have joint-ventures with Egypt, Algeria, Morocco and Libya? So 
they have a joint vested interest in Libya, instead of fighting each other as ENI or 
Total on Libyan soil. Why can’t we have mega projects with European technology 
and Libyan money to create the biggest transformation training hub in the history 
of mankind on Libyan soil to recycle those young Africans and provide them with 
skills and knowledge according to the needs of the European economy till the year 
2035? I presented this project to Lady Ashton in 2009 and she liked it very much, 
she was very willing to go for it but, unfortunately, Gaddafi turned it down. 

That is how you can deal with illegal immigration: you should give an economic 
alternative. For us, in Libya, to achieve more unity and fight fragmentation, we 
suggest to have what we call cross-tribes, cross-cities mega projects, where the 
sons of victims from both tribes, from both cities are shareholders in these new 
projects. So, you can expect that the continuous “tic-tac-toe” between state and 
society in this area is not going to end soon. 

Terrorism is not going to end soon and might take new forms. Do not rule out 
that after terrorists are done with their “incubators” such as Libya and Syria, they 
are going to move on European soil, and there the indicator is France. So, having 
“fortress countries”, as Mr Trump said, is not going to serve you. 

It is by realising and recognising that this is a new world and that we have to 
deal with it differently by more inclusiveness, participation and development for 
those countries, that the level of poverty can be reduced. Last year, 821 million of 
people were under the line of poverty, and this runs against the 2030 vision of the 
United Nations. 

To conclude, I would say that it is essential to acquire more knowledge, open-
ness, participation for the young people, building new economies compatible with 
this new global economy, especially in our countries and in the region, to position 
our economy within the regional and the global economy, and discover the com-
petitive edge first. 

Do not start building before discovering your competitive edge in a comparative 
manner, because the moment you discover your competitive edge, then the identi-
ty of your economy is defined. At that point, you can decide the type of education 
your students have to acquire, so they can sustain the competitiveness and the 
sustainability of growth of that economy. You know where to build cities, you 
know where to pave roads. This is how economies are built, but we are moving in 
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a circle since 1945 and from time to time we sit among ourselves as Arabs and we 
wonder: “Why Singapore and South Korea managed to cross to the new world and 
we did not?” Because we did not take the right first step. We just started moving 
in a certain road and, in the middle of it, we discovered that we were on the wrong 
direction, and we had to start all over again. 

So, it is about time to end this fragmentation, to have common interests in the 
future by building those projects. Talking about identity in a tribal society, in a 
stateless society is a baseless argument. We have to take the first step by building 
common interests before talking about national identity, because national identity 
until now has just the function of passport and ID. Indeed, real citizenship is a 
matter of building a new culture, a new education, a new economy when every-
body has vested interests in it. Then, at that moment, any citizen, any party, any 
city, any Arab country will be able to feel that it is its own responsibility to defend 
the nation. This is a ultimate objective that will take a 1000 mile road but we 
should start not just with one step, but with the correct step.
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POLITICAL SUMMARY

If one looks at a map depicting the four ongoing crises in North Africa, Levant 
and the Gulf, with their underlying political and social fractures, beyond the 
quickly changing tapestry of militias, one sees clearly that four countries are 

disintegrated, near disintegration or narrowly may have escaped that fate (Libya, 
Syria, Iraq and Yemen). In a twist of history, the majority of these states were part 
of previously attempted confederations or unions in the past century: the Union of 
Arab States (Egypt, Syria, Yemen from 1958 to 1961) or the Federation of Arab 
Republics (Libya, Egypt and Syria in the period 1972-1977). 

The conference has effectively highlighted five relevant points for policy makers. 
The first being that fragmentation is not only regional, but global. It is not by 
chance that one geopolitical vision floated in Russia sees a global future of multi-
ple and distinct heartlands (North American, European/Populist, Russian, etc.), 
once the isolationism apparently prevailing in the USA has curtailed the US naval 
power. The old Middle East would be split between an Arab Heartland and an 
Islamic/Ottoman/Persian one.

Part and parcel of this global fragmentation is a US leadership that cannot be 
taken for granted or predictable not only for the policies of the present adminis-
tration, but for a general disillusionment of the American elite vis-à-vis the older 
Middle East as a whole, not to speak about the nationalism and unilateralism 
that hampers the coherence of the “West”, entailing a transatlantic fragmentation. 
China and Russia obviously take into account this handicap. This is evident when 
one considers that Gulf powers “pivoted to East” since the 2010s, in terms of en-
ergy export, trade and market routes, investments, and infrastructures.

The second relevant aspect is that several countries collapsed because their elites 
and societies were on the one hand unable/unwilling to accomplish a national 
integration process (Iraq, Syria, Libya, Yemen) or are still painfully building it up 
(Lebanon). It should be borne in mind that the symptoms of this type of crisis 
were first visible in Somalia (January 1991) and Yugoslavia (June 1991), but were 



Arab Geopolitics After the Caliphate. How to Exit the Fragmentation Trap24

dismissed as tribal resurgences affecting backward regions. Today’s proliferation of 
separatisms in Europe should caution against such simplistic evaluations. 

On the other hand, governments or regimes were set up in these and other 
countries, but not states, insofar that a state represents a guarantee of essential 
rights for all its citizens, irrespective of religion, family, gender, race. The inter-
national institutions, according to some speakers, should fully acknowledge this 
reality, avoiding to assume that there are government structures when they do not 
exist or labelling factions (e.g. seculars, non-believers, Muslims, liberals, moder-
ate Islamists etc.) in a way that ends in distorting policy-making. In the end the 
international community should understand that it is essential to talk with all 
factions (as Italians do routinely and Russians did in Syria) and that legitimacy is 
not bestowed from above if it does not exist on the ground.

The third issue on a practical policy level is represented by three priorities well 
known by Arab policy makers: ending the war in Syria and restoring the country; 
ending the rise of pseudo-religious extremism and ending the denial of Palestinian 
statehood.

The fourth point revolves around energy and energy transition. While theories 
about peak oil appear less convincing than before, the prospect of a peak demand 
in fossil sources is quite real due to the massive development of renewables. This is 
a serious risk for the economic and political transition of energy producers; such a 
transition inevitably needs to be managed together by producers and consumers, if 
one wants to avoid further turmoil and war.

Finally, some speakers pointed out at policies to reduce or to set on a solution 
course one or more regional crises. Politically the old regimes should evolve into 
less brutal authoritarianisms and more real participatory governances at least, if 
they want to avoid the continuation of the “Caliphate” dystopia. In terms of ener-
gy policies, the interconnection of electric grids between Maghreb and Gulf coun-
tries would be a serious incentive to foster common regional interests and a push 
towards a gradual decarbonisation. Economically the reconstruction of war-torn 
countries should favour projects across existing divides, creating vested interests 
for every actor.
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BACKGROUND POLICY PAPER

Two years after the fall of the Caliphate, the Arab world has still been un-
able to express a stable regional order built upon the material and political/
moral ruins left. The end of the territorial dimension of the Islamic State 

(also known as ISIS or ISIL) could have represented a turning point to re-discuss 
and re-arrange a new concert of powers in the region. On the other hand, a dis-
torted paradigm of the civilian-military relationship, the role of external actors and 
the rise of asymmetrical threats are all factors fuelling a new cycle of fragmentation 
that is threatening the stability of the region once again. 

The end of the Caliphate has led to the de-structuration of ISIS, which is roll-
ing back from a transnational phenomenon towards a local threat, in which each 
national or regional wilaya (province) enjoys a high degree of independence from 
the weakened core. A consequence of ISIS’ territorial regression has also been 
the re-emergence of the main paradox of the post-2013 Arab world: the illusory 
trade-off between security and democracy (once again), reflected in the uneasy 
relation between civilian authorities and the military. At the beginning of 2019 
this distorted perception has been shattered by the start of the protest movement 
in Algeria that highlighted the return of social and political grievances that were 
muted after the beginning of the post-Arab Spring era. Protests in Algeria and 
Sudan (and the most recent demonstrations in Egypt) are extending North Af-
rica’s grey zone of instability, where the face-off between the protesters and the 
military will be crucial to redefine a new balance of power, test the resilience of the 
regimes and eventually address the demands of the populations. 

In the meanwhile, intractable conflicts continue to represent a source of insta-
bility. In Libya General Khalifa Haftar’s offensive on Tripoli resulted in a deadly 
stalemate in which meddling powers with different agendas doubled down their 
efforts to support their proxies. The active role of Turkey is an example of how 
low and medium-intensity conflicts are allowing non-Arab powers to extend their 
influence. The Levant has not been spared also, experiencing the geopolitical re-
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surgence of the Iranian-Shiite alliances. The fostering of sectarian identity politics 
in combination with the re-establishment of territorial rule, indicate a momentum 
for continuity of the current Syrian state order, at least in the medium term. 

Within this highly polarised geopolitical context, fragile states, lacking legiti-
macy and faced with socio-economic and demographic pressures, will continue to 
exploit the ‘sectarianisation’ of regional politics to pursue national interests beyond 
national borders.

This strategy uses sectarian norms to empower non-state actors as proxies, but 
combining them also with sovereignty norms to enhance state institutions. For the 
international community and NATO, grasping and disarticulating the ambiguity 
of this hybrid strategy is pivotal to play a constructive role for regional security and 
stability.

At the backdrop of this fragmented environment, the discovery of energy re-
sources in the Eastern Mediterranean introduces a new dynamic to regional mari-
time energy security. The discovery of energy reserves bears the potential to trigger 
partial regional economic integration, yet underlying ideological and political an-
imosities risk to turn this window of opportunity again into a scene for hegemon-
ic regional rivalry. Within this framework, multiple smaller multilateral alliances 
with conflicting interests are emerging. The strategic refocus of the great powers 
on the region adds another layer to the already complex security environment. 
Concomitantly, the Eastern Mediterranean evolves to become the centre of gravi-
ty of the heightened US-Iranian confrontation in the Middle East. 

The protection of energy resources and critical infrastructures are also crucial 
in the Persian Gulf, where the rise of asymmetric and non-conventional aerial 
and maritime warfare is concerning. In this region, much will depend on the cur-
rent confrontation between Iran and the petro-monarchies, supported by external 
actors whose unpredictable choices could push the Gulf on the brink of a full-
fledged conflict. 

At the same time, the risk of an unmanageable loose-loose scenario can still offer 
unexpected de-escalation measures for mitigating the crisis and build pragmatic 
initiatives in subjects of shared interest. 

The Saudi-Iranian rivalry has also destabilising effects in Iraq and Yemen, where 
local agencies must be supported by international stakeholders, in order to break, 
or more realistically downplay, the local-foreign connection that multiplies disor-
der. 

Beyond the antagonism between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the Gulf security is 
undermined by the intra Gulf Cooperation Council’s rifts, highlighted also by the 
latest developments in the Horn of Africa. Moreover, personal and political fis-
sures have been triggering unprecedented nationalist bursts, especially among the 
youth, thus undermining common threats perception and the value of the Arab 
Gulf states shared identity. 

International organisations can play a more incisive role in helping Arab states 



Arab Geopolitics After the Caliphate. How to Exit the Fragmentation Trap 27  

avoid the multiple fragmentation traps. NATO in particular can offer support to 
address the asymmetric and non-conventional threats, also through the selected 
inclusion of hybrid actors in a comprehensive state-rebuilding frame, featuring 
institutional decentralisation, rent re-distribution and Security Sector Reform 
(SSR). More in general, NATO’s expertise in SSR and capacity-building can be 
crucial in most conflict-ridden countries, allowing the central state to gradually 
restore its monopoly of the use of force, thus exercising a positive influence in the 
long term.
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Session I
REBUILDING  
THE ARAB REGION



“Disintegration Template”, abstract mosaic.



“Disintegration Template”, abstract mosaic.
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REGIONAL INSTABILITY  
WHAT TO DO?

 

The region continues to be devastated by challenges and instabilities. What is the 
role of international institutions, such as the UN, NATO and the EU in ad-
dressing these challenges, to allow the rebuilding of the countries of the region? 

How can NATO contribute to regional security through its existing partnerships? 
I would like isolate three aspects. The first one is that the Caliphate has gone 

in the sense that the attempt to build a state has gone. A state that would not be 
either Islamic, nor would be able to impose itself to the region. However, the 
ideology behind this attempt is still there. Thus, we need to look at this dimen-
sion because this is a generational challenge, which has to do with education and 
with the correct interpretation of Islam that we, on the other side of the Medi-
terranean, cannot address, it must be addressed by the Muslim countries of the 
region, in order to avoid that a beautiful religion is hijacked by people that, as it 
already happened throughout history, have tried to misuse religion to pursue polit-
ical purposes in our region, in the Mediterranean. This challenge is still there and 
therefore we have to deal with it. And it involves different aspects: from education 
to thwarting radicalism and the ideology of hate, to disrupting the finances of ter-
rorist groups. The educational dimension is particularly crucial, especially looking 
at today’s information technologies and the impact of Artificial Intelligence and 
hybrid warfare.  

The second aspect is represented by the social and economic imbalances. I believe 
that the major sources of instability, at least in the area that goes from the Maghreb 
to the Mashrek, are: low economic growth, high-level of unemployment, younger 
generations that want more jobs and aspire to live like the rest of the people of the 
world lives, as they see it through satellite television and ask why they cannot enjoy 
the same quality of life. These demands triggered the Arab revolutions: people want-
ed to have the same rights, dignity and opportunities that others had.

The third aspect is the question: “What we do about it?”. From Libya to Syria to 
Iraq, the problem is today that the major actors of the international community on 
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a multilateral level, have not been able to help moving from crisis management to 
crisis resolution. These crises need to be solved because they affect us all. This is a 
fundamental aspect which has to do with multilateral, transnational cooperation. 
And here we have to look at the role of the international community: at the role of 
the United Nations, of the European Union, of NATO. Firstly, I believe that we 
need a complementarity of efforts between all of these international institutions. 
Secondly, we need a cooperative approach to security, through the development 
and strengthening of regional partnerships.

In 1991, at the Rome Summit, NATO launched the concept of cooperative se-
curity which has been developed during the last twenty five years. This year we are 
celebrating the 25th Anniversary of the Mediterranean Dialogue, which has devel-
oped security cooperation between NATO and seven countries (Algeria, Egypt, 
Israel, Jordan, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia) and we are celebrating, as well, 
the 15th  Anniversary of the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative with the countries in 
the Arab Gulf (Bahrain, Kuwait, UAE and Qatar). These are major achievements, 
because through these two partnerships NATO has developed regular political 
dialogue and practical cooperation with the participating countries, assisting them 
in strengthening their own defense and security institutions. Sharing knowledge, 
experience and expertise in the defense and security sector is NATO’s real added 
value. 

Institutions building, where institutions do not exist, such as for example in 
Libya, while strengthening the resilience of those institutions that already exist 
in other countries but are fragile because of conflict spill-over, or because of the 
domestic causes of their fragility, is a fundamental aspect of this security equation. 
And each institution, the United Nations, the League of the Arab States, the 
European Union can play a role in its own field. The EU, for example, offering a 
major contribution in addressing the socio-economic imbalances. 

NATO has played and can continue to play its role in the security field, for 
example through defence institutions building and defence capacity building, pro-
moting not only the interoperability of the armed forces but also the interopera-
bility of minds. There is, indeed, always a cultural dimension to consider. What 
we have been able to do, for over two decades, has been to create a new culture 
of cooperation in the security field between NATO and the countries in the Arab 
world and also with Israel, countries which are part of the Mediterranean Dia-
logue. A culture of cooperation in the security sphere, which was not a given that 
we would have been successful in developing, when NATO launched the Medi-
terranean Dialogue 25 years ago and the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative 15 years 
ago. Furthermore, since 2006, NATO has developed individualised programmes 
of cooperation with twelve countries taking part in these two partnerships.

Finally, I would like to clarify one aspect that was raised during his intervention 
by the former Interim Prime Minister of Libya Dr. Mahmoud Jibril, when he re-
ferred to his conversations with then NATO Secretary General of NATO Anders 
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Fog Rasmussen at the time of the Lybian crisis. During NATO’s Operation Uni-
fied Protector, I was in regular contact with Dr Jibril and also after the Operation.  
It is true what Dr Jibril mentioned, that NATO Secretary General Rasmussen at 
some point, at the end of the mandate given by the United Nations to the Alliance, 
at that time said: “We cannot proceed any further”. NATO had intervened in Lib-
ya on the basis of two UN Security Council Resolutions; 1970 and 1973. These 
Resolutions gave a mandate to NATO to do three things: to enforce an arms em-
bargo at sea, to enforce a No-Fly-Zone over Libya and take all necessary measures 
for the protection of the civilian population and of civilian populated areas. These 
two UN Resolutions did not give NATO a mandate to deploy a stabilisation force 
on the ground in Libya, unlike what had happened in Bosnia when NATO after 
the enforcement of No-Fly-Zone received a mandate by the UN to deploy, firstly 
the Implementation Force and subsequently the Stabilisation Force. Many at that 
time believed that like in Bosnia, after the NATO air campaign an international 
military presence on the ground was needed to stabilise Libya. To this end, I 
would like to highlight that each time I accompanied the Secretary General Ras-
mussen to the different meetings of the “Friends of Libya”, which were convened 
during the crisis, at the level of Foreign Ministers, Defense Ministers or even at 
the level of Heads of State and Government level, the issue of the “Day After”, 
of the end of the NATO operation was regularly evoked. However, it should also 
be recalled that the League of Arab States had supported the two UN Security 
Council Resolutions 1970 and 1973 but had clearly stated that it would not favour 
“boots on the ground in Libya”. NATO’s positive response to the UN request had 
been based on three principles: a demonstrable need that a military action was 
needed to help the civilians being targeted by Gaddafi, a legal mandate which was 
given by the two UN Security Council Resolutions and a regional support that 
was given firstly by the decision of the Foreign Ministers of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council and secondly by the decision of the Foreign Ministers of the League of 
Arab States to support the UN Security Council Resolutions giving a mandate to 
NATO to act. NATO Secretary General Rasmussen did discuss the issue of “the 
Day After” during the “Friends of Libya” meetings he attended at different levels. 
But NATO officials are international civil servants. The Secretary General is the 
highest level NATO international civil servant. NATO is an inter-governmental 
organisation where decisions are taken by consensus by the representatives of the 
governments of its member countries. There was no political will among the gov-
ernments of the Alliance to deploy forces on the ground in Libya, especially absent 
regional support following the decision of the League of Arab States. Now, some 
could argue that this was an alibi for not intervening on the grounds . But the fact 
is that, in addition to the lack of regional support, NATO did not receive a legal 
mandate from the UN to deploy military forces on the ground in Libya. 
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ENDING FRAGMENTATION IS A 
MATTER OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
COMMUNITY AND ARABS 
TOGETHER

I think the title of the conference represents a very complex question and I am 
not sure if we have concrete answers for such a question but let me show you 
my thoughts about what are the issues that need to be addressed about the 

region in order to make the Arab countries move on. 
The main elements you will always hear from Arab politicians and diplomats are 

three: the Levant, ending the crisis, with the integrity of that state and the going 
back of refugees to their homeland; the end of extremism, which is falsely labelled 
with Islam, when maybe we need to examine it in a wider context of a racist ex-
tremism and Islamophobia and, finally the “elephant in the room” that is the de-
nial of a Palestinian statehood. We really need to end the Israeli-Palestinian crisis 
on a two state solution because the alternative, a bi-national state, is unthinkable, 
undemocratic and would lead to different human rights degrees. The two-state 
solution should be built on the line of the 4th of June 19671 with East Jerusalem as 
capital of the Palestinians.

The actions we have seen over these seven years, by flaunting international law 
and UN Resolutions, to build walls and grab lands show that we are not going 
or moving anywhere. It only proves that the international community, the EU, 
NATO and other organisations really need to be serious about it. It is the only 
area in the globe which has a crisis where nobody is doing any serious effort about 
ending it. We have other crises, mushrooming here and there: Iraq, Libya, Yem-
en. The question that NATO Defense College Foundation has always been asked 
over the past five or six years is a doable and comprehensive peace in the Middle 
East, and the answer is affirmative. Actually, it is not just doable, it is necessary 
these days and it must be done. 

1 The line of the 4th of June 1967 was the armistice line between Israel and Syria on the day before the 
outbreak of the Six Days War (June 1967). It derives directly from the armistice agreement that traced the 
Armistice Line the 20th of July 1949, which was modified in the 4th of June line after Israeli forces penetrated 
the 1949 DMZ (demilitarised zone) before and during the Suez crisis 1956 (Second Arab Israeli war).
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If I put these three elements aside, in my humble opinion, our issues in the Arab 
world have become much more complicated and deep that even if we manage to 
sort these main issues, I am doubtful that we will be able to move on from frag-
mentation to building states or unity. I am talking about consolidated deep issues 
we have structured in our countries and nations over the past five decades and that 
have mushroomed and exploded in the wake of the so-called Arab Springs: the 
lack of freedom, democracy, human rights, rule of law and regional economic co-
operation. We do not have them, and these are the issues that now we really need 
to think of and address. 

When I refer to regional economic cooperation, I do not want to use the ex-
pression “Arab unity” because I do not think that it has actually any value now. 
Although His Excellency Aboul-Gheit is doing a great job, I know from my pre-
vious assignment as Secretary General at the Union for the Mediterranean that 
building on models like the European Coal and Steel Community in the 50s of 
the last century is impossible if member states are not at the same frequency level. 
We need to think also at new models of economic cooperation in the region, not 
just between the Arabs, but also with neighbours: Iran, Turkey, the EU, Israel 
(assuming that we have peace with it). 

Under those headings, there are other headings that we need to examine: educa-
tion, the definition (or re-definition) of the relationship between the government 
and those who are governed, the relation between the state and the people, the 
true concept of citizenship and the separation of religion from power. 

What can the international community do? I don’t think that the Arabs can do 
it on their own. We have been doing this for the last seventy or eighty years. I 
think the international community has to put its money where its mouth is. They 
need to help, to share with us their experiences on how they got out of their own 
fragmentation, crises and disasters they had after all the wars and be serious about 
addressing these issues that the Arab communities now have. 

It needs two to tango: sincere international players and national, local, regional 
leaders.
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EXTERNAL ACTORS AND THE 
CHALLENGES OF FAILING STATES 
AND NON-STATE ARMED ACTORS

When we think about the role of external actors, we have to diagnose the 
major trends in the region. I can speak of two major regional trends 
or challenges. The first one is the ailing and expired social contract 

between the states, the governments and the people. The second is the rising role 
of armed non-state actors across. 

Concerning the first trend, after 2010-2011 uprisings in the region, the symp-
toms were identified as follows: rising unemployment and rising inequality among 
the society, with the poorest sections of society reaching about 40-50%, living with 
two or three dollars per day. Moreover there is the limitation to the freedom of 
speech in the political expression, as well as a number of other indicators such as 
the youth bulge: more than 60% of the population is composed by young people 
entering every year the job market and finding little jobs in the public and private 
sectors. All of this was putting more and more strain on the social contract. 

Before the Arab Springs, the social contract was basically: we provide subsi-
dies, basic services, also subsidies in the form of maintaining constant the currency 
pegs, which could be very costly for the Treasury and by this giving jobs to the 
unemployed. In return for that you give us your political rights, your rights of ex-
pression. You hush in regards to your rights and the participation in the political 
system.

All of these indicators are now getting worse; for example, the unemployment 
rates increased by 5% median. The same happens with the inequality gap and other 
indicators and also the public sector in all of these n all of these of these states is 
facing a grim reality because all of them have to deal with the ballooning of the 
public sector. They have to shrink it by leaving the subsidies and removing the 
currency pegs. All of this means that the social contracts are expired. There will be 
more and more pressure for change and I think in this particular challenge what 
external actors can do is to support the already existing transition models that we 
have in Tunisia or in Sudan. 
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The region lacks a viable model that could ensure the transition from authori-
tarian system (that was not working, is not working and will continue to fail) into 
a more shared space in which different sectors of society have the opportunity to 
participate and express their voice, in which you can commit to major reforms in 
the state, in the economy, in the way the state looks, in the prospects for the econ-
omy and commit the population to it. 

Governments must be held accountable and I think NATO and other inter-
national actors are not doing enough in supporting this transition. Look at the 
money spent by the counter-revolutionary forces. The amount spent on that side is 
unfortunately much bigger than all the investment which is happening to support 
the transition into a success.

Concerning the second trend, the non-state armed actors, they have been 
spreading fast across the area over the past decades. In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, 
Libya, Yemen, armed non state actors are becoming the major players. They are 
mushrooming but at the same time they are ballooning, assuming state functions. 
For instance, Hezbollah in Lebanon has representatives anywhere that act as em-
bassies with offices that sometimes dwarf the Lebanese embassies in their work. 
The same applies to other groups across the region. 

Nowadays we are seeing these non-state armed groups claiming they want to 
build an Air Force with drones, being supplied on a regular basis, advancing their 
capability on that front. This will put more and more strain on the state function-
ing properly, especially in challenging contexts such as Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, Libya 
and Yemen. Non-state actors are an intrinsic part of this regional struggle, which 
is poisoning the political fields and increasing polarisation in the area. 

I believe that, in this case, external actors can work on pushing the regional 
dialogue and understand how to control non-state actors and restrain support for 
them. This should be done at the regional level, an international imposed solution 
will not work. Going back to the core problem, we need a model in this region and 
I think without a successful model without a light at the end of the tunnel, people 
will not commit the change and transition. They have to see it. If we have that, 
this would be one of the solutions contributing to the long-term effort leading to 
the constraint of this thing.
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USA: FROM A RELUCTANT 
LEADERSHIP TO A DISMISSIVE 
ONE? 

I bring a slightly different perspective, in the sense that I am an American living 
in Brussels, and although I have deep interest in the region, I do not presume 
to talk about the internal social and political dynamics in the same way as 

people who actually live and experience them every day. I will make three points. 
The first point is that fragmentation is not just regional but also global and this is 
very meaningful when you come to think about the solutions.

We tend to think of Libya or Syria as crisis management problems, but it is not 
just a question of crisis resolution, as nice as that would be. I think in some cases 
we must accept that we are going to be living with sustained chaos. It is not a very 
optimistic assessment, but I think it is a realistic one and it requires different kinds 
of management and approaches. We may be living with some of the problems 
we are debating for a very long time to come with a great deal of instability. The 
growing nationalism and unilateralism in the “West” – or in the North - makes it 
much more difficult to have the West as a coherent partner. This is a problem on 
our side, and it is not going away any time soon.

Iran was mentioned. Turkey is becoming an extraordinarily active actor in the 
region in all sorts of ways and this is opening the door for further challenges when 
we come to think of Turkey as a partner. For instance, the Turkish intervention in 
Syria obviously touches American and European interests quite directly.

It is misleading to talk about the region simply in terms of post-Caliphate, post-
Isis, post Al-Qaeda, post-PKK, etc. I could well imagine, out of this new sort of 
front that has been opened, new kinds of transnational security risks with which 
we will all have to deal. 

The second point I would make is about the global context. It seems to me it is 
less and less possible to talk about the region in isolation, if it ever was. You cannot 
take traditional security relationships for granted, you cannot take American poli-
cy for granted. But we are still present, and I disagree profoundly with comments 
you hear about the United States disengaging and getting out of the area. We are 
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present in a very direct way: diplomatically, militarily, commercially – but are we 
there as a predictable actor? Are we there in the same way we had been before? 
Perhaps not. This question goes beyond the vagaries of the current administration, 
which I will not talk about. In the American strategic class, I think there is a kind 
of disillusionment toward the Arab region and the Middle East as a whole, based 
on what happened after the Arab revolutions, the changing energy picture, but 
above all on a certain distraction driven by developments elsewhere, not least in 
Asia.

Years ago, for the American strategic class, the Middle East was at the centre; 
even when we were talking on our relationships with Russia during the Cold War, 
it was often about the Middle East. Nowadays, it is very hard to get the attention 
of policy makers on the Middle East. There are big issues on our horizon: increas-
ingly competitive relationships with Russia and especially with China. The debate 
in Washington these days is all about China and where it will be in the next de-
cade with its Belt and Road Initiative. It will clearly bring the country into a closer 
connection with the Middle East.

But it also means that China will become a stakeholder in the region, exposed 
to the kinds of problems that Europe and United States have been trying to deal 
with for some time. 

We also have to talk about the state of the global economy and mounting risks 
on this front. The weak economies in the Middle East and North Africa are argu-
ably more exposed than many others to that kind of uncertainty, to the risks flow-
ing from financial and trade disruptions.

Finally, what can be done? Here I come back to the question with some recom-
mendations for my own side of the world - the West (or the North). Frankly, we 
first have to deal with transatlantic fragmentation. We are less and less united and 
cohesive in our strategy. Transatlantic fragmentation makes it even more difficult 
to mobilise the attention of people to what is happening across the Middle East. 
It also makes it harder to produce the investments necessary in terms of diplomatic 
energy but also money per se.

Today, unfortunately our policy seems to be reduced to a limited set of political-
ly compelling elements: how to deal with Iran and migration. This is a very flimsy 
base on which to build a broader policy towards the region and its diverse societies 
in the future. 
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REGIONAL ECONOMIES  
AND THE FIGHT FOR 
DIVERSIFICATION

I am convinced that we in the Middle East are running a risk of being strongly 
dependent on the oil and gas revenues and we have seen the impact of this 
over the past years. 

I believe that unless we work on the diversification of the economy, we will not 
be able to achieve a sustainable growth in our part of the world. Statistics suggest 
that, in the Arab world, the percentage of oil and gas on the GDP ranges from 
20% to 40% and in certain countries this amount goes up to 60%, with Iraq and 
Kuwait being the highest among the region; while in others, such as in Bahrain, 
oil and gas only cover 13% of the GDP. This will not definitely bring a consider-
able level of sustainability. If we look at trends all over the world, we can see, for 
instance, that the United States, today the largest producer of oil, depends on oil 
and gas for only 7,5% of their GDP. I think we need to move into that range by 
introducing a new business model. 

We need to think of what kind of businesses we want to enter and, in the short 
term, it might be those that depend on oil as a raw material. In due time this also 
needs to be changed by moving into transformation industries. We need to go into 
new knowledge-based industries, we need to move towards artificial intelligence 
applications. Statistics suggest that in the Arab world by 2030 artificial intelli-
gence might represent 12% of the total GDP. If we accept this premise, then the 
first point we need to address is education. 

If we want to make any changes in the way we think and want to bring stability 
to our region and growth to our economy, the first point we need to discuss is 
education. It is unfortunate that, despite what the ministers of education say in 
our part of the world, education is not really matching the requirements of all the 
changes that are taking place today. Education, training, development, investing 
in human beings is the name of the game going forward. 

The second bet is that we need to think seriously on how to ease Foreign Direct 
Investments (FDI) to our part of the world. Today certain countries are receiving 
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more while others are not, and we are having lots of problems in attracting those 
FDI. 

The third thing we need to take into account is that governments in our region 
depend a lot on oil and gas to finance their budget, one aspect that we must con-
sider, if we are serious about diversifying our economy, is to think about the pos-
sibility of introducing taxes. In our part of the world taxes, especially in the GCC 
countries, are very low and therefore the governments are running deficit and the 
impact of this deficit will be high going forward on the people and therefore we 
are not sustaining the growth for the new generation. 

Today I was just reading the news for Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia introduced 
a VAT (Value Added Tax) last January and today they said that in the last 18 
months the total increase in Saudi’s tax revenue was 89%. This was done only by 
introducing a 5% VAT in the country. Yes, it is harsh, but we need to do that be-
cause we cannot depend on the oil and gas to finance our budgets and we cannot 
depend on oil and gas to enlarge our economy.
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IS THE ARAB REGION PREPARED 
FOR ENERGY TRANSITION?

In the last five or six decades, the political, social, economic and security struc-
tures in the Arab region have been built on the back of the hydrocarbon econ-
omy. 

This on the one hand has favoured a lot of progress; while on the other it has 
led to a lot of problems, some of security and military nature, others related to 
the dependency form hydrocarbons. In the region we have states which are fairly 
advanced but have high levels of fragility because they are basically states that have 
not been able to diversify their economies yet in order to deal with a post hydro-
carbon age. This constitutes a massive risk today.

I was struck by the point Prime Minister Gebril made earlier when he said that 
everything is interconnected and nothing more so than the global energy market. 
If you look at the global energy market today you have a massive push for de-
carbonisation, energy efficiency is making inroads and renewables are generating 
power. In the power sector, which accounts for about 22% of energy, the future is 
going to be renewable and energy is going to be increasingly electricity.

We are generating power at $0,2 cents a kilowatt/hour from wind and from 
solar in more and more parts of the world, while the lowest cost for gas generation 
is about $0,7-0,8 cents. This means that from an economic prospective change is 
coming. This change is also permeating new sectors, the advent of electric mobility 
is around the corner, the cost of batteries is falling, grid stability with different 
renewables is real a possibility. 

What happens in this scenario, in terms of hydrocarbons, there is an increasing 
discussion among analysts in the energy field. Building scenarios about the future, 
they are looking a peak demand for oil by early to mid-2020s. Peak demand means 
the point at which future demands begins to decline and this element is starting 
to be a factor in lot of decisions. We are already seeing that many financial insti-
tutions are pricing risk for investment in exploration and production for hydrocar-
bons in a completely different way than they did only 5 years ago. 
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The cost of exploration and production is going up and we are seeing middle size 
oil producing companies that are scaling back in exploration and production. The 
larger ones are continuing and there are still investments going in it but when this 
change comes it will tend to move very fast. We now have new technologies, arti-
ficial intelligence, blockchain trading, machine learning and systems that manage 
electricity and power in totally different ways. 

In this context when the global demand hits the hydrocarbon sector is going to 
hit the region very hard, so the question we must ask ourselves is, are we prepared? 

If we look around there are a few countries that are prepared. Morocco is prob-
ably one of the leaders: it has a target of 52% renewables by 2030. Egypt has very 
ambitious plans for renewables, I had the pleasure of meeting president al-Sisi on 
two occasions and the important thing he made clear was that decarbonisation is 
not his main issue. In Egypt you have a million young people coming into the job 
market every single year. What President al-Sisi is pursuing, in his renewable’s in-
vestment, is a way to find points of growth and industrialisation in order to absorb 
that kind of youth unemployment because otherwise you have a ticking time bomb 
on the streets of Cairo once again. 

There is a similar reckoning in more and more places and the more enlightened 
oil producers are beginning to act on this need. Even though they all understand 
that diversification must happen, there are countries such as the United Arab 
Emirates that are in a leading position. They have a new energy strategy with a 
70% decarbonisation target and a 40-45% renewables target by 2050.

I think everybody sees this happening and, when this disruption comes, those 
economies that are not prepared will be in great difficulty. The price of oil today is 
not even enough to serve the fiscal needs of some of the oil producing countries, 
they are running a fiscal deficit and cannot even cover the national debt. In this 
context, the effects on countries that are not prepared might be extremely disrup-
tive because the potential to create unemployment, deindustrialisation, economic 
shocks and, later on, further instability, is very evident. 

I think that there needs to be a far more enlightened approach to energy poli-
cies that are at the heart of economic policies in the Middle East. We are seeing 
signs where this is already happening with more and more countries talking about 
producing large amounts of renewable electricity that can be exported. The GCC 
grid is already interconnected and there is a policy for the interconnection of the 
grid and the trade in electricity in the GCC region. If the plans in Saudi Arabia 
are realised (they are talking about 40-50 gigawatts of power generation form re-
newables), then you will see exponential change. 

My real fear in all this is that I have seen ambitious plans in my eight years as 
Director General of IRENA, but I have neither seen yet governance capabilities, 
technical implementation capacity nor the political will to make this change hap-
pen. This kind of change is not easy, it is painful but it needs to happen for the 
security of the region and for the future.
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THE ENERGY LINCHPIN: THE 
RUSH FOR REFORMS AND THE 
BRAKE OF RIVALRY

I would like to give myself a little credit because in 2002 I was one of the early 
ones that came up with the idea of a cooperation between NATO and the 
Gulf countries. That meeting was held in Doha and the discussion we had at 

that time resulted in 2004 to the ICI, the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative. 
I will start my intervention from a different perspective. In 2004, I participated 

in Bulgaria in a very interesting workshop addressing how the world is going to 
look like in the next 50 years. We came up with four main possible scenarios. 

The first is the continuing of American hegemony. The second is the rising of 
other powers to offset American power, be it China, Europe or India. Third, of 
course, a fragmentation within states that would bring us back to an old history 
like in the Middle Ages. Fourth is the rise of the violent non-state actors.

I personally gave a lot of focus on violent non-state actors. In 2006, when Hez-
bollah decided to kidnap Gilad Shalit, an Israeli soldier, we ended up having a 
war that costed to the Lebanese economy 20 billion dollars. On that occasion I 
asked myself what are the communalities between all the different violent non-
state actors? 

First of all we found out that they all have an ideology and they all have an out-
side access. If you think of the time when Ghaddafi wanted to support the Irish 
rebels, this means that they need an external link. In addition, they all build their 
own independent economic system. Finally, they always grow within very weak 
central governments and usually try to create a linkage among each other. 

With that I am going to move to the 14th of September, date of the attacks on 
the ARAMCO facilities, because it changed the dynamics of the game in the re-
gion regarding energy supplies. The markets responded 5 minutes before the Asian 
market opened when US president Trump said that America had enough reserves 
and was willing to supply the market. The price of the oil barrel went up to 71$ and 
suddenly dropped to 60$ and currently we are at a level of 58$. 

This happens either because the market had already discounted the possibility of 
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having a war in the region, or, because the market believed that there are enough 
and sufficient quantities of oil: the US became a net exporter and by 2021 they will 
reach 5 million barrel to be exported. 

In Saudi Arabia the four major buyers are Asian countries. For instance, China 
buys 1.5 million barrel a day and Japan 1.2 million, which means that almost 65% 
of Saudi oil is sold to China, Japan, India and Korea. But the market did not 
respond in the way people would have expected. If this would have happened 10 
years ago, the price of oil would have gone up to 200$ but this did not happen 
either because there is enough quantity or because other exporters are taking the 
benefit and compensating for the loss.

Where are we today? 
Today the region is living in a geopolitical Tsunami. In Algeria there is an un-

stable situation and we do not know what will happen to the young population 
that every Friday is demonstrating on the streets. Then we have the situation in 
Libya as well as Iraq, where social media are having a prominent role in organising 
the demonstrations. In Yemen a 5-year war is being fought because of regional 
powers are supporting a violent non-state actor and militia groups. 

Lately I was very impressed by the speech that President Rouhani held in New 
York. He said that we need to have two pillars of regional security and they should 
be non-interventionism and non-aggression. We indeed need those two elements, 
but we also need to act by them. We need a guarantee in order to implement 
such a policy. Today we are suffering exactly because of the interventionist and 
expansionist policies that have been implemented throughout the region in the 
past years. It would be great if we had a real guarantee that permits us to enact the 
policies that President Rouhani referred to in New York.

Going back to energy, I think the regional countries, particularly in the Gulf, 
are trying to stay away from a total dependency on fossil energy. Each country in 
the region is starting to develop its own plans for 2030, 2040, 2050 and I’m sure 
that the aim is to reduce the dependency on fossil fuels by developing different 
alternatives.
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THE ARAB UNITY STARTS FROM 
THE ELECTRIC GRIDS

The transition to a decarbonised world is at the same time an opportunity 
and a threat. 

A threat for the stability in the region, of course, because the Middle 
East is a powerhouse in terms of energy, but we must remember that those natural 
resources, those common natural resources, are very much located in the Gulf area. 
Indeed, if we look at northern Africa it is just Algeria and Libya that are mainly 
rich in those kinds of assets. 

An opportunity because there is a lot of renewable potential in terms of solar and 
wind energy and this is much more evenly spread across the region. This is appli-
cable also to countries such as Lebanon, Morocco and Jordan - just to mention a 
few - that today are 90% dependent from the import of primary energy resources. 
This is something that is not very well known, so there is a huge opportunity for 
bringing the renewables to the table.

The important issue that must be considered in this context is that renewable 
energies need markets and infrastructures, interconnections and grids. We tend to 
think of the Middle East, in terms of energy production, as a giant, but, in reali-
ty, if we look at the energy distribution side, all these countries are really dwarfs. 
Electricity is usually of poor quality, it is costly when not subsidised and the grid, 
perhaps with the exception of the GCC countries, is mostly fragmented and not 
interconnected. 

We have been talking of fragmentation on the political side but, if we look at 
the electricity side of the business, there is no common market, there is a very low 
exchange of electricity, very low interconnection and basically there is a big hole 
between the Maghreb area and the GCC counties. 

The Maghreb gas market is relatively well developed but, because of the hole you 
can see in the middle with Libya and Egypt, electricity cannot flow form one side 
to the other. We need to promote a single market of electricity in order to foster 
the economic development of those countries, taking into consideration the fact 
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that electricity is perhaps the most essential facility and the most essential infra-
structure capable of fostering economic development.

Manufacturing plants need electricity and it must be cheap and of very good 
quality; the same applies to services, hospitals and schools.

A few years ago, we (CESI) did a very interesting project for the Arab League 
studying the possibility of an infrastructure that could interconnect the Arab 
World. It was a project that took two years, headquartered in Cairo and involved 
all the utilities of the various Arab League countries. It turned out that there is 
a potential for interconnecting the whole region from East to West, implying a 
capital expenditure of approximately 270 billion dollars, dedicated investments on 
regional power and gas systems.

I personally think that this is a huge opportunity to promote and build addition-
al electrical and gas interconnections from one country to the other. Based on the 
study that we have carried out, such an infrastructure would promote an exchange 
of electricity of approximately 300 terawatt/hours per year. This means exchanging 
the same amount of electricity that Italy produces in one year.

Trading electricity from one country to the other could lower the cost and that 
could mean, as it has been estimated, in a saving of approximately 50 billion euros 
per year. 

In this context there is a final issue that has to be highlighted. It regards the 
fact that once we have a single market and a single exchange of electricity across 
the Middle East, there will be other opportunities that might be developed by 
interconnecting that part of the world, that is very rich in natural and renewable 
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resources, with Europe.That could create an additional export of energy of approx-
imately 10 billion euros per year. 

Therefore, these interconnection projects have a huge potential. The main prob-
lem is not the technical side, nor even the amount of the money that needs to be 
invested, but it is essentially about regulations. The problem lies in the political 
willingness to promote those opportunities. I just want to conclude with what an 
American economist said “When goods don’t cross borders, soldiers will”1; we 
might say that when energy is crossing borders, refugees are not crossing borders. 

1 Quote generally attributed to the French economist Frederic Bastiat, but belonging instead to Otto T. 
Mallery, an Americn economist.
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WHAT ROLE FOR EGYPT? AND 
WHAT TYPE OF STABILISATION 
FOR THE AREA? 

I will address today a rather sensitive issue that needs international cooperation. 
We are fighting the same enemy, we are fighting the same ideology, we 

have soldiers with boots on the ground fighting terrorists and yet we cannot 
agree amongst ourselves on something so crucial; namely “what constitutes terror-
ism”, and what is the “proper definition of terrorism”. 

This is very important, Ladies and Gentlemen, since this schism continues to 
create a huge controversy in our diplomatic world. This is the topic of my inter-
vention.

There is a conflict, a definitional disagreement, an altercation between allies who 
are fighting the same war, a war that is not yet over. 

Funding, ideology, rehabilitation, regeneration, relocation, internet proficien-
cy, healing the terrorists wounded, arms acquisition and training are still continu-
ing unabated. Moreover, there remains a doomsday scenario, which is the possible 
acquisition of a crude weapon of mass destruction either chemical, biological or 
radiological by a terrorist group. 

Terrorist groups have also moved into an advanced process of smuggling of 
Improvised Explosive Devices, while increasing their capabilities of luring youths 
and enticing children fighters in Europe to join their cause.

Youth induction and indoctrination by brain washing, the addition of members 
unknown by security forces makes detection very difficult in all our countries be-
cause these so called “new terrorist additions”, have no records in our security files.

Finally, and most importantly,  the ideology remains strong and this remains 
the mother of all threats. Their tactics remain unchanged: embrace a new mem-
ber, lure him through well-organized schooling or charity organisations, gift them 
with general social education and health-care services. These services and benefits 
extended to new potential members, range from free education fees, to finding 
new apartments in housing facilities to arranged marriages by helping them find 
a wife. 
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Afterwards comes the process of isolating the suspect form the society, ensur-
ing his full obedience by dichotomizing the world into the righteous we, against the 
infidels, or as Bernard Lewis explained many years ago, Dar al Harb against Dar al 
Silm [also Dar al Salaam – the land of war vs the land of peace, note of the Editor].

In this context, obedience and allegiance to the emir is crucial. Then comes the 
process of graduating the suspect to embrace a strategy of working through clan-
destine and underground cluster cells that adopt a death culture. All this happens 
with a very sinister interpretation of the Quran and of the Hadiths, which is the 
narrative that must be addressed, or what I label the mother of all root causes of 
terrorism. 

Now comes the big problem, the definition of terrorism. Instead of unifying our 
approach and efforts, especially on the definition of terrorism, we are facing a con-
ceptual dilemma hampered by the complications of a transnational dispute among 
all key players. We can see this dilemma in the United Nations, in conferences, 
and we can see these definitional disputes in many other organisations involving 
all our parties. 

So, in essence instead of carrying out a successful campaign against terror that 
ensures our full cooperation, we are making ourselves victims of a conceptual di-
lemma that makes our practical job on the ground more and more difficult. To elu-
cidate, let me give you some examples of what we hear in international diplomacy 
around the world. For instance, when a terrorist attempt occurs and instead of 
getting denunciations and words of sympathy and support for the stricken country 
- what we expect in our part of the world - you hear phrases such as: “Well, this is 
not really a terrorist attack, this is an insurgency”. This, Ladies and Gentlemen, is 
very strange. Insurgency in this context, is a definition that absolves terrorists from 
their horror attacks and inhumane deeds. It means a rebellion against an autocratic 
rule or authority. It carries the implications that the plight of the perpetrator is just 
and legitimate, while the state is the culprit and not the victim. 

Another example, “This is violent extremism” which avoids labelling terror acts as 
terrorism by using a softer description in order to absolve them. 

The third example is to label them as “Jihadist”  which means that they are 
soldiers of God on a sacred mission, while this is not the case. Any pious believer 
in Islam, would know that when we use the term Jihad,  it means  that this is a 
struggle against our own sins as it happens during the holy month of Ramadan, 
when we abstain from food and drink from sunrise till sunset. During that month, 
we consider ourselves in Jihad against cravings, hunger, human thirst, desires and 
many lusts. Jihad is not a sacred mission or a licence to kill, but only in the pervert-
ed interpretation of our holy Quran performed by some ISIS members. 

The last example used often to describe acts of terror in our region is: “Popular 
uprising or insurrection” and this is one of the most seditious ways of interpreting 
acts of terror because violence here is seen as legitimate to face the brutality of 
government.
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Ladies and Gentlemen, there should be no excuse for not denouncing and de-
ploring in the strongest of terms any attack against innocent lives and peaceful 
civilians by terrorist groups. I say this in anger referring to what we all read in 
statements by some after the brutal attack on the Rawda mosque in November 
2017, in Northern Sinai, when all innocent defenceless worshippers (approx. 340), 
where all killed as they were praying. These same four definitions mentioned above 
were all used to describe this incident, instead of a clear-cut unequivocal denunci-
ation of this heinous act.

This is what the diplomatic world is witnessing today in actual negotiation pro-
cesses. This is a very serious matter that has to be addressed by both the diplomatic 
world and all negotiating parties. If we continue on this divided course, we will 
lose vision, target, and ultimately lose faith in the vitality and primacy of our col-
lective work. 

Before I conclude, I must state that there is a primary responsibility of the state 
in upholding the principles and values of human tights in its war on terror. The 
societal approach, civil society and NGO contribution must work in tandem with 
government efforts. Any government must encourage and solicit the support of 
civil society to face the aftermath and serious consequences left behind by a terror 
attack. 

Finally, we have a legal edifice by the Security Council comprising three Secu-
rity Council resolutions1. This edifice has to be respected and its principles and 
provisions must be fully implemented. States must be held accountable if they buy 
oil from ISIS, if they treat medically, heal and send back their wounded, if they 
supply them with arms or money, or if they transfer them to other locations to 
spread chaos and death. 

 Isn’t it time for the International system to uphold this legal edifice?
 

1  UN Security Council Resolution 23/54, Threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist acts, 
S/RES/23/54 (24 May 2017) available at: https://bit.ly/2DDY6iI; UN Security Council Resolution 23/70, 
Threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist acts - Preventing terrorists from acquiring weapons, 
S/RES/23/70 (2 August 2017), available at: https://bit.ly/2OFKZUQ; UN Security Council Resolution 
23/96, Threats to international peace and security caused by terrorist acts, S/RES/23/96 (21 December 2017) 
available at: https://bit.ly/386usAW.
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AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES AND 
FRAGMENTED POWERS: POST IS 
POLITICAL MODELS

The Middle East and North Africa region is a fragmented and volatile re-
gion. It suffers from the Sunni-Shia split, the moderate vs. radical divide, 
pro and anti-Western groups, etc. But there is one division that is often 

neglected, between two distinct groups: one of authoritarian regimes and another 
of fragmented power systems. The regions and countries emerging after the col-
lapse of the Islamic State Caliphate will identify according to this classification, 
and democratising them might be a solution for a constructive future.

AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES AND FRAGMENTED POWERS

The first group is a geographic line that starts from the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (Bahrain, Oman, UAE, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, minus Kuwait), then continues to 
Egypt and Eastern Libya; it represents what could be described as “authoritarian 
regimes” with strongmen on top. Syria, whose regime is now recovering, is part of 
this block, although aligned differently in its foreign policy. Yemen is a collateral 
victim of the leading countries in this group.

Then there is another cluster of “fragmented powers” where the ruler is sharing 
his prerogatives with various forces, and where criticism of the ruling elites is 
somewhat possible. Almost all Maghreb countries belong to this group: Tuni-
sia, Western Libya and, to some extent, Morocco. Algeria and Sudan seem to be 
moving in this direction. Iraq, Lebanon, Kuwait and Palestine can be added to 
this group. We could add Jordan as well, even though its foreign policy is closer to 
the first group. Qatar, while being an authoritarian regime belonging to the first 
group, is closer to the second one in its foreign policy. But this is not necessarily 
a democratic club, as shown by the militia-led order in Western Libya or the ex-
cessive presence of militias and non-state actors in Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and 
Sudan.
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Mauritania, although of little influence in Arab politics, had a peaceful transi-
tion of power in Summer and represents an exception to the two models. Actually, 
the foreign policy of this impoverished country follows the Saudi/Emirati axis. 
Its transition, which keeps the military/security-led authoritarian regime in place, 
might be the example that Riyadh and Abu Dhabi would want to see emerging 
elsewhere.

ALGERIA, SUDAN, IRAQ AND TUNISIA

The fragmented power group is larger, growing year after year, and it is within 
its components that democratic experiences could grow. The cases of Algeria and 
Sudan, where protests pushed the regimes to some sort of reform, may lead to re-
gional democratic transformations if they succeed. Iraq, however, failed in keeping 
its fragile peace and might become a showcase for the failure of democratisation. 
Tunisia, on the other hand, remains the most successful case and a proof that de-
mocracy can work in this part of the world.

ALGERIA

In Algeria, demonstrators with different political orientations are out every 
week, denouncing an aging political/military leadership, and calling for structural 
transformations of the political system. This struggle may or may not lead to a 
peaceful political (and democratic) transition. Indeed, although it is ongoing for 
several months, the army seems to be in control. It is worth noting, however, 
that for a country as big as Algeria, that is facing multiple internal and external 
challenges, the army and security forces opted basically for no repression. Most 
arrests are limited, punctual. Furthermore, due to Algeria’s drastic isolationist pol-
icies and its relative wealth, the current movement is little “contaminated” from 
outside. The possibility of having an autochtonous democratic movement emerg-
ing in Algeria is real, and because of Algeria’s size and importance, it could send 
democratic shock waves across the region. But the possibility of ending-up with a 
failed democratisation attempt and status-quo, or consolidated authoritarianism, 
exists as well. 

SUDAN

The situation is quite different in Sudan. This is a poor and indebted country 
whose armed forces suffer from deep divisions and corruption. In the period be-
tween Omar al-Bashir’s fall (April 2019) and the formation of a semi-civilian 
cabinet (August 2019), tens of Sudanese protesters were killed by the same people 
who are now part of the government. There is little accountability, and the balance 
of power is not on the side of the civilian movement that toppled Bashir, but rath-
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er on the militaries. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, 
the advocates of authoritarianism in the region, cheered for the transition and 
are openly backing it also for geopolitical reasons, which may lead to an outcome 
rather different from what is expected in a democratic transition. 

IRAQ

However, the fragmented powers’ model does not necessarily lead to democracy. 
During the George W. Bush Administration (2001-2009), Iraq was said to be the 
first democracy in the Arab World. Yet the way Iraqi forces crushed demonstra-
tors in October 2019 showed a different aspect. This repression, which resulted 
in tens of deaths and hundreds of injured, is a reminder that the brutal police 
state that was in place before 2003 did not really disappear in local political cul-
ture. The foreign-led nation-building process, be it in Iraq or Afghanistan, has its 
shortcomings. Iraq is today a weaker country than what it was in the second half 
of the 20th century: internally divided, suffering from terrorism and corruption, 
and a victim of massive foreign intervention and interference (Iran, US, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, etc.). The example of Iraq continues to be used by the local 
advocates of authoritarianism to discourage democracy activists.

TUNISIA

Among the countries where a fragmented power exists, Tunisia is the one faring 
the best. The country is going through a series of hardships, not least because of 
the dire economic situation: it is highly indebted internally and externally, facing 
growing unemployment, shunned by local and foreign investors unwilling to take 
risks, etc. But in the fall of 2019, it went through its fourth round of free and fair 
elections since the 2011 uprising, under peaceful circumstances. It has been almost 
a decade since democracy took root in the country, and a new generation is emerg-
ing, more connected to the international world and at the same time integrated in 
its own society.

CONCLUSION

The Islamic State Caliphate, even if it was a virtual utopia in most of the lands 
it claimed to contain, should be a wake-up call to the political and military groups 
in charge of the MENA region. If such a criminal and destructive ideology can 
take lands and win support, it means that something is wrong in the way they run 
their countries. Democracy, or at least less brutal authoritarianism and more real 
participatory governance, could be the best alternative to the current regimes, and 
the one that can offer their youth hope and dignity.
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THE CHALLENGES OF THE 
MAGHREB-SAHEL AREA AND 
THE POLICIES OF NATO AND ITS 
PARTNERS: THE WAY AHEAD

NATO has a Framework for the South that is a crosscutting element of the 
Alliance’s posture and I will mention four elements of it. 

First, to improve NATO regional understanding and situational 
awareness in response to crises, also through the Hub for the South that we re-
cently established in Naples.

Second, improving NATO preparedness to conduct expeditions and operations. 
Third, contributing to the stability of the south through regional partnerships, 

and I will expand later on this, for example with capacity building activities.
Fourth, is NATO’s role in the fight against terrorism. For example, NATO has 

been part of the coalition against ISIS and has a number of activities in supporting 
partners in training on counterterrorism and related capacities, including Afghan-
istan, Iraq and a lot of countries in North Africa. 

I want to move on and explain how we do this. The main elements are the 
cooperation programmes NATO has developed through the years. There is the 
Mediterranean Dialogue, that is 25 years old. We also have a second cooperation 
programme that is in the Gulf and is called Istanbul Cooperation Initiative.

The MD is a framework that, despite sustained threats and challenges over 25 
years, has been not only very resilient, but also an invaluable tool in order to have 
discussions among seven countries, in different formats with or without Israel. It 
is something pretty unique that allows NATO’s ambassadors to have this regional 
engagement. It is based on two pillars, the first is political dialogue and the second 
is practical cooperation. This second aspect is where I would like to expand and 
give you some samples and a glimpse of what NATO is doing. 

The first example is Egypt. What we have been doing in the country is helping 
with land mine clearing. There are a lot of mines still in the desert since the II 
WW and successive conflicts and NATO has been helping through the introduc-
tion of new detection technologies, by equipping a platoon with mine detectors 
and by training operators and maintenance engineers. 
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The second example is with Jordan where we have lots of activities. I just want to 
cite here, for example, service women’s development and assistance in identifying 
and eliminating explosive remnants of war in the territory of Jordan. I will move 
to another country, namely Mauritania. In Mauritania most of the activities are 
about ammunition safety, so we are helping them building ammunition depots 
because they have some problems with obsolete ammunition. We also support 
them with the destruction of this obsolete ammunition, that was no longer usable 
and was actually pretty dangerous. 

Then there is Tunisia. In Tunisia we are supporting the country in both counter-
terrorism activities and in cyber-defense. Cyber was mentioned before and there 
are a number of nations that are approaching NATO and asking for support on 
cyber-security and cyber-defence. 

I will now move to the relation between NATO and the EU, because another 
panellist talked about this and there are actually a number of activities that we 
can coordinate and find a synergy with the European Union. For some of them 
we are at a good stage concerning counterterrorism, maritime security and hybrid 
threats. Others which we are actively working on, like military mobility, resilience 
to CBRN (chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear related risks) and pro-
moting women, peace and security. Tunisia is a very relevant case of NATO-EU 
cooperation because we have an activity together with the European Union in 
Tunisia and we hope to expand this to other countries in the area. Now let’s go to 
the Sahel which is the main theme of this panel.

There are several stakeholders in the Sahel and what probably is necessary here 
is more coordination. You can see there are several international organisations 
such as the G5 Sahel, the EU and also very important stakeholders from outside 
the European or African regions such as China, countries of the Gulf and Russia.

Now if you look at NATO’s indirect engagement, we do very few things, we 
help with Mediterranean Dialogue partners which, with the exception of Maurita-
nia, are on the periphery of the Sahel. We have also been engaging in staff-to-staff 
talks with the G5 Sahel Secretariat. We also have a military mission to the African 
Union, meaning we have a military to military cooperation with it. Surely there is 
room for improvement.



Arab Geopolitics After the Caliphate. How to Exit the Fragmentation Trap 71  

 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit
Secretary-General of the Arab League, Cairo

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The title of this conference is Arab Geopolitics after the Caliphate. Yes, the 
caliphate as territorial project has come to an end but, the caliphate, as 
everybody has been saying all along this afternoon, is still there in the 

minds of so many of the millions of people who have been raised in such a man-
ner. First, to hate the West and their own government; second, to Islamise you. 
I read books and articles and they say, speaking about the UK: we hope that in 
20 years the majority will be Muslims. We need to confront DAESH, Al Qaeda 
and all their affiliates, and you have to understand that one of them is the Muslim 
Brotherhood. That is also a fact. 

I have a few points to make on the geopolitical environment we are living in 
the Middle East and in the Arab world after the disaster of 2011. I do not call it 
“the spring”, I call it disaster. Why is it a disaster? Because Arab economies lost 
between 800 to 900 billion dollars. In Syria alone 500.000 lost their lives. We have 
now in the Arab world 17 million refugees and displaced, so what else is a disaster 
if that is that is not a disaster? This does not mean that change was not needed, 
and change is still needed today but not in this way, not through what one of my 
colleagues kept defining as the political and social engineering of the Middle East. 

This political and social engineering has been tried blindly without any knowl-
edge of the ramifications and consequences of what had happened. The result is a 
sad story because we are still living in the aftermath of 2011 and I think it will last 
with us a generation or two. You can see that I am very spirited when I speak about 
2011 because I have seen my region and my country almost in shambles. I live in 
the Nile Delta and in 2011 I could not venture out of my apartment. If I thought 
of going out, I would have a pistol in my pocket, why is it so? Because they would 
stop me and drag me out of my car as they did with many thousands of Egyptians. 
It was insecurity, full insecurity. 

We lived in that spring and will be living in that spring for two decades or two 
generations to come. There has not been a new order, there has not been a new 
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Arab order nor a new middle eastern order like people thought it might emerge. 
There has been a lot of Helsinki process, there has been lot about Westphalia. 

Today a certain gentleman addressed a young lady here asking why don’t you 
organize an OSCE arrangement. It cannot be done. It was done in ‘75 because 
then the cold war was coming to an end and it was 30 years after the end of the 
Second World War. Moreover, there is Israel and there is the hostility between 
the Arab states and Israel. How would you allow Israel to be part and parcel, like 
East and West Europe after ’75? Such an agreement would not work before there 
is a settlement of the Palestinian question. Another gentleman today says that he 
thinks, after visiting the West Bank, that the feelings of the Palestinians are very 
hard towards the Israelis. They are occupiers, they are usurping their land, they are 
taking away their land, they are penalizing them every moment of the day, so their 
feelings have to be strong. It is only natural, if you were subjected to that kind of 
treatment, God forbid, you would feel the same way. 

I want to add that in the aftermaths of this chaos, thank God, the nation state 
survived. The feelings of belonging to a nation state live weather in Syria, in Iraq 
and even in Libya. In Libya with that level of fragmentation, you will see that 
Libyans seek a united country, a new a nation state. The nation state lives though 
it has been tremendously weakened. 

In the heart of the Arab world, the el-Mashreq, nation states have also been 
weakened. The Arab League itself, the organization that I head, has been weak-
ened because of the division and of what had happened as if it was done by design. 
Of course, there is no mind so elaborate in thinking, and so deep in planning to 
perceive the possibility of such weakening everywhere. This been said, we must 
recognise that there was some kind of design.

Now the region is subject to militias and terrorist groups and they will sadly last 
with us for an extended period of time. I do not perceive for how long, but they 
have to be defeated.

We have mainly three regional problems, Libya, and I attended one week at e 
74th UN General Assembly where there were people talking about opportunities, 
possibilities, possible breakthroughs, and a sense of optimism. However, Libya is 
not moving, and sadly it might not move soon. 

Yemen is a major problem that will find its settlement in the Iranian issue. If we 
could settle the Iranian behaviour, then consequently also Yemen would be settled.

Then comes Syria, before coming to have this talk with you I saw on BBC that 
Turkey has started the invasion. This is something that will complicate beyond 
anything the possibilities for Syria. Despite the fact that, when we were in New 
York on the 20th and 21st of September, the parts have agreed on the composition 
of the constitutional committee and everybody was positive about it. I am claiming 
that we might have a standstill situation in relation to the three issues I have just 
exposed, and this is a very sad reporting but it is the way I see it.

Back on the issue of the interventions of the neighbouring states such as Iran 
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and Turkey. They are intervening thinking that they are defending their own in-
terests and again the sad thing is that they are intervening in other people’s affairs 
and in other people’s territories. That is a very dangerous act that might lead to 
hostility and enmity in the region, for a generation or two to come. This is also a 
very gloomy reporting.

An issue related to all of what is happening: the fragmentation, the revolution-
aries, the springs, the chaos is the demographic development since 70% of the 
population in the region today is below the age of 30. They need jobs, they need to 
marry, to have their families and to enjoy life. The region cannot offer this, it is a 
poor region. I flew over the horn of Africa going to Djibouti, passing by Somalia, 
it was just desert and rocks, it is a poor, poor region. 

In Egypt, despite the fertility of the land, the Egyptians, a hundred million 
people are living on 5% of the land; relying on one river that Ethiopia is trying to 
deny them. The Egyptians get 50 billion cubing meters of water a year from the 
Nile. The Ethiopians decided to build a dam that will deny the Egyptians between 
15 to 20 billion cubic meters a year for 4 or 5 years. Then they will die, or they will 
go to war. That is something you have to focus on, especially Italy with its respon-
sibility vis a vis the Horn of Africa and its relationship with Egypt. Be careful, I 
am waring you, there is something wrong happening when it comes not only to 
demographics but also to water, and this is not limited to Egypt. In Palestine the 
Israeli are taking all the water for themselves. Iraq lost 30% of the two rivers be-
cause of the Turkish actions; and Syria too.

You must be aware of the ramifications of what happened in 2011. As I was 
foreign minister, I saw possibly 15-20 European and western foreign ministers 
coming to visit in Cairo and going to Tahir square. I spoke to them saying be 
careful because it will be the fundamentalists that will take over and if it is a funda-
mentalist you will pay a price. I am not defending my position because today I am 
77 years old and, at the time I was 69, coming to the end of my career and I made 
a career. I was Foreign Minister, I was Permanent Representative to the United 
Nations, I was ambassador to this beautiful great country called the Roman Em-
pire, Italy, the great Italy, you should be proud of yourselves as Italians you are a 
great country with great people. 

What should be done? First, please stop interfering politically and applying so-
cial and political engineering. Be careful, that is one.

Two, the neighbours should bring to an end their actions. I under-
stand, often I try to understand Turkish political and military behaviour. 
However the decisions Turkey took and adopted in 2011 led direct-
ly to what Turkey is facing today, they should have been more careful. 
Iran is a revolution claiming to be a revolution since ’79; it has trying its best to 
export its revolution and to create situations, starting from 2006 and 2008/9, in 
Lebanon with Hezbollah and in Gaza through Hamas. This has to come to end 
or at least we have to find a modus operandi with those who are intervening as 
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neighbours in the region. In order to do this the Palestinian settlement has to be 
concluded. 

The third problem is that you think that Palestine is being put aside; the Israelis 
are claiming that. If we are establishing relations with Arab Countries and with 
Gulf Countries, they will forget about Palestine. I insist, looking into your eyes, 
that no Arab will forget Palestine, ever, ever, ever. We need to really and truly set-
tle the Palestinian question. The Palestinians are angry? Yes, they are angry, they 
have been denied a state citizenhood, land and water, their childern are not even 
allowd to go to school and they are taught at home. Bear with us please, Palestine 
needs a state and they are not asking for much, they are asking for only the 20% 
remaning of historical Palestine which was under the British mandate between the 
river and the Mediterranean. 

We have to confront terrorism and we need cooperation between Arab nation 
states and European or Western states, and, in this regard, the sky is the limit. 
Economically, a Marshall Plan must be provided, we need 50 billion or 100 billion 
projects destined to the poor Arab countries that were subject to the political social 
engineering.

The final issue is the world of Islam. We have to work on reforming the message 
and the teaching. I often venture in a bold statement: the Muslim world today 
is passing through times where it might be needing a Muslim Martin Luther to 
reform. That reform will never come from the Islamic Cooperation Organization, 
no. It will come from al-Azhar, the core of Islam. 

To end, please, I appeal to all of you before taking issue and discussing and 
reaching conclusions and heating or loving, try to go deeper and to understand 
what it is all about in the region. The region has been subject since 1947 to a great 
injustice, Palestine. Settle Palestine and do not forget about Palestine whatever 
you are told. There are 7 million Palestinians living in Palestine between Israel and 
Palestine and there are 7 million Israelis. Would you like to have two states or one 
state where we are all equals, I leave this idea for you to reflect. 
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ters (among which the actual President of the Italian Republic, Hon. Mattarella), 
one National Armaments Director, one Intelligence Co-ordinator, one Chairman 
of the Oversight Intelligence Committee, one Head of the Italian delegation to 
the NATO Parliamentary Assembly (actually EU HR, on. Federica Mogherini). 
Born in Germany, lives in Rome. He has published as author or co-author 37 
books on strategic and security matters. His most recent publications are on the 
Belt and Road Initiative. His most recent book is the NDCF Shaping Security 
Horizons - Strategic Trends 2012-2019 volume, a global predictive analysis tai-
lored to the needs of decision shapers.

Umberto Profazio
NDCF Maghreb Analyst
Maghreb Analyst for the NATO Defense College Foundation (NDCF), Um-
berto Profazio holds a Ph.D. in History of International Relations from the Uni-
versity of Rome ‘Sapienza’, with a thesis on Libya after independence. He is the 
author of Lo Stato Islamico. Origini e sviluppi, published in 2015 for emuse. Previ-
ously Libya Analyst for the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), he 
authored the Libya chapter of 2019 issue of the Armed Conflict Survey (ACS). 
His articles have appeared on the websites of several think tanks and magazines 
including IISS, NDCF, NATO Defense College (NDC), IAI, ISPI, Limes. He 
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gave frequent interviews to several press agencies, newspapers, radios and tv such 
as RFI, TRT, La Stampa, Radio Rai 3, Agenzia Nova.

 Nuray Atmaca
NDCF Levant & Eastern Mediterranean Analyst
Nuray Atmaca is a political scientist with specialization on the Middle East and 
North Africa and Turkish foreign policy. Since her graduation in 2015 she has 
focused on security policy and consultancy. Between 2015- 2016 she was Fellow at 
the Geneva Centre for Security Policy (GCSP). Later on, she worked as Foreign 
Area Specialist for the German Federal Armed Forces Center for Operational 
Communication where she was Advisor to the Director NATO Advisory and 
Liaison Team at the headquarters of the Kosovo Force in Pristina, Kosovo. Cur-
rently Nuray is working as Consultant at BwConsulting – the inhouse consultancy 
of the German Armed Forces and advises the Ministry of Defence.

Eleonora Ardemagni 
NDCF Gulf Analyst
Eleonora Ardemagni is a Teaching Assistant at the Catholic University of Mi-
lan and an Associate Research Fellow at the Italian Institute for International 
and Political Studies (ISPI). She is also a Gulf Analyst for the NATO Defense 
College Foundation. Her research analysis focuses on foreign and security issues 
in Yemen and the Gulf monarchies, and on Arab military forces. On Yemen, she 
has recently published Yemen’s nested conflict(s): Layers, geographies and feuds, ORI-
ENT-German Journal for Politics, Economics and Culture of the Middle East, 
No. 2, 2019 and The Persian Gulf Rimland: Federalism, Geostrategy and Patronage 
in Contemporary Southern Yemen, International Studies Journal 56, Vol. 14 No. 4, 
Spring 2018.

SESSION I

Mayssoun Azzam 
News Presenter, Al Arabiya Channel, Dubai
Working as a news anchor, interviewer and lecturer with the Dubai-based Al-Ara-
biya news channel, Ms Azzam is one of the most prominent media figures in the 
Arab world. She interviewed high-profile guests, such as Mahmoud Abbas, Bill 
Gates, Tony Blair and Salam Fayyad. She taught at the Mohammed Bin Rashid 
School for Communication and at the American University of Dubai. Currently, 
Mayssoun Azzam has oriented her work on humanitarian issues. She is the main 
anchor of a successful special one-hour daily news bulletin that focusses on refugees, 
women and children life conditions in war-torn areas. Ms Azzam participated in 
many conferences as a moderator and wrote several political and social articles that 
have been published on the Al Arabiya.net website.
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Nicola de Santis
Head, Engagements Section, Public Diplomacy Division, NATO Headquarters, Brussels
Nicola de Santis was the former Head of Middle East and North Africa Sec-
tion in the Political Affairs and Security Policy Division at NATO Headquarters 
in Brussels. In this capacity, he was responsible for developing and promoting 
NATO policy, political relations, individual practical cooperation programmes 
and a better public understanding in Middle Eastern and North African countries 
- especially those participating in NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue (MD) and in 
the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI). He also ensured the coordination with 
all the other Divisions of NATO’s International Staff, International Military Staff 
and relevant NATO Military Authorities for all aspects of the Alliance coopera-
tion with countries in the Middle East and in North Africa. Prior to that, he was 
the Head of the MD and ICI Countries Section within the Political Affairs and 
Security Policy Division.

Ahmad Masa’deh
Former Secretary General, Union for the Mediterranean, Amman
He served as Minister, ambassador and chief of an international organisation. Today, 
Ahmad Masa’deh practices law and is the Managing Partner of Khalaf Masa’deh & 
Partners Ltd. Between 2006 and 2010, Dr Masa’deh was the seventh Ambassador of 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan to the European Union, Belgium, Norway and 
Luxembourg. He was also the Jordanian Coordinator at the Union for the Mediter-
ranean and Jordan’s Representative to NATO. In January 2010, Ahmad Masa’deh 
was elected Secretary General of the Union for the Mediterranean. From 2000 to 
2005 he was Assistant Professor of International Business Law at the University of 
Jordan where he also held the position of Assistant Dean for Development.

Mohanad Hage Ali
Director, Communications and Fellow, Carnegie Middle East Center, Beirut
Mohanad Hage Ali is an academic, political journalist and journalism trainer. He 
holds a PhD and MSc in Comparative Politics from the London School of Eco-
nomics and Political Science. He is currently the Director of Communications 
and Fellow at the Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut. He was a managing 
editor of the NOW Arabic website, and a political editor/reporter at the al-Hayat 
newspaper in Beirut and London, where his work focused mostly on Iraq and 
militant Islam. He also worked as a freelance journalist for news outlets such as 
The Guardian, The Washington Post, CNN and NBC. He teaches politics and 
journalism at the American University of Beirut.

Ian Lesser
Vice President; Executive Director, Transatlantic Center, the German Marshall Fund 
of the United States, Brussels 
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Ian Lesser is Vice President at The German Marshall Fund of the United States 
(GMF) and a member of GMF’s executive team, managing programmes across 
the organisation. He also serves as Executive Director of the Transatlantic Center, 
the Brussels office of GMF, and leads the GMF’s work on the Mediterranean, 
Turkey and the wider Atlantic. Prior to joining GMF, Dr Lesser was a public pol-
icy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center, as well as Vice President 
and Director of Studies at the Pacific Council on International Policy. He spent 
over a decade as a Senior Analyst and Research Manager for RAND Corporation. 
From 1994 to 1995, he was a member of the Secretary’s Policy Planning Staff at 
the U.S. Department of State, responsible for Turkey, Southern Europe, North 
Africa, and the multilateral track of the Middle East peace process. He is a mem-
ber of the Council on Foreign Relations, the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, and the Pacific Council on International Policy. He serves on the advisory 
boards of the Delphi Economic Forum, the Atlantic Dialogues, the NATO De-
fense College Foundation and Turkish Policy Quarterly.

SESSION II

Karim El Aynaoui
President, Policy Center for the New South, Rabat
Karim El Aynaoui is President of the Policy Center for the New South and Dean 
of the Faculty of Economics and Social Sciences of the Mohammed VI Polytech-
nic University. He also serves as advisor to the CEO and Chairman of the OCP 
Group. From 2005 to 2012, he worked at the Central Bank of Morocco as Direc-
tor of Economics and International Relations. Prior to this, he served as econo-
mist at the World Bank. He is a board member of the OCP Foundation, a global 
member of the Trilateral Commission and of IFRI Strategic Advisory, the Mala-
bo Montpellier Panel and the Scientific Council of the Moroccan Capital Market 
Authority. He holds a PhD in Economics from the University of Bordeaux.

Jamal Mohamed Fakhro
Managing Partner, KPMG, Manama
Jamal Mohamed Al-Fakhro is a veteran Bahraini legislator, business advisor and 
a member of Shura Council, the Bahraini Upper House of Parliament. He is the 
Managing Partner of KPMG (one of the global “Big Four” professional services 
firms) in Bahrain. Mr Fakhro was the first Arab ever to be appointed as a mem-
ber of the KPMG Global Board and Global Council. He was Chairman of the 
KPMG Middle East and South Asia (MESA) Board, and member of the KPMG 
Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMA) Regional Board until October 2014. 
Having served as Managing Partner since 1987, he has an extensive experience 
in the field of Audit, Tax and Advisory services in the region, especially for the 
government sector, banking, oil and gas industry and financial services companies. 
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His key areas of expertise include: financial services, strategic planning and invest-
ments, GCC and emerging markets insights, corporate governance and family 
governance.

Abdulaziz Sager
Chairman and Founder, Gulf Research Center, Jeddah
A Saudi expert on Gulf politics and strategic issues, Dr Abdulaziz Sager is the 
founder and Chairman of the Gulf Research Center (GRC), a global think tank 
based in Jeddah with a well-established worldwide network of partners and offices 
in both the Gulf region and Europe. Dr Sager frequently contributes as commen-
tator on major international media channels such as Al Arabiya, France 24 and 
BBC. Dr Sager holds a PhD in Politics and International Relations from Lancast-
er University, a MA from the University of Kent and, a BA from the Faculty of 
Economics and Administration of King Abdulaziz University. He is the author of 
numerous publications including: Combating Violence & Terrorism in the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia (GRC, May 2004); GCC Political & Economic Strategy towards 
Post War Iraq (GRC, April 2004); Reforms in Saudi Arabia: Challenges and Feasible 
Solutions (GRC, September 2003); Energy Shapes new Gulf Security Architecture, 
(Journal of Middle Eastern Geopolitics, 2006).

Adnan Z. Amin
Director-General Emeritus, International Renewable Energy Agency, Abu Dhabi
Adnan Z. Amin is a Kenyan diplomat and economist with a specialisation in 
sustainable development. He served as the first Director-General of the Abu 
Dhabi-based intergovernmental organisation, the International Renewable Ener-
gy Agency (IRENA). Prior to this appointment, he worked in a variety of senior 
positions within the United Nations system in areas relating to renewable energy, 
sustainable development and environmental policy. He served as the Director of 
the New York Office of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
and Special Representative of UNEP Executive Director. Shortly after the end 
of his mandate as Director-General of IRENA in April 2019, Amin became a 
Distinguished Fellow at the Atlantic Council in Washington, D.C. and Honorary 
Professor of Practice at the University of Sussex.

Matteo Codazzi
Chief Executive Officer, Centro Elettrotecnico Sperimentale Italiano, Milan
Matteo Codazzi has been appointed CEO of CESI in May 2009. CESI is a 
world-leading consulting and engineering company in the field of technology and 
innovation for the electric power sector with more than 60 years of experience. 
Prior to this, Mr Codazzi served as CEO and Country Manager of Enel in Ro-
mania. After joining Enel, in 1999, he held several positions within the group, in-
cluding Senior Executive Vice President of the Italian Electricity Market Business 
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and Chief Financial Officer of the Market division. Mr Codazzi graduated with 
honours from Luiss Guido Carli University in Rome with a MSc in Economics 
and Business. He completed the Senior Executive Advanced Management Pro-
gram at the Columbia Business School.

SESSION III

Hafida Benchehida
Former Senator of the Parliament of the People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria, Algiers
Hafida Benchehida is a former Senator of the Algerian Parliament and served in 
the Foreign Affairs Committee. Throughout her career as an international inter-
preter and consultant for international seminars, she has attended major regional 
summits and workshops. She is part of the Network of Mediterranean Women 
Mediators, a founding member of the Arab Women Parliamentarians group and 
a member of the International Civil Action Network (ICAN) against violent ex-
tremism.

Mahmoud Karem
Professor, British University; former Ambassador to NATO and the EU; Commissioner, 
Human Rights Council, Cairo 
Ambassador Karem currently teaches at the British University in Egypt. He also 
holds the title of Special Advisor to the President of the University for Interna-
tional Relations and leads the Egypt and Middle East Centre (CEMES). He 
served as Ambassador of the Arab Republic of Egypt to the Kingdom of Belgium 
and the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg. He was appointed as Head of Mission of 
Egypt to the European Communities and as Permanent Representative of Egypt 
to NATO from 2005 to 2010. He was also a member of the Advisory Board of the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations for Disarmament Matters. From 2010 
to 2012, he was nominated for three consecutive times to the post of Secretary 
General of the Egyptian National Council for Human Rights (NCHR). In July 
2017, the Foreign Minister of Japan announced the establishment of a group of 
eminent persons for substantive advancement in nuclear disarmament: Ambassa-
dor Karem was chosen to represent Middle East. This group held its fifth meeting 
in July 2019.

Youssef Cherif
Deputy Director, Columbia Global Centers, Tunis
Youssef Cherif is a political analyst specialised in North African affairs. He is 
member of Carnegie’s Civic Research Network and is contributing to a number of 
think tanks. He was previously Al-Maidan Libya Project Manager at the Institute 
for War and Peace Reporting (IWPR) and an expert affiliated to the Tunisian In-
stitute for Strategic Studies (ITES). He consulted for the Arab Institute for Busi-
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ness Managers (IACE), the UN, The Carter Center in Tunisia, etc. Cherif holds 
a Chevening MA in International Relations from the Department of War Studies 
of King’s College London and a Fulbright MA in Classical Studies from Colum-
bia University, where he first came as a Visiting Scholar. He comments and writes 
regularly for several media outlets, including Al Jazeera English, France 24, BBC, 
Fanack and for think tanks such as DGAP, IEMed and the Atlantic Council. 

Giovanni Romani
Head, Middle East and North Africa Section, Political Affairs and Security Policy Di-
vision, NATO Headquarters, Brussels
Giovanni Romani is a former Italian Navy officer. He has been on active duty 
from 1985 to 2006. He served as combat operations, electronic warfare and in-
telligence officer on several Italian and U.S. Navy ships, also taking part in the 
Sharp Guard and Sharp Fence operations in the Former Republic of Yugoslavia. 
In March 2006, he was appointed Head of the Naval Armament Unit at NATO. 
From April 2012 to December 2017, he led the Land and Maritime Capabilities 
Section within the NATO Defence Investment Division. He is currently Head of 
NATO Middle East and North Africa Section at the NATO Political Affairs and 
Security Policy Division. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Ahmed Aboul Gheit 
Secretary-General of the Arab League, Cairo 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit was appointed in July 2016 Secretary General of the Arab 
League. From 2004 to 2011 he served as Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Re-
public of Egypt. Prior to this position, he was Permanent Representative of Egypt 
to the United Nations in New York (1999-2004). He started his diplomatic career 
as Third Secretary at the Embassy of the Arab Republic of Egypt in Nicosia, Cy-
prus. Subsequently, he was First Secretary for Egypt’s Ambassador to the United 
Nations, Political Consultant at the Egyptian Embassy in the Soviet Union and 
Ambassador of Egypt to Italy. From 1996 to 1999 he took office as Assistant For-
eign Minister and Chief of Cabinet of the Minister of Foreign Affairs. 
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Wednesday 9th,  October 2019

13,15-14,00 Arrival of participants – Registration
14,00 Welcome remarks
 • Alessandro Minuto-Rizzo, President, NATO Defense 
  College Foundation, Rome 
 • David Pincet, Head, Academic Operations Division, 
  NATO Defense College, Rome
 • Maria Elena Cavallaro, Associate Professor, History 
  of International Relations, Luiss Guido Carli, Rome
 Opening remarks
 • Mahmoud Gebril, Former Prime Minister of Libya 

Session I
REBUILDING THE ARAB REGION
The ongoing turmoil has deeply shaped regional and global geopolitics, leaving a slew 
of internecine wars, inter-sectarian tensions and harsh inter-state rivalries. The 
ensuing fragmentation has favoured corruption, organised crime, illegal trafficking and 
terrorism. How can external actors and the international community (including the 
UN, NATO and the EU) provide useful platforms allowing the region to escape long-
term fragmentation? How can the overarching interests of global and regional actors be 
channelled into the reconstruction effort?

14,30-15,45 Chair: Mayssoun Azzam, News Presenter, Al Arabiya Channel, 
Dubai 

 • Nicola de Santis, Head, Engagements Section, Public 
  Diplomacy Division, NATO Headquarters, Brussels 
 • Ahmad Masa’deh, Former Secretary General, Union 
  for the Mediterranean, Amman 
 • Mohanad Hage Ali, Director, Communications and 
  Fellow, Carnegie Middle East Center, Beirut 
 • Ian Lesser, Vice President; Executive Director, Transatlantic 
  Center, The German Marshall Fund of the United States, 
  Brussels 

Q&A
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Wednesday 9th,  October 2019

Session II
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMICS AND GAME CHANGERS. 
THE ROLE OF ENERGY
Local producers and consumers are engaged into a race against time towards diversified 
economies, sustainable energy mixes and sensible water management. Together with 
the reconstruction, these needs can be the foundation to underpin a regional confidence 
dynamic. Energy: from rivalry leverage to lynchpin of stability.

16,15 -17,30 Chair: Karim El Aynaoui, President, Policy Center for the 
 New South, Rabat 

 • Jamal Mohamed Fakhro, Managing Partner, KPMG, 
  Manama 
 • Abdulaziz Sager, Chairman and Founder, Gulf Research
  Center, Jeddah 
 • Adnan Z. Amin, Director-General Emeritus, International 
  Renewable Energy Agency, Abu Dhabi
 • Matteo Codazzi, Chief Executive Officer, Centro 
  Elettrotecnico Sperimentale Italiano, Milan 

Q&A
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Wednesday 9th,  October 2019

Session III
MAGHREB AND SAHEL:  
SHAPING THE STRATEGIC DEPTH
Today Maghreb has acquired a new strategic security depth in the Sahara sand sea 
across the Sahel region. It is an essential contributor to international security. The 
region lies between the Mediterranean, open to commerce, energy and financial flows, 
and the desert which is increasingly insecure due to organised crime, smuggling, 
terrorism and illegal migrations. 

17,30 -18,45 Chair: Hafida Benchehida, Former Senator of the Parliament 
of the People’s Democratic Republic of Algeria, Algiers 

 • Mahmoud Karem, Professor, British University; former
  Ambassador to NATO and the EU; Commissioner, 
  Human Rights Council, Cairo 
 • Youssef Cherif, Deputy Director, Columbia Global Centers,
  Tunis 
 • Giovanni Romani, Head, Middle East and North Africa 
  Section, Political Affairs and Security Policy Division, 
  NATO HQ, Brussels 

Q&A

18,45-19,00 Concluding Remarks
 • Ahmed Aboul Gheit, Secretary-General of the Arab League, 
  Cairo 
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The NDCF is a unique think-tank: international 
by design and based in Rome, due to its associa-
tion with the NATO Defense College. Its added 
value lies in the objectives stated by its charter 
and in its international network. 

The charter specifies that the NDCF works 
with the Member States of the Atlantic Allian-
ce, its partners and the countries that have some 
form of co-operation with NATO. Through the 
Foundation the involvement of USA and Cana-
da is more fluid than in other settings. 

The Foundation was born eight years ago and is 
rapidly expanding its highly specific and custo-
mer-tailored activities, achieving an increasingly 
higher profile, also through activities dedica-
ted to decision makers and their staffs. Actually 
the it is active in three areas: high-level events, 
strategic trend research and specialised decision 
makers’ training and education. Since it is a bo-
dy with considerable freedom of action, transna-
tional reach and cultural openness, the Founda-
tion is developing a wider scientific and events 
programme.

The end of the Islamic State territorial dimen-
sion did not represent a turning point in redi-
scussing regional dynamics. The Arab world is 
still  affected by rivalries and internal political 
turmoil. The current fragmentation is exacer-
bated by the link between ongoing civil wars 
(Libya, Syria and Yemen), socio-economic and 
demographic pressures, the role of non-state ac-
tors and criminal activities, taking place in grey 
zones of instability. 

This volume, through the contributions of ex-
perts and policy-makers gathered by the 
Foundation, aims at providing a solid under-
standing of how both state and non-state ac-
tors are trying to exploit the current geopolitical 
situation. In particular, the main aspects taken 
into account are: the role of external actors, the 
dynamics of fragmentation and of a possible re-
gional recomposition, and the opportunities of-
fered by the energy sector that could be a vehi-
cle for economic integration and sustainable 
development. 

Despite such a complex situation, it is crucial for 
the international community to understand the 
general framework, in order to contribute to a 
possible redefinition of the regional political and 
social patterns. In this regard, NATO, with its 
well-established partnerships in the area (Me-
diterranean Dialogue and Istanbul Cooperation 
Initiative) and its expertise in the Security Sector 
Reform and capacity-building, can play a central 
role by assisting countries in restoring their so-
vereignty. The Alliance must, of course, intensify 
these partnerships, following concretely a 360° 
security paradigm.
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