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The conference, organised and hosted by IAI in cooperation with the German 
Marshall Fund of the United States (GMF), took place at Palazzo Rondinini on 
June 28. The meeting focused on the changing role of the GCC in North Africa. 
The first session of the conference was dedicated to political and economic 
cooperation, while during the second session the implications for the 
transatlantic community were discussed.  
 
In the morning, the surfacing links between the well established and emerging 
political actors in North Africa and the Gulf were introduced and discussed. One 
participant mentioned the important generational shift occurring with the 
capitulation of the ‘wall of fear’, and predicted that cultural and political 
influence would be displaced from the Gulf back to North Africa, since the latter 
will set the new Arab agenda. It was argued that this transfer would lead the GCC 
to maintain unity on traditional issues, such as Iran and Palestine, but would not 
do as much concerning new issues, such as the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, 
Yemen, and Salafis. Drawing upon these remarks,  the necessity of considering 
each country’s national and regional priorities, both in the Gulf and North Africa, 
was raised. At this point, the areas of potential cooperation or rupture between 
the two regions were discussed: Syria, Iran, security issues, and Turkey were 
amongst the first elements mentioned. Again, it was stressed that the GCC, and 
Saudi Arabia in particular, needs to adapt and react to events taking place in 
North Africa, specifically in Egypt. The discussion then focused on Turkey’s 
implications in the Arab spring, underlining the country’s support to the new 
developments in the region, and drawing similarities between its political 
evolution of the 1950s and the current situation in North Africa. Bearing in mind 
the different historical contexts, Turkey’s early transition to democracy and the 
end of the one-party rule was proposed as a ‘model’ for Arab countries, also in 
light of the evolution of the AKP from radical opposition party to moderate and 
pragmatic government.  
 
Economic cooperation between the GCC and North Africa was also discussed in 
the morning session. A comparison of the causes and outcomes of the Arab 
spring showed that, as of today, there is a worsening of economic conditions, 
with rising unemployment and poverty. Investment opportunities for the Gulf in 
North Africa were also discussed, and it was noted that these would bring an 
important contribution to the diversification of revenue for GCC states. 
Furthermore, discussion highlighted the increasing importance of business in 
GCC-North Africa relations. It was stressed that the diminishing relevance of aid 



2 
 

programmes and weapon trade revealed financial aid and technical support as 
potential areas of economic cooperation in Libya, Morocco and Tunisia. 
Anticipating the afternoon’s discussion, quadriangular economic partnerships in 
North Africa, which would include the European Union, the United States, Turkey 
and the GCC, were mentioned. Finally, one participant mentioned the investment 
opportunities for the GCC, arising thanks to the Arab spring, not only in North 
Africa but also in Sub-Saharan Africa, emphasising the growing importance of 
private investments from Gulf countries to North Africa, even though the global 
financial crisis abated it. Finally, given the big-projects nature of these 
investments, it was mentioned that they did not have enough of a trickle-down 
effect. 
 
The afternoon session was dedicated to the implications of the Arab spring for 
the transatlantic community and possible areas of cooperation.  A new GCC role 
was immediately presented: between regional democratic support and tight 
control within its borders; in open competition with other Arab countries for 
Africa’s resources, yet appearing as North Africa’s saviour thanks to its 
investments. Yet, it was stressed that the Arab spring’s nature makes it unlikely 
that multilateral cooperation will develop in the near future. As of today, an 
increase in bilateral agreements was deemed more plausible than the 
establishment of a coherent framework for multilateral cooperation.  
Furthermore, the evolution of the Syrian conflict will determine the pace of 
change, as well as cooperation among the EU, the US, Turkey and the GCC, in the 
entire region. Conversely, one participant emphasised the role of external actors 
in the success of the Arab uprisings. In particular, the role played by the United 
States and the policy of “leading from behind” was stressed, along with the 
concept of “motivational funding” as a system of consistent benchmarks and 
goals for those countries dragging their feet or in transition. In this context, it 
was also stressed that the different priorities of the EU/US and the GCC need to 
be synchronised. To this regard, potential areas of collaboration between the EU 
and the GCC were underlined. In particular, the global financial crisis and the 
Euro crisis produced a shift in Europe’s approach to GCC capital. In exchange for 
the latter, the EU could provide the large security umbrella still lacking in the 
Gulf. Bearing this in mind, the achievements in EU-GCC relations, such as the 
1988 Cooperation Agreement and the 2010 Joint Action Programme were 
assessed. The rising relevance of the EU’s foreign policy in the region, and its 
explicit points of agreement with the GCC, an example of which can be the 
Yemeni revolution, was emphasised. Yet, it was also argued that the Gulf’s 
interest in the Arab spring is minimal and only insofar as it concerns internal 
security and regime survival in the GCC. A participant contended that a common 
fund sponsored by the GCC, the EU, the US and Turkey would be unrealistic due 
to a lack of leadership and strategic vision for the region. Another remark 
underlined that the islamist parties’ victories in recent elections do not reflect an 
overall islamist victory, but rather the successes of the Arab spring. The 
conference concluded with a series of remarks on the region’s shifting alliances, 
namely those considered beyond repair, such as Qatar’s relations with Syria. The 
closing remarks of the conference focused on the declining role of the United 
States in the region, which could have an impact on the regional balance of 
power.  


