
 
Keypoints

•	 EU-Maghreb	counter-terrorism	cooperation	forms	part	of	the	EU’s	European	Neighbourhood	
Policy	 (ENP),	 the	 EU’s	 main	 framework	 for	 relations	 with	 its	 southern	 neighbours.	 Within	
this	context,	the	EU’s	cross-pillar	approach	to	fighting	terrorism	has	been	externalized	to	the	
Maghreb.

•	 Despite	the	EU’s	concern	with	a	possible	spill-over	of	terrorism	from	the	Maghreb,	counter-ter-
rorism	cooperation	with	Maghreb	countries	has	been	largely	limited	to	reform	of	the	judicial,	
police,	and	prison	systems,	as	well	as	border	management.

•	 There	has	been	little	effort	to	address	the	root	causes	of	terrorism	on	the	part	of	the	EU	and	to	
develop	a	more	comprehensive	approach	to	counter-terrorism	cooperation	within	the	context	
of	 the	 ENP	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 some	Maghreb	 countries	 have	 adopted	multi-faceted	 ap-
proaches	to	counter-terrorism	and	could	be	better	supported	in	their	efforts.	

•	 On	the	positive	side,	the	Arab	Spring	has	prompted	a	review	of	the	European	Neighbourhood	
Policy	and,	as	part	of	this,	the	EU	should	use	the	opportunity	to	develop	a	more	holistic	ap-
proach	to	EU-Maghreb	counter-terrorism	cooperation.

•	 The	EU	needs	to	better	allocate	resources	to	projects	aimed	at	reducing	economic	and	social	
exclusion,	as	well	as	to	develop	a	coherent	strategy	with	which	to	engage	political	Islam.
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The Framework for EU-Maghreb Counter-Terrorism 
Cooperation

EU-Maghreb	 counter-terrorism	 cooperation	 spans	
a	 number	 of	 different	 pillars	 of	 competence	 of	 the	
European	Union	(EU).	Counter-terrorism	cooperation	

between	 the	EU	and	Maghreb	countries	 takes	place	pri-
marily	through	the	European	Neighbourhood	Policy	(ENP),	
the	EU’s	main	arena	for	relations	with	its	neighbours	to	the	
South.	The	ENP	was	developed	as	a	first	pillar1	mechanism	
in	2004	to	provide	a	framework	for	relations	between	an	
enlarged	Union	and	 its	closest	neighbours.	 It	 is	 largely	a	
bilateral	partnership	between	the	EU	and	individual	part-
ner	countries	although	it	is	accompanied	by,	and	designed	
to	 build	 upon,	 the	multilateral	 framework	 of	 the	 Union	
for	 the	Mediterranean,	which	was	 launched	 in	 2008	 as	
a	successor	to	the	Euro-Mediterranean	Partnership	(EMP),	
formerly	known	as	the	Barcelona	Process.	The	stated	ob-
jective	 of	 the	 ENP	 is	 to	 prevent	 the	 emergence	 of	 new	
“dividing	 lines”	 by	 offering	 the	 Union’s	 neighbours	 the	
possibility	 of	 cooperation	 on	 political,	 economic,	 secu-
rity,	cultural	and	educational	 issues.	The	EU	also	aims	 to	
promote	 common	values,	 such	as	 the	 rule	of	 law,	good	
governance,	 respect	 for	human	rights,	and	development	
of	good	neighbourly	relations.2	Sixteen	of	the	EU’s	closest	
neighbours	are	members	of	the	ENP.	They	include	Algeria,	
Armenia,	Azerbaijan,	Belarus,	Egypt,	Georgia,	 Israel,	 Jor-
dan,	Lebanon,	Libya,	Moldova,	Morocco,	Occupied	Pales-
tinian	Territory,	Syria,	Tunisia	and	Ukraine	(shown	in	green	
on	Map	1	below).	While	the	ENP	does	not	offer	a	prospect	
of	EU	membership	and,	in	this	sense,	is	distinct	from	the	
enlargement	 process,	 it	 does	 not	 preclude	 ENP	member	
states	from	becoming	members	of	the	Union	in	the	future.

Map 1: European Neighbourhood Policy Members

Specific	dimensions	of	the	relationship	between	the	EU	
and	partner	countries	are	outlined	in	bilateral	ENP	Action	
Plans,	 which	 set	 out	 programmes	 for	 political	 and	 eco-
nomic	reforms	over	the	short	to	medium	term.	While	each	
Action	 Plan	 is	 intended	 to	 be	 tailor-made	 to	 reflect	 the	
degree	of	 shared	values	and	common	 interests	between	
the	 EU	 and	 specific	 partner	 countries,	 a	 number	 of	 pri-
orities	are	built	into	each	Action	Plan	in	order	to	strength-
en	 the	 commitment	 to	 shared	 values.	 The	 latter	 include	
“strengthening	democracy	and	the	rule	of	law,	respect	of	
human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms,	including	free-
dom	of	media	and	expression,	rights	of	minorities	and	sup-
port	for	the	development	of	civil	society”.	Commitment	to	
the	fight	against	terrorism	is	also	considered	a	priority	for	
the	EU.3	While	Action	Plans	are	in	place	for	Morocco	and	
Tunisia,	 an	Action	Plan	 for	Algeria	has	 yet	 to	be	 agreed	
upon.	Therefore,	cooperation	between	Algeria	and	the	EU	
occurs	within	the	framework	of	Algeria’s	EMP	Association	
Agreement,	which	came	into	effect	in	2005.	While	Asso-
ciation	Agreements	do	not	specifically	mention	the	fight	
against	terrorism,	they	do	include	political	dialogue	on	se-
curity	 issues	as	well	 as	 cooperation	on	 some	 justice	and	
home	affairs	questions.4	

	
The	ENP	is	also	viewed	as	being	supported	by	the	2003	

European	Security	Strategy,	belonging	to	the	EU’s	second	
pillar	of	competence,	which	aims	to	“to	promote	a	ring	of	
well	governed	countries	to	the	East	of	the	European	Un-
ion	and	on	the	borders	of	the	Mediterranean	with	whom	
we	can	enjoy	close	and	cooperative	relations”.5	Within	the	
context	of	the	EU’s	counter-terrorism	strategy,	the	EU	has	
provided	support	since	2007	to	the	Algiers-based	African	
Centre	for	the	Study	and	Research	on	Terrorism	(ACSRT),	
which	was	established	in	2004	with	the	aim	of	encourag-
ing	member	states	of	 the	African	Union	 (AU)	 to	deepen	
their	 cooperation	 and	 enhance	 their	 capacities	 to	 tackle	
terrorism.6	

Under	 the	 EU’s	 third	 pillar,	 a	 strategy	 on	 the	 external	
dimensions	of	 the	Area	of	Freedom,	Security	and	Justice	
has	 also	 been	 developed	 to	 address	 a	 number	 of	 chal-
lenges,	including	terrorism.	It	forms	an	integral	part	of	the	
EU’s	external	relations	policy.7	Some	of	the	projects	under-
taken	within	 the	ENP	 framework,	 including	 those	 in	 the	
area	of	 judicial	 reform	and	border	 control	management,	
have	been	funded	by	the	European	Union-Mediterranean	
Economic	and	Development	Aid	(MEDA)	Programme	and	
the	European	Neighbourhood	and	Partnership	Instrument	
(ENPI)	with	the	aim	of	assisting	Maghreb	countries	in	the	
implementation	 of	 the	 UN	 Security	 Council	 Resolutions	
1267	(1999)	and	1373	(2001),	which	call	on	UN	member	
states	to	undertake	measures	to	improve	legal	and	institu-
tional	capacities	to	combat	terrorism	nationally,	regionally	
and	internationally.8	

Terrorism and Counter-Terrorism in the Maghreb 

Before	looking	at	counter-terrorism	cooperation	between	
the	EU	and	Maghreb	neighbourhood	members	in	practice	
and	how	it	could	be	improved,	it	is	useful	to	consider	the	
experience	that	Maghreb	countries	have	had	with	terror-

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:European_
Neighbourhood_Policy_member_map.svg
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ism	and	the	background	to	the	development	of	their	coun-
ter-terrorism	policies.	Current	counter-terrorism	policies	in	
the	Maghreb	were	developed	 in	response	to	the	 Islamist	
challenge	to	the	state.	Islam	had	played	an	important	role	
in	 channelling	 resistance	 initially	 to	 colonialism	and	 later	
to	 incumbent	regimes.	Partly	as	a	result	of	the	measures	
taken	 to	 crush	 Islamist	 opposition,	 remaining	 insurgents	
with	a	more	global	 than	national	 vision	of	 change	have	
sought	to	continue	their	struggle	by	becoming	Al	Qaeda	
franchises.

Algeria
This	is	most	clearly	evidenced	in	the	case	of	Algeria.	De-

spite	having	courted	Islamist	parties	as	a	means	of	coun-
tering	Communists	and	Berberists	in	the	1980s,	the	pros-
pect	of	 a	 landslide	 victory	by	 the	 Islamic	 Salvation	 Front	
(Front	 Islamique	 du	 Salut	 –	 FIS)	 in	 the	 first	 multi-party	
elections	held	in	1992	prompted	the	regime	to	cancel	the	
elections,	throwing	the	country	into	civil	war.	While	many	
militant	 Islamist	groups	laid	down	their	arms	in	response	
to	President	Abdelaziz	Bouteflika’s	offer	in	1999	of	partial	
amnesty	 to	 those	militants	who	 renounced	violence,	 the	
Salafist	Group	for	Preaching	and	Combat	(Groupe	salafiste	
pour	la	prédication	et	le	combat	–	GSPC)	continued	its	vio-
lent	campaign	against	the	government.	

Within	 the	GSPC	 leadership,	 those	with	 global	 ambi-
tions	gradually	gained	prominence.	The	2003	War	in	Iraq	
played	an	important	role	 in	bringing	about	a	shift	 in	the	
GSPC’s	strategy,	helping	to	boost	the	number	of	recruits	
and	 to	develop	a	North	African	network,	as	Moroccans,	
Tunisians,	Mauritanians,	 and	 Libyans	wishing	 to	 fight	 in	
Iraq	passed	first	through	GSPC	training	camps	before	go-
ing	there.	The	culmination	of	this	strategy	came	in	2007,	
when	GSPC	merged	with	Al	Qaeda	and	changed	its	name	
to	Al	Qaeda	in	the	Islamic	Maghreb	(Al Qaida au Maghreb 
Islamique –	AQMI).	Reflecting	the	merger	with	Al	Qaeda,	
foreign	 nationals	 and	 companies,	 as	 well	 as	 France	 be-
came	 targets	of	AQMI,	along	with	 the	Algerian	authori-
ties.	Suicide	attacks,	previously	unknown	 in	Algeria,	also	
became	part	of	the	organization’s	new	tactical	repertoire.

As	a	result	of	reduced	operational	space	within	Algerian	
territory,	due	to	the	government’s	counter-terrorism	strate-
gy	comprising	a	strong	military	dimension,	as	well	as	a	lack	
of	 support	among	 the	 local	population,	AQMI	has	been	
expanding	its	activities	beyond	Algeria	into	neighbouring	
Libya,	Mali,	Mauritania,	and	Niger.	The	intertwined	nature	
of	terrorist	and	criminal	networks	in	Southern	Algeria	and	
the	neighbouring	Sahel	pose	a	particular	challenge	to	the	
countries	 concerned,	many	of	which	 experience	difficul-
ties	in	controlling	the	entirety	of	their	territories.	However,	
Algerian	authorities	have	recently	increased	the	number	of	
troops	along	the	country’s	Southern	border,	as	well	as	mili-
tary	operations	against	AQMI.	Algeria,	Mauritania,	Mali,	
and	Niger	have	also	agreed	to	create	a	75,000	strong	se-
curity	force	with	which	to	police	the	Sahara-Sahel	region	
against	terrorist	and	trans-border	criminal	networks.	

Map 2: AQMI Operational Zone

Tunisia
In	Tunisia,	current	counter-terrorism	practices	also	date	

back	to	the	late	1980s	when	a	number	of	tourist	destina-
tions	were	 targeted	 by	 the	 Islamic	 Tendency	Movement	
(Mouvement de la Tendance Islamique	–	MTI).	Before	this	
time,	the	MTI	had	largely	focused	on	moral	questions	pre-
senting	 itself	 as	 a	 religious	 association	 with	 a	 reformist	
agenda	and	had	been	tolerated	by	the	government.	How-
ever,	the	growth	of	Islamist	movements	and	the	rise	of	ex-
tremism	in	the	early-to-mid-1980s	led	to	a	ban	on	funda-
mentalist	groups	and	a	crackdown	on	opposition	groups,	
under	the	then	Interior	Minister	Zine	el-Abidine	Ben	Ali.	

As	President,	Ben	Ali	adopted	a	less	hard-line	policy	to-
ward	Islamism,	which	included	the	reinstatement	of	Islam	
as	the	religion	of	Tunisia	and	the	adoption	of	a	more	con-
ciliatory	 approach	 toward	 moderate	 Islamism	 (although	
strict	 legal	 measures	 against	 extremist	 activities	 carried	
out	in	the	name	of	Islam	also	existed).	Amnesty	was	also	
granted	to	imprisoned	MTI	members.	The	movement	and	
its	 Secretary-General	 were	 included	 in	 the	 High	 Islamic	
Council,	 created	by	 the	government	 to	address	 religious	
matters,	 and	 the	MTI	was	 also	 included	 in	 the	National	
Pact,	which	brought	together	all	political	parties	to	engage	
in	dialogue	and	draft	 rules	of	political	participation.	De-
spite	 these	measures,	 the	Ben	Ali	 government	 launched	
another	offensive	against	 Islamists	following	the	election	
of	An-Nahda	candidates	 in	April	1989.9	These	measures	
included	the	banning	of	“Middle	Eastern”	clothing,	alter-
ing	the	curriculum	of	Islamic	subjects,	closing	mosques	af-
ter	prayer	and	installing	government-appointed	imams.10	
In	addition	to	 the	effort	 to	crush	organizations	engaged	
in	terrorist	activities	and	to	contain	Islamism,	Ben	Ali	also	
sought	to	remove	the	socio-economic	causes	of	radicali-
zation,	 reducing	poverty	 and	 infant	mortality,	 increasing	
home	ownership,	and	improving	childhood	education.	

The	regime’s	effort	to	reduce	terrorist	activity	within	Tu-
nisia	is	perceived	by	the	United	States	as	having	been	gen-
erally	successful.11	However,	Tunisian	nationals	have	con-
tinually	been	involved	in	terrorist	activities	abroad,	notably	
in	Europe,	Algeria,	and	Iraq.	Also,	as	in	the	Algerian	case,	
the	success	of	the	Tunisian	counter-terrorism	strategy	has	
led	the	Tunisian	Combatant	Group,	founded	in	2000,	to	
become	linked	to	Al	Qaeda	and	other	extremist	groups	in	
Europe.	Despite	the	strides	made	in	reducing	terrorist	ac-
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tivities	on	Tunisian	soil,	the	accompanying	lack	of	political	
reform	and	civil	liberties	also	served	to	exacerbate	repres-
sion	and	corruption	within	the	country,	generating	popu-
lar	anger	and	resentment	towards	the	Ben	Ali	regime.	

Morocco
Morocco,	 too,	 has	 pursued	 a	 multi-faceted	 counter-

terrorism	 policy	 following	 the	 2003	 Casablanca	 suicide	
bombings,	 which	 were	 believed	 to	 have	 been	 carried	
out	by	members	of	the	Moroccan	Islamic	Combat	Group	
(Groupe Islamiste combattant Marocain	 –	 GICM).	 The	
strategy	 comprises	 legal,	 social,	 religious,	 and	 military	
dimensions.	 Soon	after	 the	16	May	2003	bombings,	 an	
anti-terrorism	 law	 was	 passed.	 A	 National	 Initiative	 for	
Human	Development	(INDH)	was	also	launched	in	an	ef-
fort	to	eradicate	city	slums	and	improve	living	conditions	
for	under-privileged	sectors	of	society,	whose	young	men	
are	the	target	of	Islamist	extremists	seeking	to	attract	new	
recruits.	The	Kingdom	has	also	engaged	 in	efforts	to	re-
habilitate	 jailed	 Islamists,	 inspired	by	Saudi	and	Egyptian	
rehabilitation	programmes.	

Religious	reforms	have	comprised	improvements	in	ed-
ucation	and	the	inclusion	of	women	in	the	religious	estab-
lishment,	 stricter	 academic	 requirements	 for	 imams	 and	
preachers,	as	well	as	the	creation	of	several	television	and	
satellite	stations	that	promote	an	official	version	of	Islam.	
Sufism	has	been	encouraged,	particularly	those	forms	of	
Sufism	that	are	compatible	with	the	Sunni	Maliki	tradition	
in	Morocco.	As	part	of	the	state’s	effort	to	assert	its	mo-
nopoly	on	 religion,	Wahhabi	 and	Salafi	 religious	 schools	
have	been	closed	down.12	

In	addition	to	legal,	social,	and	religious	counter-terror-
ism	measures,	specialized	army	units	focused	on	curtailing	
illegal	immigration,	terrorism,	and	drug-smuggling,	which	
are	often	intertwined	in	Morocco	(as	in	Algeria),	have	also	
been	 created.	 The	 establishment	 of	 these	 units,	 in	 con-
junction	with	increased	regional	cooperation	is	believed	to	
have	played	a	significant	role	in	limiting	AQMI	operations	
on	Moroccan	territory.	Cooperation	between	Algeria	and	
Morocco,	 nevertheless,	 remains	 problematic	 due	 to	 the	
Western	Sahara	question.	

On	the	whole,	the	Moroccan	counter-terrorism	policy	is	
viewed	as	having	 limited	 terrorist	activities	on	Moroccan	
soil.	Yet,	a	number	of	shortcomings	are	perceptible,	nota-
bly	in	relation	to	human	rights,	the	rule	of	law,	transpar-
ency	and	accountability.	Moreover,	while	there	may	have	
been	a	need	for	reform	of	the	religious	establishment,	the	
crackdown	 on	 Sunni	 fundamentalism,	 which	 does	 not	
necessarily	 equate	with	 violent	 extremism,	 and	 the	 pro-
motion	 of	 officially	 “sanctioned”	 forms	 of	 Islam	 pose	 a	
problem	in	relation	to	people’s	right	to	religious	freedom.13	
In	addition,	GICM	members	have	been	active	outside	Mo-
rocco,	including	in	the	2004	Madrid	train	bombing.	Net-
works	affiliated	to	AQMI	have	also	been	apprehended	for	
attempting	to	smuggle	drugs	through	Morocco	and	Mo-
roccans	have	transited	through	AQMI	camps	in	Algeria	on	
their	way	to	Iraq.14	

EU-Maghreb Counter-Terrorism Cooperation – From 
a Limited to a Holistic Approach

Notwithstanding	 the	 considerable	 efforts	 made	 by	
Maghreb	countries	to	tackle	terrorism,	a	number	of	groups	
thus	remain	active,	most	conspicuously	AQMI,	which	are	
often	 intertwined	 with	 transnational	 criminal	 networks	
operating	not	only	in	the	Maghreb	but	also	in	the	neigh-
bouring	Sahel.	Despite	this	considerable	source	of	instabil-
ity	 and	 the	 EU’s	 concern	with	 the	 potential	 spill-over	 of	
terrorism	 from	 the	Maghreb	 to	 the	 EU,	 cooperation	be-
tween	 the	Union	 and	Maghreb	 countries	 in	 the	 field	 of	
counter-terrorism	 has	 been	 less	 significant	 and	 compre-
hensive	than	one	might	expect.	Cooperation	has	tended	
to	be	limited	to	projects	supporting	reform	of	the	judiciary,	
police,	 and	 prison	 systems,	 as	well	 as	 improving	 border	
management	organization.	The	EU	has	made	surprisingly	
little	 effort	 to	 try	 to	 address	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 terrorist	
activities	in	the	Maghreb.	

For	example,	counter-terrorism	cooperation	with	Algeria	
has	focused	on	the	reform	of	the	justice	system,	moderni-
zation	of	 policing,	 and	 increasing	 international	 coopera-
tion	in	the	domain	of	law	enforcement.	Given	that	Algeria	
is	considered	a	transit	country	for	migration	to	the	EU,	the	
Commission	has	also	sought	to	strengthen	Algeria’s	man-
agement	of	border	controls.	In	doing	so,	the	Commission	
and	EU	member	states	have	also	supported	the	ACSRT,	in	
which	Algeria	has	an	important	role	to	play	in	encouraging	
the	much-needed	counter-terrorism	cooperation	between	
states	in	the	region.	Cooperation	between	the	EU	and	Al-
geria	in	the	field	of	counter-terrorism	has,	thus,	been	fairly	
restricted.	However,	 projects	 that	have	been	undertaken	
have	done	little	to	encourage	the	Algerian	authorities	to	
address	the	root	causes	of	radicalization.	Similarly,	the	EU	
has	sought	to	support	Tunisia’s	efforts	to	reform	and	mod-
ernize	the	judicial,	prison	and	policing	systems,	as	well	as	
build	organizational	and	institutional	capacities	with	which	
to	 improve	border	 surveillance.	Tunisia’s	Action	Plan	also	
commits	 it	 to	 implementing	UNSC	resolutions	and	other	
conventions	on	fighting	terrorism,	as	well	as	to	implement	
legislation	aimed	at	curtailing	the	financing	of	terrorism.15	
Morocco’s	Action	Plan	 too	 includes	 commitments	 to	 im-
plementing	the	legal	measures	aimed	at	countering	terror-
ism,	 improving	border	control	capacities,	creating	special	
training	 opportunities	 in	 counter-terrorism,	 	 promoting	
cooperation	 between	 the	 judicial	 and	 police	 forces	 on	
counter-terrorism,	 as	 well	 as	 strengthening	 cooperation	
on	 tackling	 the	 financing	 of	 terrorism,	 and	 cooperating	
on	maritime	security	with	an	aim	to	prevent	terrorist	ac-
tivities.16	These	measures	are	certainly	valuable	in	terms	of	
supporting	the	efforts	of	Maghreb	countries	to	reduce	the	
operational	 space	 of	 terrorist	 organizations	 within	 their	
territories	 and	 to	meet	 international	 legal	 obligations	 in	
relation	to	tackling	terrorism.	

Nevertheless,	there	has	been	little	effort	to	address	the	
root	 causes	 of	 terrorism	 and	 to	 develop	 a	more	 holistic	
approach	to	counter-terrorism	cooperation	within	the	con-
text	of	the	ENP.	In	Algeria	and	Tunisia	in	particular,	frustra-
tion	with	the	lack	of	opportunities	for	political	participation	
and	the	removal	of	serious	opposition	to	the	government	
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played	a	significant	role	in	causing	some	sections	of	soci-
ety	to	support	movements	that	seek	to	overthrow	incum-
bent	regimes,	if	need	be	by	violent	means.	While	political	
liberalization	could	play	a	role	in	limiting	radicalization,	the	
Algerian	experience	and	fear	of	potential	electoral	victo-
ries	by	Islamist	parties	has	meant	that	the	EU	has	preferred	
to	support	gradual	political	overtures	and	the	dissemina-
tion	of	democratic	values.	The	apparent	political	stability	
that	this	seemed	to	offer	was	seen	as	a	vehicle	for	securi-
ty.17	Yet,	as	the	Algerian	experience	demonstrates,	this	is	a	
false	assumption;	it	was	the	intervention	of	the	Army	and	
the	cancellation	of	elections	in	order	to	prevent	a	landslide	
victory	of	the	FIS	in	Algeria	that	generated	the	decent	into	
civil	war	and	terrorist	acts	targeting	the	Algerian	authori-
ties,	at	least	in	the	first	instance.	Indeed,	limiting	political	
opposition	from	Islamist	parties	may	only	serve	to	increase	
radicalization	and	terrorism	in	situations	where	the	legiti-
macy	of	the	 incumbent	regime	 is	 in	question.	Moreover,	
support	for	existing	regimes	as	a	vector	of	security	has	not	
been	conducive	to	encouraging	less	coercive	responses	to	
the	threat	of	terrorism	in	Maghreb	countries,	where	some	
aspects	of	counter-terrorism	policies	have	clearly	violated	
civil	liberties	and	human	rights	while	demonstrating	a	lack	
of	respect	for	the	rule	of	law.	The	temptation	to	use	the	
pretext	of	counter-terrorism	to	crack	down	on	dissent	re-
mains	a	risk	in	the	Maghreb.	

The	growth	in	popularity	of	Islamist	parties	in	the	late	
1980s	was	in	large	a	part	a	response	not	only	to	limited	
political	reform,	but	also	to	harsh	socio-economic	realities	
that	 people	 faced	 and	 the	 failure	 of	 post-independence	
regimes	to	deliver	on	their	promises.	Not	only	did	this	situ-
ation	generate	 increased	demands	for	political	 liberaliza-
tion,	but	also	socio-economic	malaise,	and	accompanying	
frustrations,	 made	 particularly	 acute	 against	 the	 back-
drop	of	a	bulging	youth	population	in	the	countries	con-
cerned.	 Political	 and	 socio-economic	 disenfranchisement	
may	not	be	the	primary	factor	contributing	to	radicaliza-
tion	 of	 leaders	 within	 Al-Qaeda-affiliated	 organizations	
in	 the	Maghreb,	many	of	whom	are	“Afghan”	veterans	
with	 a	 global	 vision	 of	 change,	 or	 even	 of	 “followers”.	
Yet,	radicalization	among	young	recruits	may	be	facilitated	
by	harsh	socio-economic	conditions.	Indeed,	radicalization	
tends	to	take	place	in	urban	areas	characterized	by	poor	
socio-economic	conditions	that	generate	a	sense	of	des-
peration	as	well	as	alienation	from	the	state.	This	was	a	
major	factor	prompting	the	Moroccan	authorities	to	focus	
on	 eradicating	 inner-city	 slums	 as	 part	 of	 their	 counter-
terrorism	strategy.	Here,	the	EU	could	contribute	to	reduc-
ing	the	risk	of	radicalization	by	better	allocating	resources	
towards	 projects	 aimed	 at	 generating	 growth,	 creating	
jobs,	and	improving	housing.	The	EU	should	also	encour-
age	greater	 integration	between	the	Maghreb	countries,	
as	well	as	support	the	creation	of	multilateral	mechanisms	
designed	to	facilitate	greater	regional	cooperation	in	a	va-
riety	 of	 sectors.	While	 the	Union	 for	 the	Mediterranean	
and	the	ENP	promote	economic	 integration	through	the	
liberalization	 of	 trade	 between	 southern	Mediterranean	
countries,	 the	 level	 of	 intra-regional	 trade	 remains	 one	
of	 the	 lowest	 in	the	world.18	 Improving	the	prospects	of	
young	people	through	education	is	also	an	area	in	which	
the	EU	could	assist	Maghreb	countries	 in	their	efforts	to	
reduce	economic	and	social	exclusion.	While	Tunisia	has	

made	tremendous	strides	 in	 improving	education	as	part	
of	Ben	Ali’s	multifaceted	counter-terrorism	strategy,	this	is	
not	mirrored	everywhere	else	in	the	Maghreb.	

A Revised Approach for a Changing Neighbour-
hood

On	a	positive	note,	 the	Arab	revolts	have	prompted	a	
review	of	 the	ENP.	A	 joint	 communication	was	 issued	 in	
May	2011	by	the	High	Representative	of	the	Union	for	For-
eign	and	Security	Affairs	and	the	Commission	–	“A	New	
Response	to	a	Changing	Neighbourhood:	A	Review	of	the	
European	Neighbourhood	Policy”	–	which	states	that	EU	
support	will	be	adapted	according	 to	progress	on	politi-
cal	reforms	and	efforts	to	build,	though	qualifying	this	by	
saying	 that	 no	 set	 definition	 of	 political	 reforms	 can	 be	
applied	 to	 the	 countries	 concerned.	 It	 also	 expresses	 a	
commitment	 to	supporting	 the	growth	of	civil	 society	 in	
neighbourhood	 countries,	 and	 to	 supporting	 sustainable	
economic	and	social	policies.	It	aims	to	facilitate	the	mobil-
ity	of	students	and	workers	to	the	EU,	as	well	as	to	work	
with	southern	partners	to	generate	jobs	and	inclusive	eco-
nomic	development.19	The	EU	recognizes	 that	 in	 light	of	
the	 limited	 success	 that	 EU	 support	 for	 political	 reforms	
has	had	in	the	past,	there	is	a	need	for	more	tailored	as-
sistance,	 this	being	especially	 important	given	 the	differ-
ent	 rates	of	 reform	and	varying	 types	of	political	 system	
in	 the	Maghreb.	 The	 joint	 communication	 is	 particularly	
welcome,	since	counter-terrorism	measures	have,	at	times,	
been	used	to	justify	limiting	the	extent	to	which	political	
opposition	is	allowed	to	operate	and,	thus,	the	prospects	
of	 a	 peaceful	 transition	 of	 power.	 Along	 with	 political	
freedoms,	civil	 liberties	have	been	a	casualty	 in	the	fight	
against	terrorism,	reducing	the	avenues	through	which	to	
express	commitment	to	a	particular	cause,	be	it	religious,	
social	or	political,	through	non-violent	means.20	

Greater	 support	 of	 political	 and	 social	 reforms	 in	
Maghreb	countries	 is	certainly	a	means	by	which	the	EU	
can	help	to	reduce	radicalization	of	sections	of	society	and	
ought	 to	be	viewed	as	contributing	 to	 the	EU’s	counter-
terrorism	efforts	and	 long-term	stability	 in	 the	Maghreb.	
Moreover,	 the	Lisbon	Treaty	allows	the	EU	to	strengthen	
its	engagement	with	its	neighbours	across	a	wider	range	
of	areas	and	in	a	more	integrated	way.	Yet,	the	EU	needs	
to	conceive	of	counter-terrorism	in	a	more	comprehensive	
manner	 and	 to	 better	 assist	Maghreb	 countries	 in	 their	
efforts	 to	 address	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 radicalization	 and	
terrorism.	 As	 the	 political	 environment	 in	 the	 Maghreb	
evolves	and	greater	pluralism	emerges,	part	of	a	more	ho-
listic	 approach	 to	 counter-terrorism	will	 also	 include	 the	
development	of	a	coherent	strategy	with	which	to	engage	
political	Islam.	Islamist	parties	constitute	some	of	the	most	
organized	political	forces	in	North	Africa	and	are	likely	to	
form	an	important	part	of	the	political	fabric	of	countries	
in	the	Maghreb,	as	demonstrated	by	An-Nahda’s	electoral	
victory	in	Tunisia’s	first	post-revolution	elections	held	in	Oc-
tober	2011.	Exclusion	of	Islamist	parties	from	participating	
in	the	electoral	process	 is	not	a	viable	option.	Above	all,	
the	EU	should	not	miss	this	opportunity	to	broaden	signifi-
cantly	its	approach	to	counter-terrorism	cooperation	with	
Maghreb	countries	as	part	of	a	revised	ENP.	
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