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ABSTRACT 

The unfolding of the Arab uprisings has shown that fostering the ability of countries affected by 

regime change to withstand crises is necessary for the EU and NATO to ensure the stability of the 

broader Southern Mediterranean region. The political transitions in Egypt and Tunisia arose from 

pressures to democratise. Yet, as the region’s security environment was deteriorating, EU and 

NATO have mostly addressed the symptoms of local instability, but largely neglected the long-term 

causes of insecurity in the two countries. While the former include terrorism, organised crime and 

human trafficking, the latter principally consist of domestic socio-economic challenges. By doing 

so, Euro-Atlantic diplomacy essentially enhanced state resilience at the expense of the broader 

societal resilience. In perspective, further political and operational coordination between NATO and 

the EU is needed to avoid risks of duplications and/or inconsistencies in their regional action. 
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1. Introduction  

The unfolding of the Arab uprising has shown that enhancing the ability of countries affected by 

regime change to face crises is necessary for the European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO or Atlantic Alliance) to ensure the stability of the European 

neighbourhood.  This chapter aims at shedding light on EU and NATO policies, and on their efforts 

to project resilience in the Southern Mediterranean region. This is achieved by analysing those 

paths to resilience the EU and NATO chose to support, taking stock of past policies in this area, and 

assessing how the differing strategies adopted towards the Tunisian and Egyptian political 

transitions led to different results. Thus, even though Tunisia and Egypt were both subject to 

authoritarian rule, the 2011 crises took divergent trajectories in the two countries. Despite the 

persistence of socio-economic hardship and continued terrorist threats, transition to democracy in 

Tunisia seems to be heading toward consolidation. On the contrary, Egypt has returned to a non-

democratic regime. Given the importance of Tunisia and Egypt for the stability, and hence the 

security, of the broader Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, these countries constitute 

suitable case studies for examining transatlantic democracy promotion strategies in the region 

(Hassan, 2015). Furthermore, the Arab uprisings and subsequent regime changes represented the 

most significant test for the EU  after the Lisbon Treaty (2009), and the innovations it introduced in 

EU foreign policy  (Amadio Viceré, 2018). An examination of the cases at hand may also shed light 

on the inter- and intra-institutional practices of the EU and NATO. 

 The political transitions in Egypt and Tunisia arose from democratising pressures which had 

been suffocated by decades of authoritarian resilience (Pace and Cavatorta, 2012). And yet the 

Euro-Atlantic diplomacy’s response to such transitions sought to ensure stability in North Africa by 

enhancing state resilience at the expense of broader societal resilience. Why was that so? Indeed, 

EU and NATO policies interacted with the countries’ structural and cultural specificities (Nassif, 

2018; Stepan, 2018), while adapting to the conditions on the ground as the events unfolded.  

Nevertheless, unlike scholarly works conceiving the EU as an ethical, normative power (Aggestam, 

2008; Manners, 2002; Whitman, 2011), and in line with more critical approaches (Bicchi, 2006; 

Diez, 2013; Fisher Onar and Nicolaidis, 2013; Nicolaidis and Howe, 2002), this contribution shows 

that, as the response capabilities of the EU and NATO were challenged, both organisations focused 

on avoiding the risk of state failure rather than fostering an all-encompassing democratisation 

process. 

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The first section offers an overview of 

the origins and development of the Tunisian crisis and assesses EU and NATO responses to the 
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Tunisian political transition between late 2010 and the first anniversary of the EU Global Strategy 

(EUGS; June 2017), presented by the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy (HR/VP), Federica Mogherini, in June 2016 (EEAS, 2016). The second section 

outlines the roots and evolution of the Egyptian crisis, and examines EU and NATO policies 

towards the Egyptian transition, from the deposition of President Hosni Mubarak until summer 

2017. Finally, the chapter draws some conclusions from the analysis.  

 

Projecting Resilience in Tunisia  

The Tunisian crisis: origins and developments  

 The Tunisian upheaval was a momentous political breakthrough. Not only did it reshape the 

country’s domestic politics, but it also influenced the broader wave of unrest that shook up MENA 

countries. A number of key economic and social factors contributed to this unrest, undermining the 

legitimacy and effectiveness of the regime (Kerrou, 2017). These include low growth, stagnating 

domestic and foreign investments, high youth unemployment, corruption of public authorities, and a 

generally weak rule of law. Events began to unfold in December 2010 (BBC, 2017), when 

Mohamed Bouazizi, a university graduate working as a fruit seller in the town of Sidi Bouzid, burnt 

himself to protest high unemployment and police violence. Bouzid’s dramatic deed, leading to his 

death in hospital a few weeks later, resonated among many Tunisians as a symbol of political 

martyrdom, driving massive demonstrations against the two-decade-old authoritarian regime of 

President Ben Ali. Despite the initial abrupt suppression by the security forces, the mobilisation 

soon reached Tunis, forcing Ben Ali to flee to Saudi Arabia in January 2011, and leading to the 

resignation of Prime Minister Mohamed Ghannouchi the following month. Amid early episodes of 

violence , the Tunisian political transition led to the establishment of a new regime. A ‘Higher 

Authority for the Realisation of the Objectives of the Revolution, Political Reform and Democratic 

Transition’ was created and an Assembly, in charge of drafting a new Constitution, was elected in 

October 2011. 

Cooperation between the new political forces, in particular the majoritarian moderate Islamist 

movement, Ennahdha, and secular parties such as Ettaktol, immediately proved uneasy. This led to 

occasional stalemates in the drafting of the constitutional text, and to a rise in ideological 

polarisation across the country. Domestic tensions and armed clashes, which also involved Salafists 

and loyalists of the old regime, reached a climax between February and July 2013, with the 

assassination of opposition leaders Chokri Belaid and Mohamed Brahimi. These tensions forced 
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Ennahdha to agree to an interim government (The Telegraph, 2011). Despite continuing unrest, 

including terrorist attacks, Tunisia’s first free parliamentary elections were held in October 2014, 

and won by the Nidaa Tounes bloc. The latter was headed by Beji Caid Essebsi, who was elected 

President and has been leading the country until the present. The country’s difficult transition 

towards a fully functioning democratic regime has been further complicated in the past few years by 

a multitude of unresolved socio-economic challenges. Such challenges are compounded by 

heightened security threats (Kerrou, 2017) such as smuggling activities by criminal organisations, 

as well as terrorist threats inside the country (e.g. the 2015 Bardo Museum attack) and along its 

borders (see chapter by Leonard and Kaunert in this volume). In addition to this, Tunisia has been 

the largest exporter of foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq (Council of Europe, 2017). 

The Tunisian political transition: the EU response  

 The unexpected outbreak and subsequent development of the Tunisian revolution had a 

defining impact on EU policy towards the country, and the MENA region more broadly. The 

Tunisian uprising challenged old foreign policy assumptions and prompted a reformulation of the 

overarching priorities and practical approaches of EU institutions and Member States. In many 

respects, Tunisia played a key role in shaping the EU’s early cooperation with its Southern 

Neighbourhood. In fact, this was the first country to sign an Association Agreement with the bloc in 

1998 and an Action Plan seven years later (EEAS, 2018). Within the 1995 Euro-Mediterranean 

Partnership (the Barcelona Process), EU-Tunisia cooperation was established with the objective of 

promoting sustainable development (Ayadi and Sessa, 2016; see chapter by Badarin and 

Schumacher in this volume). Such cooperation was built on political dialogue as well as on 

economic and financial collaboration. However, the EU’s cooperation with the Ben Ali regime in 

Tunis soon became pragmatic and transactional, in line with the EU’s general approach towards 

authoritarian regimes in the MENA region before the Arab uprisings. Under the assumption that 

neo-liberal economic development and political change would ultimately coincide (Pace, 2014), 

Brussels fostered the region’s resilience by focusing on its security and stability rather than 

promoting democracy and human rights to the full (Bicchi, 2010). Creating a free-trade area as a 

means to achieve peace and stability in the Arab world was already central to the Barcelona 

Process. Yet this approach was further enshrined in the 2003 European Security Strategy (EU, 

2003), which neglected the issue of political democratisation in MENA countries. The same was 

true for the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP, 2004)/Union for the Mediterranean (2005), 

which pursued democracy promotion through the narrow perspective of economic relations (Pace, 

2009). Consequently, the EU pushed for trade liberalisation and structural modernisation at the 
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local level, along with security cooperation focussing on illegal migration and organised crime. By 

contrast, minimal attention was paid to the issues of rule of law and human rights in the country 

(Ayadi and Sessa, 2016). 

The overthrow of Ben Ali and the beginning of a tumultuous and uncertain political transition 

in Tunisia challenged existing EU policy in the region. Brussels’ response had to navigate through 

disagreements among Member States over the dynamics and actors at play in the country. The 

French Government’s initial pro-regime stance (Guardian, 2011), and the difficulty of EU 

institutions to quickly adapt their policy toolbox to rapidly evolving events and crises are a case in 

point (Echagüe et al, 2011). However, diverging preferences amongst Member States within the 

Foreign Affairs Council were soon overcome by a wide consensus on the need to support the 

transition (Council of the European Union, 2011). Ultimately, the EU attempted to embrace 

democratisation (Dandashly, 2015) rather than continue to maintain an ‘authoritarian resilience’ 

(Pace and Cavatorta, 2012, p. 125) in Tunisia. Thus, the revision of the ENP (25 May 2011) 

introduced the concept of ‘deep and sustainable democracy’, envisaged new funds for civil society, 

and linked such funds to a conditionality approach entailing the three key areas of action of ‘money, 

market and mobility’ (Echagüe et al, 2011; see chapter by Badarin and Schumacher in this volume).  

Moreover, the EU supported the Tunisian path towards democracy through a range of tools and 

platforms under the umbrella of the SPRING Programme in late 2011. Brussels’ prioritisation of a 

peaceful and pluralistic transition in Tunisia also took the form of high-level visits and technical 

missions advising the country’s new authorities on the formation of a post-revolutionary regime, 

including the establishment of control authorities, the drafting of the constitution, and the conduct 

of free and fair elections (Ayadi and Sessa, 2016). These policy initiatives were coupled with the 

announcement of a Privileged Partnership in 2012, which paved the way to starting negotiations for 

a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA), and the setting up of a Mobility 

Partnership. 

 Despite the occasional stalemate brought by the political, security and socio-economic 

challenges affecting the country’s stability, EU attempts to project societal and state resilience in 

Tunisia have been persistent in the past six years (Ayadi and Sessa, 2016). In more recent times, 

however, the EU’s priorities towards the Southern neighbourhood have been shifting towards a 

more distinctive focus on security. The 2016 EUGS enshrined such a shift by adopting ‘principled 

pragmatism’ as a guiding concept of EU foreign policy (see chapter by Anholt and Wagner in this 

volume). Moreover, the EUGS explicitly introduced the notion of ‘state and societal resilience’, to 
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be fostered in order to enhance the EU’s prevention and early warning capacity vis-à-vis any further 

instability (Colombo et al, 2018). 

 Although hailed in the EUGS as a ‘prosperous, peaceful and stable democracy’ (EEAS, 

2016), a joint Communication by the HR/VP and the Commission in September 2016 

acknowledged that ‘the Tunisian transition is fragile and faces serious risks’ (High Representative 

and European Commission, 2016; p. 2). According to the Communication, this is due to continuing 

terrorist threats, insufficient political resolve to fully implement key provisions of the new 

Constitution, and multiple weaknesses affecting the Tunisian economy. Against this background 

and in the context of the EUGS’ implementation, EU policies on Tunisia have been re-centred on 

promoting the country’s stability and security. This includes, in particular, the fight against 

terrorism, radicalisation, irregular migration and organised crime, as well as the strengthening of the 

Union’s role as Tunisia’s main trade partner via a renewed emphasis on the DCFTA negotiations 

(Dandashly, 2015; see chapter by Leonard and Kaunert in this volume). 

NATO’s response  

 Compared with Tunisia’s decade-old cooperation with the EU, NATO’s role in the country 

has been far less comprehensive and visible. This is due to both the history and politics of security 

cooperation between the West and the MENA region. The Cold War had made the Southern 

Mediterranean less relevant for NATO, given the imperative of territorial deterrence against the 

perceived Soviet threat in Central and Eastern Europe. Although Middle Eastern crises in the 1960s 

and 1970s, particularly the Arab-Israeli wars, contributed to a greater awareness of the rising 

strategic importance of the region, the “Soviet prism” still dominated NATO’s strategic planning 

and security projection (Gaub, 2012). In this context, the Atlantic Alliance’s1 relations with Tunisia 

in the almost fifty years that followed the signing of the 1949 Washington Treaty were virtually 

non-existent (see chapter by Larsen and Koehler in this volume). 

 The situation began to evolve with the end of the Cold War. The ensuing period of optimism 

over the transatlantic security environment, and the prospects for improved north-south relations in 

the Mediterranean - a political priority long pursued by NATO’s Southern European Members like 

France, Italy and Spain (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013) - prompted NATO to launch the 

Mediterranean Dialogue (MD) in 1994 (NATO, 2015).2
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  Within this framework, NATO-Tunisia bilateral cooperation until the 2011 regime change 

focussed on the fight against terrorism, military cooperation, scientific and technological 

collaboration, and public diplomacy (NATO, 2007). Nevertheless, while the break-up of diplomatic 

relations between Tunisia and Israel in 2000 contributed to making MD’s multilateral approach 

largely unsuccessful (Filípková et al, 2012), the pre-2011 cooperation between NATO and Tunisia 

remained at the level of diplomatic dialogue and trust-building exercises. This lack of success was 

compounded by the broader constraints affecting the MD during that period. Such constraints 

included NATO’s historically negative image in the country and the region at large; its limited 

understanding of local and regional complexities (Gaub, 2012); and the high degree of suspicion by 

the Ben Ali regime vis-à-vis potential interferences by Western partners in defence and security 

(Hanlon, 2012).  

 The political transition beginning in 2011 caused a stalemate in the cooperation between 

Tunisia and NATO. On the one hand, the legitimacy and effectiveness of the Alliance’s traditional 

interlocutors of the armed forces and security apparatuses were deeply challenged by the outbreak 

of protests. On the other hand, despite the logistical support Tunisia regularly offered to anti-

Ghaddafi insurgents, NATO’s decision to launch Operation Unified Protector in Libya between 

February and October 2011 was not welcomed by the new political leadership in Tunis (Filípková 

et al, 2012) due to fears of violence spillovers across the border. Such fears notwithstanding, a 

meaningful dialogue resumed in 2014, with the signing of a new Individual Partnership and 

Cooperation Programme centred on counter-terrorism and border security. Several factors drove the 

resumed cooperation between the Alliance and Tunisia. Firstly, the consolidation of the country’s 

political leadership. Secondly, a deteriorating domestic and regional security landscape exacerbated 

by jihadist terrorism and the presence of foreign fighters, protracted civil war in Libya, state 

fragility in Algeria; and migration pressures from the Sahel. Finally, the push by NATO’s Southern 

European Members to lessen the Alliance’s focus on deterring Russia following the 2013 Ukraine 

crisis (Bianchi et al, 2017). The creation of the NATO Strategic Direction South – Hub in Naples 

(Italy), aimed at sharing information on regional security between Allies and Partners, epitomises 

this last aspect (NATO, 2017b). Another milestone in Tunisia-NATO rapprochement was reached a 

year later with the visit of Prime Minister Habib Essid to the Alliance’s Headquarters in Brussels to 

discuss further cooperation (Profazio, 2018). Consequently, in the 2018 Brussels Summit 

Declaration, NATO Members announced new Defence and Related Security Capacity Building 

measures to further assist Tunisia in the areas of cyber defence, countering the use of improvised 

explosive devices, and the promotion of transparency in resource management (NATO, 2018b). 
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Projecting Resilience in Egypt  

The Egyptian crisis: origins and developments  

 When the first upheavals against the regime started in Cairo on 25 January 2011, Hosni 

Mubarak had been President for almost 30 years. Under his authoritarian rule, Egypt had been 

suffering from poor rule of law (Pace, 2009), deteriorating socio-economic conditions, and human 

rights’ violations (El-Ghazaly et al, 2011). As the conflict between the military and the opposition 

deepened, the protests in Tahrir Square led to Mubarak’s deposition. Presidential powers were 

assumed by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF) on 13 February 2011. Although 

slow political change, violent repression of dissent and human rights’ violations characterised the 

immediate aftermath of the President’s ousting (Freedom House, 2013), a second phase in the 

political transition seemed to begin in 2012 with the coming into power of the Muslim Brotherhood 

(Voltolini and Colombo, 2018). Almost one year after Egyptians had taken to the streets, the 

Islamist Freedom and Justice Party (FJP) scored a major victory in the parliamentary elections of 21 

January 2012. Not long afterwards, on 24 June the Muslim Brotherhood’s candidate, Mohammed 

Morsi, became the first democratically-elected president in modern Egyptian history. Yet Morsi fell 

short of many citizens’ expectations of genuine democratisation. At the end of December 2012, he 

attempted to introduce a decree promoting the exclusion of democratic control over presidential 

decisions, which was subsequently withdrawn due to popular protests. The rule of the Muslim 

Brotherhood also led to further polarisation of the Egyptian society (Dandashly, 2015). The fracture 

between religious and secular forces became all the more evident in late 2012, when the 

government proposed a constitution which would substantially limit the freedoms of speech and 

assembly (Albrecht, 2013). In fact, even though the new Egyptian constitutional text had been 

approved in a referendum on 15 and 22 December 2012, violent clashes between protesters and 

governmental forces followed its introduction.  

 Eventually, taking advantage of popular discontent and anti-government demonstrations, the 

Egyptian armed forces, guided by Army Chief Abdul Fattah al-Sisi, overthrew Morsi on 3 July 

2013. From that moment on, Egypt began its path towards military authoritarianism. While the 

transitional authorities proposed a roadmap envisaging the constitution’s revision and new 

parliamentary and presidential elections in 2014 (Ahram Online, 2013), repression of the Muslim 

Brotherhood started immediately after the military coup (Ardovini, 2017). By the end of 2013, the 

army-backed government had declared the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist group (Bradley and El-

Ghobashy, 2013). Later on, Al-Sisi’s new constitution essentially banned religious parties in the 

country and envisaged increased military control over the government (18 January 2014; Arafa, 
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2012). The advent of the new Egyptian regime was finally formalised in the presidential elections of 

May 2014, when the former Army Chief obtained 93.3% of the votes in an electoral ballot harshly 

criticised for the repression of the opposition voices (Azeem, 2014). Since then, political repression 

and violence has escalated in Egypt, essentially casting a shadow over hopes for democratic reforms 

(Freedom House, 2018). 

 

The Egyptian political transition: the EU’s response  

Despite Egypt being an authoritarian regime, the EU had maintained bilateral relations with 

Cairo during Mubarak’s long mandate to serve its interests in the region, including cooperation on 

migration, counter-terrorism, and the Middle East Peace Process (Hassan, 2015). The outbreak of 

protests and the violent repression of demonstrators frustrated the alignment amongst the EU and its 

Member States on the strategies adopted towards Egypt until that moment. Although all Member 

States were initially reluctant to side with anti-government demonstrations (Reuters, 2011), a 

cleavage soon emerged between Northern and Southern European countries on how to handle the 

Egyptian political transition. While the former, particularly the UK, supported the resignation of the 

Egyptian President and the creation of a military-led transitory government (Waterfield, 2011), the 

latter, headed by Italy, insisted on the relevance of Mubarak’s regime in containing the spreading of 

Islamic extremism and in preventing mass influxes of migrants (El Pais, 2011). To be sure, 

similarly to the Tunisian case, the EU reacted to the ousting of Mubarak by institutionalising the 

SPRING Programme. This Programme involved: expanding the mandates of the European Bank of 

Investment and the Neighbourhood Investment Facility; creating new policy instruments, such as 

the European Endowment for Democracy and the Civil Society Facility; and revising the ENP. 

However, concrete changes remained limited and EU efforts at democracy promotion in Egypt 

continued to be dominated by ‘security concerns as a response to the threat of instability’ 

(Dandashly, 2018, p. 37; See also Noutcheva, 2015).  

After the victory of FJP’s and the election of Morsi, EU Member States were divided among 

those, such as Germany and the UK, who feared the possibility of Egypt turning into an Islamist 

regime and the potential ensuing implications on the Arab country’s relations with Israel (Hague, 

2013; Steinberg, 2015), and those, such as France, who were keener to accept the election results 

after the tension triggered by their initial reluctance towards the Arab turmoil (Daguzan, 2013). 

Eventually, as the security conditions in Libya worsened and the fear of an instability contagion in 

neighbouring Egypt increased,3 the EU continued to seek to avoid state failure by ensuring socio-

economic prosperity in the country (Amadio Viceré and Fabbrini, 2017). During the Muslim 
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Brotherhood’s rule, besides the DCFTA negotiation, the European Commission offered Egypt the 

opportunity to further develop trade relations, and increase macro-financial assistance and budget 

support (European Commission, The President, 2012). The creation of an EU-Egypt Task Force, 

intended to enhance aid coordination between the EU with third-countries’ private and public 

sectors, constituted an exception to this trend (Huber, 2013). Nonetheless, its implementation 

proved difficult, as shown by the EU’s inability to prevent the Egyptian government from excluding 

human rights groups from a Task Force meeting (ECFR, 2013; 13-14 November 2012).  

In reaction to Morsi’s presidential decree and to the new Egyptian constitution, the European 

Parliament went as far as to demand a suspension of economic support to Cairo in March 2013 

(European Parliament, 2013). Meanwhile, several EU programmes devoted to civil society 

organisations were cancelled due to a lack of commitment by Egyptian authorities (Pinfari, 2013). 

The EU did, however, prioritise security concerns in its response to the July 2013 regime change. 

Whilst some national representatives had voiced their discontent towards Morsi’s deposition (CBC, 

2013), EU Member States and institutions all avoided the use of the word “coup”. In spite of the 

army’s violent political repression, EU representatives soon established bilateral diplomatic 

relations with Al-Sisi. To be sure, the EU decided to suspend a transfer of military equipment that 

could potentially be employed to repress civilians in August 2013 (Council of the EU, FAC, 2013). 

Yet, as the then HR/VP Catherine Ashton put it, Brussels continued to offer ‘support’ and ‘help’ to 

Egypt, but abstained from any ‘interference’ (High Representative, 2013, p. 1).  

The EU’s strategy to stabilise Egypt through its new regime, notwithstanding its crackdown 

on opposition forces and minorities, persisted as time went by. Although some criticism of Al-Sisi’s 

constitution was raised by the European Parliament (6 February 204; European Parliament, 2014), 

EU Member States welcomed its introduction and stated their intention to continue assisting the 

Egyptian people (Council of the EU, FAC, 2014). As for the victory of the Army Chief at the 

presidential elections, the EU congratulated Al-Sisi for having guaranteed peace and order during 

the voting period (EU, 2014). While the military regime consolidated itself, the EU continued to 

fund socio-economic initiatives and began revising the ENP. Although still focusing on the 

understanding that economic growth would lead to a stabilisation of the neighbourhood, contrary to 

its 2011 predecessor, the 2015 ENP did not aim at fostering substantive democratic reforms. 

Instead, it identified trade, energy security, transports, mobility and security as priorities, and 

acknowledged the unwillingness of some countries to abide to EU values (Poli, 2016).  

Under the label of ‘principled pragmatism’, such an approach was reiterated in the 2016 

EUGS. Rather than emphasising the need for democratisation, the official document considered the 
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increase of societal resilience as the most effective response to repressive states (EEAS, 2016a). 

While resilience building was embedded in one of the five lines of action identified in the October 

2016 Roadmap on the Follow-Up to the Strategy (EEAS, 2016b), a Joint Communication by the HR 

and the Commission in June 2017 reiterated the importance of socio-economic development for 

enhancing broader societal resilience in authoritarian contexts (High Representative and European 

Commission, 2017). The same objectives are enumerated within the framework of the 

implementation of the EUGS and the EU-Egypt partnership priorities for 2017-2020 which cover 

three main areas: socio-economic development, ‘with a view to building a stable and prosperous 

Egypt’; foreign policy cooperation aimed at the ‘stabilising’ the MENA region; and ‘enhancing the 

stability of Egypt’ as a ‘modern and democratic state’, while cooperating with it on security, 

terrorism and migration [italics added] (Council of the EU, 2017). 

NATO’s response  

 When the 2011 revolt began, Cairo was NATO’s most relevant partner in the region. While 

Egypt was one of the first countries to be involved in the 1994 Mediterranean Dialogue, its ties with 

the Alliance were further developed in 2007 through an Individual Cooperation Programme (ICP). 

In exchange for its cooperation, Egypt received technical assistance and training from NATO 

Members (Orfy, 2010). While cooperative security was defined as one of the Alliance’s main 

objectives in its 2010 Strategic Concept (NATO, 2010), the majority of its collaboration with this 

country was of a technical and military nature and, therefore generally insufficient at the political 

level (Gaub, 2012; see also chapter by Larsen and Koehler in this volume). 

NATO did not distance itself much from the EU in its response to the events in Egypt. 

Initially, its reaction towards the Egyptian uprising was cautious because of the country’s strategic 

relevance for the Alliance. Whereas NATO’s Southern European Members felt particularly exposed 

to irregular migration and religious extremism, the US, who had been establishing a politico-

strategic partnership with Egypt since the late 1970s (Sharp, 2011; Mcinerney, 2010), feared the 

impact on Israel’s security and energy flows (Isaac, 2011). Eventually, despite initial reluctance to 

side with anti-government forces, NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen welcomed 

Mubarak’s decision to resign by stressing the relevance of a ‘speedy, orderly and peaceful transition 

to democracy’ (BBC News, 2011). 

 In a similar way to the EU, and in line with its core mission and approach to this area, the 

Alliance reacted to the Egyptian uprising by focusing on regional insecurity and state failure rather 

than on substantive democratic reforms. In April 2011, NATO offered MENA countries new terms 
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of cooperation, hitherto reserved for Euro-Atlantic partners (Reichborn-Kjennerud, 2013). Such 

terms included ‘enhanced political consultation on security issues of common concern’; 

‘strengthened practical cooperation’; and ‘support for defence education, training and capacity 

building, within existing resources’ (NATO, 2011, p. 2). Hence, in the words of Rasmussen (2011, 

p. 1), the Arab uprisings had ‘shown the importance of intensifying political dialogue’ to achieve 

‘lasting stability, security and prosperity across North Africa and the Middle East’. Furthermore, 

notwithstanding the SCAF’s violent repression and persistent human rights’ violations, in 

December 2011 NATO foreign ministers declared their readiness to consider new requests from 

MENA countries within the MD for partnership and cooperation for the reform of the security and 

defence sectors (NATO, 2011).  

The Alliance’s approach did not change with the Muslim Brotherhood’s coming into power. 

Shortly after the FJP’s victory, in recognising a ‘time of unprecedented change in the Mediterranean 

and broader Middle East’, NATO heads of state and government reiterated their commitment to 

‘strengthening and developing partnership relations with countries in the region to achieve ‘security 

and stability’ (NATO, 2012; Chicago Summit, May 2012). Thus, despite continuous civil unrest in 

the country, NATO continued to support Morsi’s regime through training programmes (NATO, 

2014a). When the Egyptian army overthrew President Morsi in 2013, NATO Members ‘raised 

concerns over Mediterranean instability’, and declared that NATO would watch Egypt closely 

(Euractiv, 2013). Indeed, ‘growing instability’ in the MENA region and its implications for the 

peace and security of the Euro-Atlantic area were among the main issues discussed at the NATO 

Summit in Wales on 5 September 2014. On that occasion, NATO Members reiterated their ‘support 

to the legitimate aspirations of the people’, while stressing their intention to ‘explore options for 

possible NATO assistance to bilateral and international efforts to promote stability’ (NATO, 

2014b). Thus in 2014, in the framework of the MD, the Netherlands offered the Egyptian military 

technical and material training (NATO, 2016a). 

 At the 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw, NATO heads of state and government committed to 

‘remain actively engaged in projecting stability and enhancing international security’, by deepening 

political dialogue and enhancing practical cooperation with its partners, including Egypt. Such 

practical cooperation involved increased ‘support in the areas of counter-terrorism, small arms and 

light weapons, counter-improvised explosive devices, and military border security’ (NATO, 2016b). 

While the formalisation of the Alliance’s partnership with Al-Sisi’s military regime occurred with 

the establishment of an Egyptian diplomatic mission to NATO (NATO, 2017a), such a commitment 
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resulted in the participation of Egypt in NATO-led political dialogue and the provision of material 

support and training throughout 2017 (NATO, 2018a). 

 

Conclusions 

 Significant differences exist between EU and NATO, particularly with regard to their 

structural characteristics and the final objectives they pursue. While the EU is a political system 

characterised both by supranational and intergovernmental features, NATO is an intergovernmental, 

security organisation with a prominently military profile. Furthermore, although most EU Member 

States are also part of NATO, the latter includes the US, Canada and Turkey as well. In spite of 

these obvious organisational differences, and of the presence of the US as a driving power within 

the Alliance, EU and NATO responses to the Arab uprisings essentially coincided. Indeed, while 

the EU initially revised its approach by focusing on the development of substantive democracy 

through socio-economic reforms, NATO shifted towards enhanced political cooperation with 

Tunisia and Egypt in the immediate aftermath of their regime changes. Still, as the time went by, 

the policies followed by the two organisations ultimately overlapped. As the EU and NATO 

focused on avoiding the risk of state failure, they both essentially enhanced state resilience at the 

expense of the broader societal resilience.  

 Resilience has become a political “mantra” underpinning Euro-Atlantic diplomacy in the 

Southern neighbourhood in the post-Arab uprising. In this context, however, particular emphasis 

has been placed on the need to increase the resilience of state institutions, whether democratic or 

not, rather than addressing the root causes of the general absences of societal resilience in the 

region. EU and NATO have primarily addressed the symptoms of local instability, but largely 

neglected the long-term causes of insecurity in Tunisia and Egypt. While the former include 

terrorism, organised crime and human trafficking, the latter mostly consist of domestic socio-

economic challenges. All this considered, it is reasonable to argue that the chapter’s findings raise 

an important theoretical challenge for the concept of normative power Europe and, more in general 

for the qualifying features of the EU international identity compared to other actors (see Manners, 

2011). 

A reshaping of the pattern of resilience fostered by the EU and NATO in Tunisia and Egypt, 

as well as of the wider MENA region, is undoubtedly necessary. Such a revision would require the 

adoption of a more holistic notion of national and regional security, which should reach beyond the 

traditional parameters of institutional stability and effectiveness, and encompass measures targeting 
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socio-economic and human security matters. Certainly, the EUGS’ recent differentiation among 

state and societal resilience is a step in this direction. However, such approach has not been fully 

implemented yet in the MENA region. In the cases under consideration, for instance, a predominant 

focus on pursuing EU’s member states’ interests on security, migration and trade, has hindered the 

EU’s stated objective of increasing both state and societal resilience in these countries.  

Given the persisting security challenges in the Southern Mediterranean area, the convergence 

of priorities between the EU and NATO is likely continue in the future (Lesser et al, 2018). As the 

cases of Tunisia and Egypt demonstrate, if an effective principle for dividing  labour among the two 

organisations continues to be missing, rather than to a virtuous integration of efforts in the Southern 

Mediterranean region, such convergence in projecting resilience risks to lead to an inefficient 

duplication. A possible way forward could build upon the 2016 Warsaw Joint Declaration and its 

follow-up developments, in order to frame a solid coordination mechanism between the two 

organisations in countering regional insecurity. On the one hand, this could include a more regular 

use of joint analysis and information-sharing on potential threats to states and societies. On the 

other hand, the definition of a clear and sustainable division of labour in military and civilian 

security cooperation with local partners should be fostered through enhanced dialogue and 

coordination on the ground between EU Delegations and NATO Contact Point Embassies, aimed at 

both preventing or in tackling domestic and regional security crises.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Hereafter simply Alliance. 
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2 The MD pursued three main goals: achieving better mutual understanding-the political dimension; contributing to 

regional security and stability- the practical dimension; and dispelling misconceptions about NATO- the public 

diplomacy dimension (Lesser et al, 2018). 
3 At the time, the EU fear of the spread of Islamic extremism in the region originated from the murder of the American 

Ambassador to Libya, Christopher Steven, by militiamen in Benghazi on 11 September 2012. 
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