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Discovering the Mediterranean (and tapping into its
pro-European attitudes)
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The group of seven southern EU countries that recently held
a summit in Madrid was founded slightly over three years ago
in Brussels. Specifically, the founding took place on 16
December 2013, when the Foreign Affairs Ministers of Cyprus,
Spain, France, Greece, Italy, Malta and Portugal met on the
sidelines of a Foreign Affairs Council session at the Permanent
Representation of Cyprus to create an informal forum for
exchanging views on matters related to the integration process.
At that time, although Mario Draghi had already uttered his ‘whatever it takes’ to save
the euro and a coalition government had just been formed in Germany promising less
austerity, the economic situation of the southern members of the Eurozone was dire. In
Greece (which ended 2013 with -3.9% growth), Portugal (-1.4%) and Cyprus (-5.4%) the
memaos in circulation gave sustenance to the idea of suspended sovereignty; Spain (-
1.2%) had also received funding for a bank bail-out while the social-democrat
governments of Italy (-1.9%) and France (+0.3%) were evidently incapable of coping with
the rigid management of the debt crisis set by Berlin. The weakness also translated into
a high degree of political instability on the domestic front, with the rise of populists on the
left and right who were sharply critical of the EU, and a clear erosion of diplomatic
influence, even in Paris, at a time when major risks and crises were building up in the
Mediterranean (the wars in Syria and Libya being the most striking cases in point).

It is important to place this extremely delicate founding moment in context in order to
understand that the group came into being with a deliberately low profile, which was
maintained until September of 2016. By then only three ministerial meetings had been
held, at a rate of one a year (in Alicante in April 2014, in Paris in February 2015 and in
the Cypriot city of Limassol in February 2016) and some members’ hesitant commitment
to the forum had already become evident. The Spanish case is particularly interesting,
with a centre-right government that preferred to eschew excessive association with the
most vulnerable Eurozone countries or ideological formulations that could place it in
opposition to Chancellor Angela Merkel. Indeed, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and
Cooperation himself, who had organised the first meeting in 2014, presented the Alicante
gathering as an occasion for talking solely about the shared challenge of immigration,
while the 2015 Annual Report on Foreign Activity —the only one published to date— does
not even mention the group, referring to it only very obliquely in an appendix (which lists
the journeys undertaken by the then Minister, Garcia-Margallo), where the Paris
gathering is mentioned as a meeting on issues of neighbour relations. Even when Prime
Minister Alexis Tsipras took the step of summoning the seven national leaders to the
first summit, held in Athens on 9 September 2016, Prime Minister Rajoy preferred to
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decline on the grounds that he was serving in a caretaker capacity (although this status
did not prevent him from attending the Bratislava summit for the EU-27 a week later).

In barely seven months, however, the group has
acquired unexpected consistency, which has assuaged
misgivings in Madrid and elicited the interest of the
other member states, the institutions and many
observers. After almost a decade in which the mere
idea of a southern periphery was stigmatising (in a
sense this continues to be the case in light of the recent
statements made by the head of the Eurogroup, Jeroen
Dijsselbloem), Spanish diplomacy and the Eurocracy
have discovered that the South also exists and that
developing this forum of Mediterranean member states can even be highly positive. And
this is not withstanding the fact that, placing a premium on geographical rigour, the
second summit, held on 28 January this year in the quintessentially Atlantic city of
Lisbon, decided to ditch the initial label of Mediterranean Group (shortened to ‘Med
Group’, which bore such a similarity, incidentally, to the derogatory ‘Club Med’) and adopt
the neutral name of Southern European Union Countries, albeit without Croatia or
Bulgaria.

“Spanish diplomacy and the
Eurocracy have discovered
that the South also exists
and that developing this
forum of Mediterranean
member states can even be
highly positive”

The politicisation and acceleration of the group’s work has come about at surprising
speed (with no fewer than three summits in six months and a fourth announced for the
coming autumn in Cyprus), at a rate that almost matches the rhythm of the European
Council. The cause of such frenetic activity can be traced to at least three factors. First
there is the British withdrawal, a development that has raised what were originally
ministerial meetings to the level of summits, and which obliges reflection on the future
and involves a redistribution of power in the EU. Secondly, and directly connected to the
first, there is the debate about multiple speeds, both among member states and in terms
of focusing on specific policies for which Brussels perceives that there is more European
added value. In this context, the renewed activity of other member state subgroups has
not passed unnoticed (such as the four members of the Visegrad Group, but also the
Benelux countries, the Baltic trio and the Scandinavian countries), which have
sensibilities that differ from the southern countries on such key issues as the external
border and governance of the euro. Lastly, the rosy economic outlook almost all its
members are now enjoying has also helped, undermining the idea that had prevailed
until recently that they were condemned to decline because of divergence from the
northern creditors: the growth forecast this year is 3.7% for Malta, and rather more than
2.5% for Cyprus, Spain and Greece; in Portugal and France meanwhile it will be around
1.6%, the average figure for the Eurozone (the only bad forecast belongs to Italy, which
will not reach 1% and remains the lowest ranked of all EU countries).

Itis true that the group’s impetus has on two occasions
originated from the not very powerful capitals of the
eastern Mediterranean —Nicosia in 2013 and Athens in
2016— which are the ones most in need of an additional
multilateral instrument in the EU, but Paris, Rome and
Madrid have also been looking favourably on this

“If it sets its mind to it, it
seems likely that the group
will be able to mould the
debate on the future of
Europe in a decisive way”
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mechanism for increasing their influence. Ultimately, these three on their own do not
account for the 35% of the population at which the blocking minority in the Council is set
(whereas the seven account for 38.53%). The potential emerges even more clearly by
bearing in mind that when the UK leaves the EU the group’s votes will account for almost
45% of the total, that three of them will soon make up the quartet of largest states
(already trialled in Versailles) and that one of its members forms part of the crucial
Franco-German axis. In short, if it sets its mind to it, it seems likely that the group will
be able to mould the debate on the future of Europe in a decisive way and even put
specific initiatives in motion, including in the sphere of appointments. As numerous
empirical studies have shown (for example the one carried out by Daniel Naurin just
before the crisis began), the construction of coalitions between the states’
representatives on the Council is influenced by the factor of geographical-cultural
proximity and there is a clear propensity for the southern countries to align with each
other. Hence, improving coordination on shared issues and managing differences will
benefit the seven and also the EU itself, which for many years has been weakened on
its southern flank; it is possibly one of the areas that has been most positive about
integration and continues being so, despite the crisis, which has tested its pro-European
mettle. This was evident from the Madrid Declaration, approved at the summit on 10
April, which included explicit support for Michel Barnier and the European Commission
in the recently-begun negotiations with London, a call to make swifter progress on
banking union and for solidarity on immigration, and where interesting proposals in the
social arena were also unveiled: namely educational integration and in the fight against
unemployment. References to foreign policy and security issues (such as condemnation
of the latest terrorist attacks, understanding for the US airstrike in Syria, support for the
negotiations on the unification of Cyprus and the wish to strengthen European defence)
show that the group, in whose ministerial meetings High Representative Mogherini has
hitherto participated, may also facilitate decision-making in the context of the CSFP.

Clearly it would be wise not to exaggerate the importance of the group: it is obvious that
none of the smallest members, and certainly not Spain, Italy and above all France, will
place the group at the centre of their European strategies ahead of other bilateral
considerations, especially with Berlin, or allow it to replace alternative formulations
entirely (such as the Weimar Triangle for France, the dialogue between the six founding
members for France and ltaly, and the 5+5 group in the sphere of Western
Mediterranean security, which excludes Greece and Cyprus). It is also wise to warn of
the dangers of an EU fragmented into rigid geographical subgroups, with opposing
outlooks. But in terms of what has so far emerged from the South, although it still needs
confirmation in the wake of the French elections and greater institutionalisation (under
the auspices of COREPER or the area Councils), it should be greeted as an interesting
development that if anything will help the institutions. It will also contribute to the declared
aim that Spain and its way of conceiving integration should carry more weight, finally
enabling Spain to acquire the protagonism that befits it in the emerging post-Brexit
Europe. Madrid now seems to want to forget its fear of being linked to the rest of the
indebted periphery —a fear that has lasted seven years— and may wish to complete its
policy of sealing EU alliances, aspiring to a role of voicing the concerns of the South. It
is both a more interesting and more complicated role than the exclusively reactive
approach to Berlin (and Paris) that has been taken in recent times.
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