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T
he Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), the regional grouping 
that brings together the North African countries of 
Morocco, Mauritania, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya, 
celebrated its 27th anniversary in February. But the 
turmoil that is gripping the whole Arab world has not 
spared the Maghreb.

Founded in Marrakech on February 17th, 1989, the 
AMU has had a hard time getting its act together. Aside from official 
statements, there have been few reminders that a Maghrebi 
integration process is supposedly under way.

A rare exception of tangible achievements was the establishment 
in December of the Maghreb Bank for Investment and Foreign 
Trade. Maghreb leaders approved the idea of the bank in 1991 but 
only agreed to fund it in 2015, revealing a slow process that is more 
indicative of the hurdles facing the bank than its ability to meet the 
challenges the region faces.

The Maghreb is certainly a region of great potential: It has a 
market of more than 85 million people and boasts 3% of global oil 
reserves, 4% of the world’s natural gas and 50% of the planet’s 
phosphates.

Not unlike the rest of the Arab world, it is a region in disarray. Its 
five countries conduct most of their trade with the European 
Union, not with each other. The share of inter-Maghrebi trade is no 
more than 3%. Many consider the Maghreb to be the least inte-
grated region in the world.

Another dubious distinction of the Maghreb is its unmatched 30% 
rate of graduate youth unemployment. These two distinctions are 
not unrelated.

According to many economists, costs incurred by Maghreb 
countries because of their non-integration have been heavy: at 
least 2-3 percentage points of gross national product (GNP) growth 
are lost every year.

A better-integrated Maghreb “would help the region stand 
against unfavourable external economic conditions and would 
ultimately lead to more growth and jobs,” pleaded International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) Managing Director Christine Lagarde.

For the last five years, the problems of the Maghreb have multi-
plied due to security challenges as Libya, a previous source of 
investment and employment, has descended into chaos. For 
political reasons, Moroccan-Algerian borders have been closed 
since 1994 and the Sahara issue remains unresolved. It seems as if 
working towards regional integration has ceased to be a priority.

The same disunity that is hindering the work of the AMU seems to 
be inhibiting other pan-Arab institutions, including its principal 
flagship organisation, the Arab League.

The next Arab League summit, which was supposed to take place 
April 7th, has been cancelled.

“Amid the lack of important decisions and concrete initiatives to 
submit to the heads of states, this summit will be just another 
occasion to approve ordinary resolutions and to pronounce 
speeches that give a false impression of unity,” a statement from 
the Moroccan summit hosts said.

“Arab leaders cannot confine themselves, once more, to simply 
analysing the bitter situation of divergences and divisions without 
giving decisive responses,” it added.

In the middle of wars and other existential threats, it is not 
surprising that pan-Arab and regional Arab institutions are at a 
standstill. Dreams of integration and unity will have to wait for the 
day the drums of war go silent.

Pan-Arab and regional 
institutions seriously 
challenged

W
hen will the 
West realise 
that the 
Syrian peace 
negotiations 
have nothing 

to do with Syria? In reality, they 
have much more to do with the 
issue between Moscow and the 
West over international sanc-
tions imposed on Russia over 
its role in the Ukraine crisis.

It is surprising that, until now, 
everything that has emerged 
from the various rounds of the 
fruitless Syrian negotiations has 
failed to refer to the main issue 
that stands behind the military 
escalation in the country.

The opposition is scream-
ing about the Russian military 
intervention while international 
partners are preoccupied with 
issuing demands, warnings and 
threats. All the while, nobody 
is dealing with the crux of the 
matter.

The regional strategic balance 
is one narrow strand for Moscow, 
which is facing an unprecedent-
ed economic crisis.

The Russian ruble has lost 70% 
of its value since the start of the 
Ukraine crisis. That is just the 
tip of the iceberg of its economic 
and financial crises, due to the 
Western sanctions, the isolation 
from the global financial system 
and the collapse of energy 
prices.

All crises in the region have 
escalated over the past few years 
because of Iranian interventions 
and exploitations. They should 
have entered a stage of detente 
with the passage of time, which 
is only beginning to happen in 
Iraq after the Iran nuclear deal.

Before the Russian 
military intervention in 
Syria, it seemed clear 
that the international 
community was going to 
be more able to impose a 
solution to the Syrian cri-
sis following the nuclear 
deal with Iran, as Tehran 
would be fearful of the 
resumption of sanctions.

But Moscow realised 
that if the Syrian crisis 

was resolved, the harsh sanc-
tions that have been imposed on 
the country will stay in place for 

a very long time.
It looked very unlikely that 

Russia would wake up one day 
and decide, out of the blue, to 
withdraw from the Crimea. 
In the same manner the West 
is very unlikely to decide to 
lift Russian sanctions unless 
Moscow meets the conditions 
for this.

Therefore, the Kremlin real-
ised that the sanctions looked 
likely to remain in place, maybe 
for decades. That is why Russia 
decided to intervene in Syria and 
turn the situation on its head 
to use it as a bargaining chip to 
have the sanctions lifted.

The course of events confirms 
that Russia will seek to escalate 
its offensive in Syria regardless 
of the positions of the Syrian 
opposition, the United States, 
Europe and regional powers.

Even if the Syrian opposition 
announced today that it was 
ready to lay down arms and 
meet all Damascus’s demands, it 
would not be enough for Mos-
cow. Russia will continue to 
stoke the flames until the West 
lifts the Ukraine-related eco-
nomic sanctions.

There can be no solution to 
Syria until Washington and 
Europe realise that they must 
find a solution to the Russian 
sanctions. Moscow will remain 
involved in the Syrian crisis 
whatever the opposition and 
others do, until it gets satisfac-
tion over the sanctions issue.

With neither side likely to bow 
to pressure, the fear is that Syria 
could remain trapped between 
the two sides in this new Cold 
War until it turns to ashes.

Salam Sarhan is an Iraqi writer.
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