Prospects for
peace in the
Maghreb region:
A decade since the
Arab Spring

REGIONAL INTEGRATION
AS OPPORTUNITY FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

COUNTRY-SPECIFIC VARIATIONS
IN ECONOMIC RESOURCES
Although some improvements have been made since the Arab Spring, such as
democratic transition in Tunisia, there is still a lot to be done to combat socioeconomic inequalities, corruption, and unemployment. Today, there is a significant need for
regional integration among the Maghreb countries. Because of intraregional
disputes, for instance regarding the status of Western Sahara, the Maghreb region
has experienced very limited progress regarding economic integration. More intraregional trade and cooperation could potentially have positive effects on economic
development and improve living standards throughout the Maghreb region.
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) suggests that governments in the region
should, along with commitments to combat corruption and economic inequalities,
implement reforms to remove barriers to intraregional trade. By investing in intraregional trade, the Maghreb region would not only improve its internal
relations and become a stronger negotiator internationally, but it would also
become more attractive for foreign direct investments (FDIs).

Countries’ economic situation and their supplies of
natural resources vary across the Maghreb region.
Common for all states within the region is the high
vulnerability to external factors. For example, several
countries in the region are vulnerable to changes in
oil prices. Moreover, international tourism has been
limited during the Covid-19 pandemic.¹
The following sections give an overview of which
resources different states in the Maghreb region
mainly depend on.

TUNISIA
Tunisia is sometimes described as a resource-poor
country.² It is a lower-middle income country with a
large working-age population.³ However, unemployment is widespread, even among highly educated
people. Ten years since the Arab Spring, the country
struggles with its public debt and budget deficit.⁴
Phosphates, oil and gas are important for Tunisia’s
economy.⁵ The country is heavily dependent on fossil
fuels since 98 percent of Tunisia’s electricity is produced from these resources. Although the Tunisian
government has introduced some plans to increase the use of renewable energy, 75 percent of the
country’s production of electricity is expected to
depend on fossil fuels by 2030. The dependence
on fossil fuels is not only negatively affecting the
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environment today but is also likely to be a major
challenge for Tunisia in its transition towards a green
economy. Beyond oil, gas and phosphates, the
tourism sector and the textile industry are important to Tunisia’s economy. Tourists mainly come from
Europe and countries in the Persian Gulf.⁶ International tourism to Tunisia has been negatively affected
by several factors, for instance the threat of terrorist
attacks and, more recently, the Covid-19 pandemic.
The agriculture sector in Tunisia is important especially to the poorer parts of the population. In an
attempt to strengthen the economic situation
for the country’s farmers, the government has
implemented tax breaks. There are generally good
conditions in the country to grow crops such
as wheat and corn. Tunisia also produces a lot
of fruits, vegetables, and milk products. However,
profits from the agricultural sector varies depending
on rainfalls. During some years, such as in 2010,
many Tunisian farmers struggled with financial
issues due to droughts. Tunisia engages in both
imports and exports of goods. For instance, Tunisia
exports a lot of electronics and textiles. Moreover, olive oil has become an important export
commodity. The European Union (EU) is one of the
main trade partners for Tunisia. Today, 75 percent
of the country’s exports go to the EU, and most of
the country’s imports are from the EU. France, Italy
and Germany are also some of the most important
bilateral trade partners for Tunisia.
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ALGERIA
Algeria is often described as a resource-rich country.⁷
Today, it is the largest economy in the Maghreb
region.⁸ However, economic development is relatively
slow and unemployment is still common, especially among the younger population.⁹ The country’s
main sources for exports are gas and oil. In fact,
such resources account for about 95 percent of the
country’s total exports, which represents 30 percent
of the country’s GDP.¹⁰ The state-owned company
Sonatrach dominates the oil and gas sector in
Algeria.¹¹ Due to its large economic dependency
on fossil fuels, Algeria is heavily affected by
global changes in oil prices.¹² In the long-term,
the economic dependence on fossil fuels is likely
to have a negative effect on Algeria’s economy as
the world is increasingly shifting to green energy.
According to the World Bank, Algerian authorities
have ambitions to implement more sustainable
economic reforms.¹³
Beyond fossil fuels, resources such as iron and
phosphates are also important to the country’s
economy.¹⁴ Algeria imports food and industrial
equipment.
In similarity to other countries in the Maghreb
region and beyond, the Covid-19 pandemic
has negatively affected the overall economy in
Algeria. According to the World Bank, there have
been some economic improvements to the Algerian
economy in 2021.¹⁵ However, the country currently
struggles with a slow pace of vaccinations, and
the World Bank therefore estimates that certain
pandemic-related restrictions will remain in place
until 2022. Because of the country´s young demographic profile, the World Bank emphasizes Algeria’s
need to shift toward a more diversified economy to
increase job opportunities in the country.

MOROCCO
Although Morocco is usually considered a lower
middle-income country, there are significant inequalities among the population.¹⁶ For example, rural
poverty is common. In similarity to Tunisia, Morocco
is sometimes classified as a resource-poor country.¹⁷
However, Morocco for instance has its own production
of cars and food products.¹⁸ Both Morocco and
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Tunisia have invested in financial technology, which
creates better conditions for future economic
integration. In comparison to Tunisia and Algeria,
Morocco’s economy does not depend as much on
oil or gas.¹⁹ However, the agriculture sector and
international tourism are important for Morocco’s
economy. Before the pandemic, almost 13 million
tourists visited the country each year.
Emigration from Morocco, especially to countries
of the European Union, is common.²⁰ The total value
of remittances that are sent home from Moroccans
who live abroad is very high.²¹ The trend of Moroccans
leaving the country is for instance connected to the
high level of unemployment, which remains a big issue 10 years after the Arab Spring.

”Morocco is violating international
law, while the EU has repeatedly
neglected decisions
of its own court.”
Like other Maghreb countries, Morocco increasingly
imports products from China.²² However, the EU
remains Morocco’s most important trade partner as
two thirds of the country’s exports go there.²³ Morocco
and the EU have been heavily criticized by human
rights organizations because of their illegal trade
deals that include natural resources from Western
Sahara. Morocco makes profits from selling resources
(for instance phosphates) that belong to Western
Sahara and its people, violating Public International
Law. Profits from Western Saharan resources are
essential to the Moroccan economy.²⁴ Several
rulings in the Court of Justice of the EU
(CJEU), most recently in September 2021, have
declared trade and fisheries agreements between
Morocco and the EU as invalid since they include resources from Western Sahara without
consent from the Sahrawi population.²⁵ In other
words, Morocco is violating international law,
while the EU has repeatedly neglected decisions
of its own court. By importing resources from
Morocco, which originate from Western Sahara, the EU
normalizes Morocco’s occupation and exploitation
of Western Sahara. At the same time, the Sahrawi
population’s right of self-determination is denied.
Economic factors are therefore prioritized before
human rights – are trade deals more important than
rights of Sahrawis?

WESTERN SAHARA
Western Sahara has a dry climate with large desert areas. The conditions for agriculture are generally poor and a lot of food products are therefore
imported. There are however good conditions for
fishing outside the coast of the occupied Western Sahara. As previously mentioned, the country has great
reserves of phosphates which are illegally sold by
Morocco without consent from the Sahrawi
population. This is incompatible with Resolution
1514, which was adopted by the United Nations’
General Assembly in 1960 and states that “all
peoples have the right to self-determination; by
virtue of that right they freely determine their
political status and freely pursue their economic,
social and cultural development” (Article 2). Furthermore, the right of self-determination is recognized in
Article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR), which Morocco ratified back
in 1979.²⁶ Morocco’s practise of selling resources from
Western Sahara is also irreconcilable with a ruling
of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) from 1975.
In particular, the ICJ’s ruling stated that the Court
could “not establish any tie of territorial sovereignty
between the territory of Western Sahara and the
Kingdom of Morocco”.²⁷
Most of Western Sahara’s natural resources can be
found in the Moroccan-occupied territories, in other
words west of the 2,700 km wall that Morocco has
built. Because of harsh climate conditions, it is difficult for Sahrawis to make a living in the free areas
east of the wall. The wall, which pro-independence
Sahrawi activists sometimes refer to as “the wall of
shame”, is surrounded by thousands of land mines
since the 1975-1991 war between Morocco and the
Polisario Front.²⁸ Because of sandstorms and floods,
some of the mines have moved from their original
place. According to the United Nations Mine Action
Service (UNMAS), the Moroccan-built wall is one
of the most mine-concentrated areas in the world.
The mines pose a great threat to civilians in the area.
Since the war started in 1975, over 2,500 casualties
caused by mine explosions have been reported.
The possibility to remove mines east of the wall has
been limited during the pandemic, especially when
the border between Algeria and Western Sahara was
closed between March and October 2020.²⁹ Mine
action activities were interrupted once again when
the war between Morocco and the Polisario Front
resumed in November 2020.
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INEQUALITIES AND MIGRATION

SIGNIFICANCE OF A
FUNCTIONING LABOR MARKET

Regarding inequalities, it is important to acknowledge that large quantities of resources in a country
does not necessarily have positive impacts for people’s
standard of living. As the economist and philosopher
Amartya Sen has emphasized, it may not be enough
to look at a country’s GDP to assess the well-being of a
population, but other factors must also be taken into
consideration.³⁰ To get a better understanding of the
potential diversity of living standards, it is essential to
look at the actual distribution of resources, and not
only focus on a state’s GDP.

Several key challenges connected to the
demographic changes in the region are in essence
economic issues. For example, the growing youth
population needs to be integrated into a labor
market that provides sufficient employment opportunities. A trend in the Maghreb region is the
high unemployment rate, especially among
youth. According to the IMF, the average youth
unemployment rate in the Maghreb region is about
25 percent (15-24 years of age).³¹ In similarity to the
situation during the Arab Spring protests in 2011,
unemployment remains a cause to frustration and
dissatisfaction. Furthermore, some local organizations in the occupied Western Sahara have reported
that the Sahrawi population is discriminated on the
labor market since Moroccans are sometimes prioritized for job opportunities.³² According to the Moroccan authorities, however, Sahrawis and Moroccans
are treated equally and without discrimination.

In the Maghreb region, the possibility to advance
economically in life can be affected by circumstances
that people have little or no control over. For instance,

corruption contributes to a form of institutionalized inequality. Depending on different factors, for
example where someone is born, and their age and
gender, people might face certain opportunities or
obstacles – economically, socially, and politically. As
previously mentioned, the lack of economic opportunities is a common reason for emigration from the
Maghreb region. Many migrants from the Maghreb
region have European countries as their destination.
Over the years, Europe has increasingly become
dependent on Morocco to control its borders to stop
migrants from entering Europe. Morocco therefore
arguably has a form of political leverage over
European countries.

To find the underlying causes to the high unemployment in the Maghreb region it is necessary to look at
the structure of the labor market. High reliance on
the public sector to secure employment results in an
oversized sector which is unable to provide jobs for

all.³³ Public sector jobs usually provide more security
and higher wages. When opportunities for
employment in the formal sector are sparse, people
might instead turn to the informal sector. However,
jobs within the informal sector are often low-paid
and do not offer a safety net for workers. Approximately 80 percent of youth in the Middle East and
North Africa work in informal sectors.³⁴ Furthermore,
corruption and the pandemic add more layers of vulnerability to people working in the informal sector.

”Approximately 80 percent of
youth in the Middle East and
North Africa work in
informal sectors.”
Economic effects from the pandemic are evident for
instance in Morocco and Tunisia where many people
have lost their employments in the tourism sector.
Investments can be crucIal for the private sector to
expand, especially after the pandemic. However, the
high levels of corruption within the financial system
across much of Maghreb can possibly deter investors.

CORRUPTION AS AN OBSTACLE
TO DEMOCRATIC DEVELOPMENT
Corruption is widespread at all levels of society in
the Maghreb countries, from the highest government
level down to basic access to public services.³⁵ Corruption affects political and economic development,
as well as daily life. According to Transparency
International’s Global Corruption Barometer, more
than half of the citizens in North African and Middle
Eastern countries believe corruption is increasing.³⁶
Bribery and use of personal connections result in suspicion of economic systems.
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Corruption typically works as a major obstacle
to democratic development since it undermines
transparency and accountability. To prevent corruption, it is important that civil society organizations are
free to criticize authorities without facing retaliation,
and that different actors in society can safely report
on corruption offences.³⁷
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PROSPECTS FOR REGIONAL
INTEGRATION
Although each country in the region has increased
its trade flows, the Maghreb region is still the least
integrated region in the world.³⁸ In fact, tariffs are
higher when Maghreb countries trade with each
other, compared to when they trade with European
countries. Intraregional trade currently accounts for
less than 5 percent of the Maghreb countries’ total
trade. Restrictive trade and investments, insufficient
intraregional infrastructure, and closed borders are
some of the reasons to the lack of integration. The
dispute over the status of Western Sahara is another
important factor adding to political tensions. Although Maghreb countries do have a trade union
called Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), it is considered
inactive today. An IMF report from 2018 underlines
the potential benefits of increased regional integration.
The IMF report shows that regional integration would
open up a market with about 100 million consumers,
with significant potential for economic development.
Regional integration could also contribute to foreign
direct investments (FDI) in the Maghreb countries.
By prioritizing integration, the region would likely
become less vulnerable to market volatility. In its
report, the IMF recommends that certain barriers
to trade and investments should be removed since
they can slow down economic growth in the region.
In particular, reduction of tariffs within the region on
imported goods could potentially result in reduced
food prices, which in turn could be an important
step in reducing poverty. However, when it comes to
reducing poverty levels and increase the number of
job opportunities, countries in the Maghreb region
generally have a long way to go, according to the IMF
report.
In general, trade integration could enhance the
region’s economic development and improve living
standards. Integration in the Maghreb is not a magic
solution, but it can be part of a wider strategy to
increase the number of jobs, reduce existing inequalities and promote inclusive development. Long-term
economic consequences of the pandemic are still
relatively unknown. However, there is a risk that
economic stagnation could exacerbate already exis-

ting inequalities and lack of opportunities – in other
words, factors that a decade ago led to widespread
protests.

PREVIOUS EFFORTS TO
INCREASE REGIONAL
INTEGRATION
Over the years, several organizations have worked on
trade agreements with relevance for regional integration in the Maghreb region. Every Maghreb country
is a member of the League of Arab States, and the
African Union. Furthermore, all Maghreb countries
are members of the Agreement on the Global System
of Trade Preferences among Developing Countries,
which has an aim to promote trade within areas such
as the Maghreb region. Only three Maghreb countries
are currently members of the World Trade Organization (WTO); Morocco, Tunisia, and Mauritania. Algeria
made an application for WTO membership in 1987
but the negotiations were never completed.
The Arab Maghreb Union (AMU) was created in 1989
with the aim to increase integration and cooperation
between Maghreb countries. The AMU treaty declares that the Maghreb countries’ governments should
make efforts to gradually achieve the free movement
of people, and the free circulation of goods and services (Article 2).³⁹ AMU designed a trade agreement
called Maghreb Free Trade Area, but this was never ratified. Because of bilateral disagreements, for instance
between Morocco and Algeria, AMU is no longer an
active organization. Nevertheless, AMU arguably had
an important symbolic value for regional cooperation.
In 2018, many African states (among them the Maghreb countries) created a new trade agreement called
the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). The
IMF has described this agreement as a “powerful signal about the benefits of intraregional cooperation”
since it has managed to unify many African countries
in efforts to promote integration.
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CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES
To achieve successful regional integration in the
Maghreb region it is crucial that governments take
immediate action to combat various obstacles that
affect trade and cooperation. Several geopolitical
factors currently have negative effects for integration.
Nevertheless, by cooperating and implementing
reforms (for instance on tariffs and visa regulations)
there is, according to the IMF, potential for economic
development in the region.
There are many reasons why regional integration has
been so slow and complex. Geopolitical aspects include complex bilateral relations between states in the
Maghreb region. For example, the relations between
Algeria and Morocco have been characterized by diplomatic tensions and mistrust for many decades.⁴⁰
The ongoing dispute between the two countries
stems from various political disagreements, among
them Algeria’s critical perspective of Morocco’s
occupation of Western Sahara. The border that
separates Morocco and Algeria has been closed
since 1994. Diplomatic relations were further weakened in September 2021, when Algeria closed its
airspace to Moroccan planes. The shutdown included both civilian and military aircrafts. Prior to this
development, Algeria also recalled its ambassador
from Morocco. Morocco’s strategic decision in 2020 to
normalize its relations with Israel (in exchange for
that the U.S. would normalize Morocco’s occupation
of Western Sahara) is another political development
that has exacerbated Algerian-Moroccan relations.⁴¹
Moreover, both countries blame each other for
supporting the other state’s opposition groups.⁴²

”The border that separates
Morocco and Algeria has been
closed since 1994.”

ders.⁴³ Moreover, citizens in the Maghreb region often
must apply for visas to make legal visits in neighboring
countries. This requirement can be seen as an
obstacle for intraregional travels. Furthermore, there
is a need for investing in infrastructure that connects
the Maghreb countries with each other as this could
increase trade flows and therefore be a good source
of more integration.⁴⁴
Geographically, the Maghreb countries are strategically situated between the European market
(including the European Union) and Sub-Saharan
Africa.⁴⁵ As reported by the IMF, regional integration
would most likely increase foreign direct investments
(FDIs) in the area, thus contributing to the region’s
economic development. By collaborating with each
other, the Maghreb countries could also become a
stronger force in negotiations with other regions,
compared to when states act exclusively on their
own. In this way, Maghreb countries would get more
leverage when participating in negotiations with
trade partners such as the EU, China, and the United States. According to the IMF, however, increased
dependence on imports from China could potentially
become a challenge to more regional integration in
the Maghreb region.

”Geographically, the Maghreb
countries are strategically situated
between the European market
(including the European Union)
and Sub-Saharan Africa.”
More economic integration, for instance in the form
of less intraregional trade barriers, may generate
better living standards in the region. There are
several reasons for this. For instance, the IMF reports that increased levels of trade between Maghreb countries could benefit citizens by creating better conditions for reducing food prices. Moreover,
economic integration could have positive effects on
matters such as competition and innovation, thus
making Maghreb countries stronger on the international arena.

The openness of borders in the Maghreb region has,
beyond disputes regarding the status of Western
Sahara, been negatively affected by threats of
terrorism. According to the IMF, threats of terrorism
have generated more strict controls along the bor-
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CONCLUSION:

POTENTIAL FOR ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT & IMPROVED LIVING STANDARDS
Several of the underlying factors to the Arab Spring
protests in 2011, such as corruption and unemployment, remain in the Maghreb region a decade later.
Although several countries in the region have
increased their levels of trade, this development
has not always translated into improved economic
opportunities for the people. High unemployment
rates constitute a great barrier to economic advancement and is a cause for frustration and discontent,
especially for the younger generation. The flawed
labor market, with an oversized public sector and
a lack of job vacancies, has led to a large informal
sector in the Maghreb countries. The informal
sector is usually characterized by low-paid jobs and
insecure working conditions. The informal sector
has also been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic to
a greater extent than the formal sector.

strengthen political dialogue between states in the
region.⁴⁶ More intraregional trade could promote
not only economic development but also potentially
improve living standards and reduce inequalities,
as it could create more job opportunities and
possibly reduce food prices. In summary, there is
potential for economic development in the region, but challenges such as corruption, political
instability and flawed labor markets will continue
to impede economic opportunities for people and
thus need to be addressed through comprehensive
reforms.

However, it is important to note that unemployment is only one part of the puzzle. Corruption is still
prevalent in all sectors of society and contributes
to economic inequalities among the populations in
the Maghreb countries. Corruption constitutes a great obstacle for an inclusive economic development
and democratic transition in the region. The Maghreb
countries has potential to improve economically but
currently lacks regional integration and cooperation.
Political disputes, for instance over the legal status
of Western Sahara, is an obstacle to trade among the
Maghreb countries. Consequently, there is a need to

This is the third part in a series of articles about
prospects for peace, a decade after the Arab Spring in
the Maghreb region. Next part is about wins and losses
in the strive for gender equality and will be followed by
an article about human rights.
The article series will focus mainly on four countries
in the Maghreb region: Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and
Western Sahara.
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