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ABSTRACT

In the late twentieth century, regional dynamics in international relations reemerged, sparking a renewed
interest, as evidenced by the emergence of the term “new regionalism.” The global economy has become
increasingly defined by regionalism. Both developed and developing countries are turning to regional
cooperation as a vital tool to counter global challenges and issues. This study aims to analyse the
features of “new regionalism” in the context of the Middle East and North Africa region (MENA). The
study begins by identifying and explaining the key features of “new regionalism” that facilitate
cooperation between countries. It then evaluates and examines the following features of regionalism in
the MENA region: 1) geographical proximity; 2) trade liberalisation; 3) economic interdependence; 4)
non-discrimination; and 5) unilateral reform. To analyse the current status of regionalism in the MENA
region and clarify the level and extent of cooperation, the research method proposes utilising a set of
indicators to refer to each of these features. The research findings are summarised below: Despite some
encouraging signs of regional cooperation in the MENA region, it is distinguished by slow free trade, a
weak regional import-export process, unclear unilateral reform, and a lack of collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION

Supporters of the “new regionalism” (Baylis et al., 2007; Breslin et al., 2002; Hettne & Soderbaum,
2006; Mansfield & Milner, 1999; Schirm, 2002; Tavares, 2004) argued that regional blocs,
organisations, and institutions have a significant effect on the international system in a globalised world.
Collaboration is currently a defining feature of the global economy, serving as a tool for both developing
and developed nations to overcome contemporary challenges (Scott & Storper, 2003). This includes
tackling climate change, managing migratory flows, combating terrorism, and promoting peace and
security (Hettne & Sdderbaum, 2006).

This article evaluates the collaboration in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.
Regionalism in the MENA region is rarely studied comprehensively and in an accessible manner,
especially from the perspective of those within the region itself. Studies by Ajami (1991), Halliday
(1996), Aarts (1999), Hinnebusch (2003), Edwards (2006), and Fawcett (2009) have focused on the role
of Western countries in shaping MENA regionalism. External factors, such as the USA's intervention,
have significantly influenced the region's economy and politics (Hurrell, 1995). In this regard, the
United States has repeatedly redefined the region's economy by supporting its trade policies and
economic liberalisation measures according to its own dictates (Cheta, 2018). Politically, the USA has
taken on managerial roles by assisting confident leaders or groups in forming governments, which has
significantly impacted the power dynamics of politics, regimes, and alignments within the region
(Hazbun, 2018). Furthermore, its security and military interventions have altered the regional dynamics
by affecting political stability and sovereignty demographics—that is, its participation in reshaping the
regional balance, as seen in its support for Israel (Seeberg, 2016). Seldom is MENA regionalism
evaluated in the context of domestic factors, particularly economic ones, such as import-export
dynamics and liberalisation.

Evaluating regionalism in the MENA can provide a clear understanding of the region's reality, based
on the region itself, without prejudices or assumptions that would distort the facts and lead to biased
conclusions. This internally oriented approach to evaluating MENA regionalism aims to provide a more
accurate and impartial understanding of the region's dynamics in light of its cultural, political, and
historical context.

Despite scholars and experts outside the region (Baylis et al., 2007; Breslin et al., 2002; Hettne &
Sdderbaum, 2006; Mansfield & Milner, 1999; Schirm, 2002; Tavares, 2004) suggested that the MENA
region is an exception to other models of regionalism, we cannot dismiss the possibility of evaluating
economic cooperation at the regional level. Bill (1996) asserted that the “Middle Eastern political
processes defy observation, discourage generalisation, and reject explanation based on fifty years of
academic study in the region” (p. 156). Hence, this article aims to examine MENA regionalism using a
set of standard criteria applicable globally, demonstrating that the MENA region is not an anomaly in
terms of cooperation and regionalism. The study aims to provide a clear and understandable explanation
of the emerging regionalism in the MENA region. It is crucial to treat the MENA region like any other
regional bloc, showing that it is neither an exception nor fundamentally different in terms of cooperation
and the possibility of unity.

It is crucial to highlight and clarify the reality of cooperation within the MENA region rather than
merely assessing external factors, as seen in other studies that focused on the role of superpowers and
their potential influence on regionalism in the area. Recognising and analysing the characteristics of
regional cooperation in the MENA is significant for various reasons. First, the MENA region is under
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increasing economic pressure to collaborate. This is due to dynamic global economic changes, such as
greater economic globalisation, the impact of events like the pandemic, regional challenges, and the
expanding engagement of various developing countries in global markets (Aboyade, 2018; Fischer &
El-Erian, 1996; Rouis et al., 2013). The speech delivered by Algerian President Abdelmadijid Tebboune
at the opening of the 31st Arab Summit in 2022 eloquently summed up the concern:

“Our summit is taking place under exceptional regional and international
circumstances, like COVID-19... These circumstances have led to shifts in balances,
increasing tensions, and a worsening phenomenon of polarization, which significantly
contribute to escalating crises with repercussions on international peace and security.
These crises cast shadows over many countries, particularly regarding their food
security. In light of the immense natural, human, and financial resources available in
our region, which qualify us to be active players in the world as an economic power,
we cannot accept that our economic role is limited to being influenced... Therefore, we
must all build a strong Arab economic bloc that safeguards our common interests by
identifying priorities and focusing on areas of joint work that have a rapid and tangible
positive impact on our region.”

Thus, it is challenging for the MENA region to refrain from engaging in cooperation. Moreover, it is
crucial to link studies on the aforementioned region to recent global events and trends, providing a fresh
perspective on current regionalism and demonstrating the level of cooperation in the region. It is also
noteworthy to distinguish between old and new forms of regionalism. Old regionalism relied heavily
on security matters and the outcomes of the Cold War, whereas “new regionalism” is more focused on
economic and development concerns (Hettne, 2005). The establishment of the European Union (EU) in
the aftermath of World War 11 is often described as the contemporary counterpart of old regionalism
(Beeson, 2004; Mansfield & Milner, 1999). Linking MENA studies to broader global developments is
essential, as this perspective illuminates the international forces shaping domestic dynamics and how
local concerns influence and are influenced by global trends, particularly in economic matters. This
approach enhances the relevance and precision of analyses by considering the global factors that
increasingly determine political, economic, and social life in various regions, including MENA.

Table (1) below shows the countries constituting this study's MENA region. The following 22 countries
present a wide range of political, economic and cultural complexities in the region. The MENA region
comprises a collection of countries characterised by varying levels of development, economic
structures, and historical experiences - from oil-rich states in the Gulf, such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait,
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), to North African nations like Algeria, Egypt, and Morocco.

Adding Iran, Turkey, and the West Bank (part of the Palestinian Territory) into the equation, one can
argue how geographically expansive the MINA region is. More importantly, it highlights the diverse
power dynamics at play within these elements, each contributing to the region’s complex political and
strategic landscape. Therefore, the primary focus of this study lies in regional interactions and
challenges.
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Table 1

List of MENA Countries Used in This Study

Algeria Lebanon Sudan

Bahrain Libya Syria
Egypt Mauritania Tunisia
Iran Morocco Turkey
Iraq Oman The UAE

Jordan Qatar West Bank (Pa_rt of Palestinian

Territory)

Kuwait Saudi Arabia Yemen

The relevance of regionalism within the international system has arguably been one of the most
challenging questions since the Second World War. The subsystematisation of the international system
was an approach aimed at reducing conflicts between states (Fawcett & Hurrell, 1995; Higgott &
Achaya, 2002). A new phase of regionalism emerged in the 1980s, leading to significant changes in
academic discussions and the formal aspects of regional integration (Hettne, 1997, 2002). By
identifying the characteristics of regionalism in the MENA region, it is possible to integrate the interplay
of various existing organisations, innovative ideas, and ongoing discussions under the umbrella of
regional cooperation.

Second, most scholarly discussions of regional cooperation focus on a specific regional organisation
(Castaner & Oliveira, 2020; Fawcett & Hurrell, 1995; Lake et al., 2021). Examples include the Arab
League (AL), the Arab Maghreb Union (UMA), and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Moreover,
research has been conducted on specific MENA states. For instance, Ismael and Jacqueline (2011)
focused their research on certain MENA states such as Turkey, Iran, and Syria, while other experts
emphasised other MENA nations like Algeria, Morroco and Egypt (Ayoob, 1981; Halliday, 1996;
Kipper & Saunders, 1991; Owen, 1992; Vatikiotis, 1997; Zuhur, 2005). Although each nation in the
region is proclaimed to be unique (Ayoob, 1981), for the purposes of this study, the region will be
treated as a cohesive bloc. The existing literature on regional cooperation in the MENA region generally
highlights international interventions and global economic pressures as the most significant
determinants of the region's dynamics. This is a notable gap, as it fails to address regional factors,
including regional trade and investment, unilateral reform, and economic interdependence. Whereas
earlier works have considered these internal elements separately, this article attempts to bridge that gap
through an analysis of the major factors within the same framework, aiming to achieve a better
understanding of regional cooperation in the region.

Moreover, international relations witnessed a revival of regional dynamics in the late 20th century.
Scholars of “new regionalism” (Baylis & Smith, 2007; Breslin et al., 2002; Mansfield & Milner, 1999;
Schirm, 2002; Tavares, 2004) argue that regionalism will become a defining feature of the global
economy. They contend that regional cooperation offers both developed and developing regions, such
as the Middle East and North Africa, an opportunity and a means to address the challenges posed by
globalisation, including environmental, economic, and security matters. Therefore, there is an urgent
need for the MENA region to evaluate regionalism in depth by connecting several indicators of regional
cooperation.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Considerable literature exists regarding the MENA region, regionalism, and integration, covering a
wide range of topics. Most of this writing delves into the efforts made by nation-states to improve
different aspects of regional cooperation.

What is “New Regionalism”?

Despite substantial scholarly interest and general agreement among scholars, a widely accepted
definition of regionalism has yet to be established, even though the concept was significantly developed
by the end of the Cold War in 1990 (Mansfield & Milner, 1999; Mistry, 1995). Consequently, different
scholars interpret the term “new regionalism” in several ways. According to Hettne (1995, p. 1), the
concept is a regional integration process incorporating economic, political, social, and cultural factors.
Another definition of “new regionalism” is a multi-level approach to regional government. Regional
integration is not a single strategy but rather a multifaceted process centring on economics or other
aspects, including political, cultural and social dimensions (S6derbaum, 2003). This requires policy and
regulatory harmonisation among sectors, like industry, services and trade, to create stronger linkages
and encourage more effective cooperation between countries encompassing a wide range of related
problems (Ravenhill, 2014; Schimmelfennig & Sedelmeier, 2005). The main problem with the literature
on new regionalism is that there is no clear agreement on its features due to extensive discursive
elaboration. However, this lack of consensus in defining and interpreting new regionalism poses
challenges to the formation of coherent policies and regulations, as the definition and approach to new
regionalism vary from study to study.

Furthermore, “regionalism” refers to a collaborative and integrated process that may occur on a global,
regional, or even national scale, incorporating both state and non-state actors. Varying actors and
processes interact at many levels, and the relative significance of these interactions varies throughout
time and geography (Soderbaum, 2001). Economic integration is concerned with maximising the use
of resource efficiency by focusing on the geographical component, like the European Union that forms
the existence of regional organisations such as the EU (Farole et al., 2011; Koester, 1986; Robson,
1980; Snorrason, 2012).

Two of the most significant preconditions for achieving economic integration are the free flow of trade
and the absence of racial or ethnic prejudice among participants (Robson, 1987). The move toward trade
liberalisation is a convenient example, as the free flow of goods and services due to reduced barriers
such as tariffs, quotas, or import/export controls ensures that more can be traded from one place to
another (Baldwin, 2006; Krugman & Obstfeld, 2009). An inclusive environment where all individuals
and groups can contribute to and benefit from economic opportunities equally is very important for
concerns of racial or ethnic prejudice among the members (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2005).

As a result, integration serves as a means to an end rather than an end in itself. This means that
integration is a way to minimise conflict and promote security, which is in the interest of neighbouring
countries. In reality, most economic cooperation groups are based on political and security
considerations, highlighting the crucial importance of these aspects in understanding the true pace of
integration (Price, 1955; Tabb, 1999). (Price, 1955; Tabb, 1999). According to Anderson and Blachhurst
(1993), regional economic cooperation is “the process of diminishing the economic relevance of
national political borders within a geographic region” (p. 181). Both writers believe that Europe is the
most attractive site for integration. European integration is defined as the unification process that has
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shaped economic, political, and social policies among different European nations, to increase
cooperation and stability, thereby transferring these benefits to institutions, allowing these countries to
improve together. An example of integration is the European Union (EU), which was established
through economic cooperation within the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1956,
bringing together France, Germany, Italy, and the Benelux countries. This evolved into the concept of
common cooperation in trade, leading to the inception of the EEC, also known as the Common Market,
in 1957. Currently, the EU comprises policies such as the single market policy, the Schengen policy,
and the eurozone policies, which have systematically provided economic stability, political integration,
and social uplift on the European continent. In these institutions, the European countries have provided
integration and regional stability through cooperation (Cini & Borragan, 2019, p. 142).

The Importance of Regional Cooperation
In their study, Windsor and Getz (2000) highlighted the five most significant outcomes of regionalism:

"1) increased market size and reduced resource mobility barriers, leading to 2) increased
competition and efficiency; 3) organisational evolution towards more substantial and
global multinational enterprises (MNES); 4) supranational institutional development; and
5) increased demand for sub-national devolution” (p. 418). This means that regions achieve
cost efficiency by expanding market size and reducing mobility barriers, enabling them to
benefit from increased internal competition and efficiency. These attributes favour the rise
of multinational enterprises (MNES) and supranational institutions for regional governance
and, consequently, pave the way for stronger sub-national devolution, fostering greater
local participation and responsiveness within the regions (Girod & McCann, 2018).

On the other hand, De Lombaerde et al. (2010) suggested that lower levels of global integration may
stimulate regionalism, potentially driving both universalisation—by fostering broader international
cooperation—and specialisation—by allowing the development of specific expertise or institutional
policy products within a region. They agreed that regionalisation would not obstruct globalisation. It
will, however, have a considerable impact on how advantages and losses are distributed and how
nations' economies and populations are affected. The European Union (EU) has developed several
Association Agreements with the MENA countries, for instance, the EU-Algeria Association
Agreement (2005), the EU-Tunisia Association Agreement (1998) and the EU-Egypt Association
Agreement (2004). They are designed to enhance trade relations by reducing barriers, such as tariffs,
through agreements. Still, they have raised questions about the effects of such competition on industries
in MENA nations from Europe and the kind of goods they produce (Zarrouk, 2019).

Regional integration is designed to facilitate the sale of products from developing nations in the markets
of wealthy countries (Matthews, 2003, p, 47; WTO, 1996). Primary commodity exports are critical to
the economies of developing countries. The primary goal of regional integration is to help developing
nations gain market access to the markets of wealthy countries, which is particularly pertinent given the
significant contribution of primary commodity exports to these economies on average (Klasen, 2018).
Despite rising export volumes, incomes generated from the exports remain flat due to the declining
trend in primary commaodity prices. Consequently, regional commercial partnerships among emerging
nations are suggested as an alternative path to progress. Increased production for the regional market
can leverage economies of scale, reduce production costs, and enhance the competitive value of
commodities in the global market (Agarwal, 2004; Tovias, 2008).
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Although regional integration is partly intended to address some of the above-mentioned structural
shortcomings, the power and independence of nation-states remain the basis dictating their foreign
policy-making and international behaviour. An example is the EU, where integration still doesn’t
remove powers in the foreign policy-making arena from individual member states. For instance, there
are disparities in how nationals view matters such as asylum seekers and trade embargoes, which are
evident at the national level. Their behaviour towards foreign conflicts or partners depends on their
domestic agendas (Radaelli, 2023). Moreover, corporations, trade unions, and other political and
pressure groups oppose the formation of a single political body within nation-states (Shuging, 2013).
Europe exemplifies regional unity but will never have a federal constitution or a unified foreign policy
(Gonsalves, 2006).

Consistent with the assumption of structural realism, the nation-state remains the dominant actor in the
international system due to its considerable power and influence. According to this structural realism,
it is because the nation-state has a monopoly over sovereignty (the military and economic might) to
guard its interests and shape the occurrence of events in the international realm. This strength enables
states to guarantee their existence in a world without hierarchy, where the only relevant authority is
anarchy, thereby corroborating their primary functions in security and diplomacy (Collard-Wexler,
2006). Furthermore, specific geographical groupings have established impenetrable, invisible
boundaries, such as those seen in Europe (Schmidt, 2022). A notable example of political and socio-
economic motivations driving a nation-state to prioritise its national interests is the UK's recent
withdrawal from the EU, commonly known as Brexit.

Regional Cooperation in MENA

Regional integration in the MENA region is intended to deepen economic liberalisation, manage
security threats, and foster closer political cooperation to achieve stability and development among
member countries. Despite the existence of several regional cooperation blocs worldwide, the nations
of the Middle East and North Africa appear hesitant and ineffective in collaborating on economic
matters (Aarts, 1999). Historically, several nations in the region have pursued small regional accords,
including the Arab League, the Arab Maghreb Union, and the Arab Cooperation Council.
Unfortunately, they often fail to create tangible outcomes by realising and benefiting from regional
cooperation (Kalaycioglu, 1996).

An examination of the types of regional organisations that have emerged in the Middle East after 1945
shows that security, rather than economic concerns, has been the primary foundation for their
establishment (Fawcett & Hettne, 1995). This focus on security was driven by perceived military threats
that were considered detrimental to the stability of all participating sovereign nations at the time,
particularly due to the presence of Western colonial powers in the region. For example, one of the
primary goals of the Arab League was to work towards the liberation of the remaining Arab countries
still under colonial rule, such as Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Syria, Iraq, and Libya. As a result, economic
and social goals were not prioritised at that time, as military and security concerns for achieving
independence took precedence (Barakat, 1993, p. 11).

Regional organisations often prioritise security and regional dominance to enhance collaborative
efficiency (Handley et al., 2009; Santi et al., 2012). Despite the establishment of numerous regional
organisations, such as the Arab League, the Arab Maghreb Union, the Arab Cooperation Council, the
Gulf Cooperation Council, and the Mediterranean Free Trade Area, effective integration in the region
has yet to be achieved (Lawson, 2012). True economic integration requires more than just creating an
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organisation; it necessitates tangible progress that fosters beyond economic cooperation, efficiency, and
growth. For instance, the Arab League, which represents all Arab nations, is one of the earliest and most
influential regional organisations in the Middle East (Little, 1956). The League's primary goal was to
support the liberation of Palestine, reflecting the broader aim of free nations in the region, which was
then under foreign colonial rule (Carkoglu et al., 1998; Guazzone, 1997; Roberson, 1998). Central to
the Arab League's agenda was to uphold and protect the independence and sovereignty of nations, with
a significant focus on the Palestinian issue. Under the 1945 Charter of the Arab League, Article Il of
Annex | Regarding Palestine stipulates that:

The League's purpose is to strengthen relations between member states, coordinate their
policies to achieve cooperation and safeguard their independence and sovereignty, and
generally concern itself with the affairs and interests of Arab countries.

These goals, however, have become questionable since all member states have gained independence,
and several countries in the region have begun normalising their relations with Israel in recent years
(Kerr, 1969; Laanatza et al., 2001; Tripp, 1995). For instance, the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel
was signed in 1977, followed by Jordan’s peace treaty in 1994. More recently, in 2020, a group of Arab
countries, including the UAE, Bahrain, and Morocco, joined the normalisation process. Therefore, the
organisation's existence has arguably lost its legitimacy, and its goals and agenda have not adjusted to
face the regional issues and concerns.

All types of economic collaboration in the MENA region have remained at a low level, with minimal
progress within its regional organisation (Fioramonti, 2012; WTO, 2011). Therefore, assessing the
features of regionalism that may elucidate the underlying reasons for the failure of regional cooperation
is inherently linked to the study of regional and sub-regional organisations in the Middle East and North
Africa. The Gulf Crisis during Irag's invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the divisions among Arab
countries - between supporters and opponents - significantly undermined the region’s organisation
system and exposed its serious flaws (Nordhaus, 2002). As Arab countries increasingly divided and
disagreed during annual meetings throughout the 1990s, deeper rifts emerged, notably between Saudi
Arabia and Libya, Egypt and Irag, and among other Arab nations. The Gulf Crisis shifted the focus
from the collective good of the member states to self-interest. This fragmentation undermined collective
economic action, reducing attempts to build tighter economic cooperation architectures that could have
served the entire area well, rather than focusing solely on national interests (Telhami & Barnett, 2002:
p. 34).

Ideology and Cooperation in MENA

Governments may pursue stability by establishing a long-term institution if they believe a dispute could
harm their common interests and undermine their authority (Barnett, 1993). In the MENA region, for
instance, regional organisations (e.g., the Arab League) were initially founded on ideological principles,
such as Arabism. This concept, firmly rooted in a shared Arabic identity and the Arabic language as a
central element of cooperation, guided early regional cooperative efforts (Lynch, 2012, p, 158). The
Arab League, established in Alexandria in 1945, was arguably the first central regional-based
institutional entity dedicated to promoting Arab nationalism. However, a series of events that transpired
in the last three decades, such as the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the subsequent military
intervention by foreign superpowers, namely the United States and its NATO allies such as the United
Kingdom and Canada have created significant divisions within the MENA region, not only weakening
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the cohesion among members but also challenging the Arabism ideology (Altoraifi, 2012; Kramer,
1993; Heacock, 2010).

The aforementioned regional institutions mainly were based on state systems and jurisdictional
connections, which ultimately clashed with the pan-Arabist ideology (Nonneman, 1993). A persistent
lack of trust and a significant ideological divide have long characterised the relationship, especially
during the 1960s and 1970s, between the so-called progressive leadership of Arab republics, such as
Egypt, Irag, and Syria, and the traditional Arab monarchies, including Saudi Arabia and Morocco.
While state concerns and nationalism eventually overshadowed Pan-Arabism, the concept of Arabism
continued to retain its ideological influence within these organisations (Sawani, 2012). Additionally,
the Arab League was initially shaped by regional rivalries, disputes, and what often seemed like
perpetual disagreements among Arab governments, influenced by both external and internal factors
(Hasou, 1985). Historical agreements, such as those between certain Arab countries and Israel, often
exacerbated disputes and widened disparities rather than fostering cooperation (Wolf, 2007).

Additionally, during the height of the Pan-Arabism era, significant tensions existed between countries
like Egypt, Syria, and Iraq and the monarchies of the Gulf states like Saudi Arabia and the Emarites
over regional leadership issues (Selim, 2020). Moreover, the lack of regional integration resulting from
the weakness arose from a lack of confidence and trust among member countries, largely due to
perceptions that certain regimes, most notably Egypt, dominated the Arab League. When Gamal Abdel
Nasser governed Egypt in the 1950s and early 1960s, and after 1976, when al-Assad assumed power in
Syria, there was a noticeable retreat from collective policymaking, as both leaders sought to dominate
the league (Khadduri, 2001). This apparent power imbalance played a significant role in the Arab
League's failure to foster greater unity among Arab states. These discords illustrate the complex
interplay of ideological and geopolitical factors that have impacted the effectiveness of regional
integration in the Arab world.

The discussions above allow for several conclusions. Various regional research projects have identified
and studied elements and features likely to shape the contours of an emerging “new regionalism” or
regional cooperation (see, for example, Burfisher et al., 2004; Chapra, 2001; Das, 2004; de Hanlon,
2011; Devlin & Estevadiordal, 2001; Ethier, 1998a, 1998b; Evans et al., 2004; Mansfield & Milner,
1999; Soderbaum, 2001; Telo, 2014; Tsardanidis, 2005; Tsardanidis, 1997; Vayrynen, 2003). The key
challenge lies in converting or transforming these features into measurable indicators. Therefore, this
article aims to implement these features by developing specific indicators for each one.

Despite widespread academic interest in the topic, no consensus on a definition of regionalism has been
reached. Most analysts examine the Arab League and associate it with regionalism, or concentrate on
particular states rather than the entire MENA region. Due to historical events and rivalries, collaboration
among MENA countries appears to remain in its early stages. While many studies examine the
dynamics and variables that define regionalism, they often focus on external factors (Warleigh, 2006).
Consequently, little research has investigated and analysed the MENA region in relation to common
features of regionalism. Furthermore, the MENA region has not received the same level of
generalisation as other global blocs. Most previous studies have discussed the MENA region while
concentrating on individual countries or sub-regions, such as the GCC countries, as reflected in the
works of Marcel and Mitchell (2006) and Rivlin (2009). However, no comprehensive studies evaluate
regionalism as a cohesive bloc encompassing all MENA countries, akin to the approaches taken in
Europe, Asia, and North America. This research aims to address this gap.
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DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Understanding the regional context is critical in recognising the typical elements underlying the issue
of regionalism in MENA in this study. This study draws on many sources, including official reports,
data, and documents from the Arab League, Arab Development Portal Statistics, the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC), and data from member countries. It also utilises official documents issued by the World
Bank, the World Trade Organisation (WTQO), the World Economic Forum (WEF), the Organisation of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and the United Nations (such as the Human Development
Reports). This analysis seeks to comprehend the functions and processes of regionalism in MENA. The
sources are scholarly books, journal articles, earlier surveys, and periodicals. Some databases, such as
the World Bank, UNDP and UNCTAD, were used to evaluate the level of regionalism in a particular
MENA region. This can be done by researching the statistics of the relevant countries, such as the
import and export rates for each country in specific years, and then calculating the overall percentage
of imports and exports within the region. Nonetheless, it is essential to establish the theoretical aspects
of regionalism before proceeding to study it.

Second, in certain instances, evaluating intra-regional collaboration in the MENA region requires access
to publicly available data. Existing databases, however, frequently have a national or inter-regional
scope (Schulz, 2011). To address this issue, data from individual MENA area countries must be
recalculated and combined to produce intra-regional data for the entire region (Schulz, 2011). The study
made a comparison between the MENA region and other regions in the world to show the level and
extent of progress of cooperation, such as in the case of the export of goods and services. Despite
differences in capacities and structures among regions, the commitment and willingness to cooperate
can be quantified to highlight achievements and compare them with other regions.

Third, various indicators, including import-export, investment, and tariff reduction, have been
employed to evaluate the significance of regional integration processes. Consequently, regional
formations that score high on indicators of regionalism tend to have a high level of collaboration within
the region. Initially, data were obtained from national statistics offices, international institutions,
research centres, and private companies. The information is then reorganised into notes and tables,
grouped to discern patterns by linking the groups together for a comprehensive description. The reason
for limiting the time frame of this study to 1990-2018 is that the “new regionalism” era began at the
end of the 1980s, and most of the data used were only available in the 1990s. The researcher utilised a
set of indicators for each feature, as follows, namely, the proportion of imports and exports among
MENA nations, to analyse the current status of regionalism in MENA and clarify the amount of
cooperation, whether weak or strong. In addition to GDP and gross national income, the researcher
provided other indicators of development in MENA nations.

Indicators of “New Regionalism” Features

Although each feature of “new regionalism” is unique, a set of common criteria can be used to identify
the key indicators of this concept (De Lombaerde, 2005). Anderson (1991, p. 45) outlines the
appropriate criteria for these indicators: 1) indicators should be easily obtainable or made accessible
promptly and affordably; 2) indicators should be relatively simple to comprehend; 3) indicators should
measure something relevant or noteworthy in itself, or should reflect or symbolize such relevance; and
4) indicators should be based on data that can be compared across geographical regions and countries.
Geographic closeness, trade liberalisation, interdependence, non-discrimination, and unilateral reform
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in economics are aspects of the “new regionalism” examined in this research. Each feature will provide
indications based on the parameters specified.

The “new regionalism” is based on geographical proximity, as well as non-discriminatory and trade
liberalisation principles, to establish greater collaboration and cooperation in economic affairs and open
up opportunities for countries at various levels of development. Geographical proximity is one of the
key factors that could sustain regional cooperation (Ethier, 2001; Robst et al., 2006; Starr, 2005).
Increased engagement opens up new avenues for international collaboration. Trade liberalisation is
essential to the “new regionalism” (Donegan, 2006; Findlay, 2004, p. 95). Additionally, contemporary
regionalism emphasises the increasing interconnectedness of regional economies (Hufbauer & Wong,
2005; Petri, 2006). The inclusion of nations at various stages of development demonstrates that the
“new regionalism” is founded on the principles of non-discrimination and non-exclusivity (Mistry,
1995). Countries should undertake significant adjustments and unilateral reforms as part of the “new
regionalism” (Ethier, 2001).

RESULTS

Different sources and works on regionalism suggested that the following features characterise new
regionalism in any region. Figure (1) shows the major features of new regionalism.

Figure 1

New Regionalism Features

— Geographical Proximity

—  Trade Liberalisation

— Economic Interdependence

— Non-discrimination

New Regionalism Features (NRF)
I

— Unilateral Reform

Source. Created by the author.

Geographical Proximity is the most frequently used and crucial factor in overcoming spatial separation
between participating nations to foster practical and active collaboration and integration (Ethier, 1998;
2001). The countries of the MENA region are relatively close in geographical proximity. Geographical
proximity refers to the physical distance between states, measured by their relative closeness or distance
from each other. States with continuous borders have the most regional connections (Starr, 2005).
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Geographical proximity can serve as both a strength and a challenge for the countries in the MENA
region. For example, it can facilitate trade and transportation, allowing for the exchange of ideas and
the sharing of resources. Robst, Polachek, and Chang (2006) assert that connected nations engage more
as a result. Greater interactions, however, also increase the likelihood of conflicts of interest, which can
fuel increased competition and conflict. These conflict orientations are opposed to neo-liberal
ideologies, which hold that there should be less conflict the more trade there is between neighbouring
nations. This creates a paradox: proximity, on the one hand, causes conflict, yet proximity, on the other
hand, promotes trade cooperation, which, according to some views, particularly those of neoliberalism,
reduces conflict.

Trade Liberalisation: Eliminating barriers and easing investment are significant indicators of
liberalisation. First, liberalisation and free trade occur when parties reduce cross-border obstacles to
trading (tariff reduction) and investment on a preferential basis. Second, the investment climate
improves for growth when cooperation encourages investment by eliminating non-tariff and other
administrative barriers (Donegan, 2006; Findlay & Pangestu, 2007, p. 98). The primary goal of
liberalisation and free trade is to promote economic development and growth that can be mutually
beneficial to the involved parties.

Economic Interdependence: A central idea in both new and old literature on regional integration (Fink
& Krapohl, 2010) is that economic interdependence is at the heart of integration dynamics. “New
Regionalism” emphasises the regional management of a greater degree of economic
connectivity. Interdependence is a characteristic in which natural or policy obstacles to trade with some
partners are lower than with others. Economic ties and partnerships are more substantial with certain
countries than with others (Petri, 2006). Regional trading is beneficial according to traditional and
contemporary trade theories (Fink & Krapohl, 2010; Haas, 1958; Krugman, 1980; Mattli, 1999;
Obermeier, 2009) because it permits the utilisation of cost benefits, flexibility and economies of scale.
Increases in economic interdependence may strengthen calls for regional trade liberalisation.

Increasing imports and exports within a geographical area is a fundamental sign of regional
interdependence. Short-term export-based development, however, does not lead to an increase in
economic interdependence. Instead, a sustained inflow of exports and imports to neighbouring
countries is an essential hallmark of successful regional interdependence (Fink & Krapohl, 2010). Only
when exports and imports increase the region's economic interdependence, which may result from
economic development, can the regionalism process be considered effective in the long run (Sun et al,
2002).

Non-Discrimination: There are two key indicators of the non-discrimination principle. The first is that
interaction across countries with different levels of development is conceivable within the same
organisation. The second pertains to the conduct of economic activities when foreign enterprises and
corporations are subject to laws, regulations, and guidelines that are not less favourable than those of
the host country. Large and small countries, as well as rich and poor countries, can join a regional
organisation, according to the doctrine of “new regionalism”. Mistry (1995) provides examples of
countries at different stages of development to show what non-discrimination or non-exclusion means.

Non-discrimination became a distinctive feature of treaty-based international economic law,
particularly in the areas of foreign direct investment protection and international trade regulation. It was
primarily established under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and serves as the
guiding concept of the WTO (Mahfud, 2013).
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Unilateral Reforms: Another hallmark of the “new regionalism” is the need for governments to
implement extensive unilateral reforms. Unilateral reform refers to policy changes implemented by a
single country without the involvement or agreement of other countries. It applies, for example, to
Mexico under NAFTA. Even more remarkable is the example of Central European members in
European Agreements who abandoned communism. To a lesser extent, it is also characterised by the
engagement of developing nations in numerous regional efforts (Ethier, 2001). Using the Global
Competitiveness Index (GCI) to assess reform in MENA countries is advantageous. According to the
Global Competitiveness Index (GCI), there are five stages of development: Stage 1, the transition from
Stage 1 to Stage 2; Stage 2, the transition from Stage 2 to Stage 3; and Stage 3. Figure (2) summarises
the above results and highlights the indicators of new regionalism features.

Figure 2

The Indicators of “New Regionalism” Features

Geographical Trade Economic Non- Unilateral
Proximity Liberalisation Interdependence | Discrimination Reforms
- I B / . I R v . I R v A I B v A . B ]
| | .- Tariff || ' | Economic .| Development
Connectivity Reduction bzt Variety Stages
q Economic Political
— Membership - FDI —  Exports ~ ranking —
Source. Created by the author.
DISCUSSIONS

Numerous variables are used to analyse regionalism in the MENA region. Significant elements include
geographic proximity, trade liberalisation, economic interdependence, non-discrimination, and
unilateral reform. Applying these qualities to the MENA region allows for a degree of regional
collaboration. These features have been studied independently since 1990, as exemplified in the work
by Ethier (2001), Starr (2005), and Petri (2006).

Assessing regionalism in the MENA region since 1990 is crucial for several reasons. First, the end of
the Cold War brought about significant shifts in the global political landscape, leading to the emergence
of new transformative dynamics, particularly with the rise of globalisation. Globalisation has
increasingly interconnected the world and its regions, making cooperation on economic matters more
imperative than ever. These developments greatly influenced the MENA region, and knowing how
regionalism emerged in this setting is critical for understanding the region's current situation.

Second, the region experienced profound upheaval in the 1990s, marked by significant events such as
the Gulf War of 1991 and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, both of which dramatically altered regional
power dynamics. These events not only plunged the region into turmoil but also led to new patterns of
cooperation and alliance formation among regional players (Gause, 2005; Hinnebusch, 2006).
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Geopolitical shifts have been crucial in shaping regional dynamics in the MENA, as evident in the
collaboration between Egypt and the Gulf countries, and the sympathies of nations such as Algeria,
Sudan, and Libya, among others, toward Irag.

Ultimately, both internal and international politics in the MENA region have arguably undergone
significant evolution during the 1990s. This includes the establishment of authoritarian governments,
the expansion of political Islam, and the emergence of new economic and social challenges.
Understanding how these changes have impacted regionalism is crucial for comprehending the
region's current situation and its future prospects. Table (2) shows the cooperation achievement of
regional indicators.

Table 2

Cooperation Achievement of Regional Indicators

Features Indicators Cooperation Achievement
Relative geographical proximity. Linked to and (mostly)
Geographical associated with at least three
Proximity The affiliation in one or more regional  regional institutions

or sub-regional organisations.

Tariffs Reduction. Slow tariffs reduction and very
Trade low FDI.
Liberalisation Foreign Direct Investments (FDI).
1) Import. Very low  import-export
Economic 2) Export. among members.
Interdependence Import: 6.5%

Export: 8.5%
Different levels of development Economies are affiliated with

within an organisation. five major regional
Non- organisations. Four are open
discrimination The  affiliation in  different to lower and upper middle
organisations within the region. income, except for GCC,

which is open to only high-
income economies.
Stages of development based on the Most MENA countries are
Global Competitiveness Index (GCI). between the second and third
Unilateral Reform stages of development. The
Political Activities. political systems and activities
have been the same for a long
period of time.

Source. The authors generated this using different sources, such as the WTO (2019), the World
Bank, UNDP (2019), UNCTAD and the World Economic Forum (2018), and GCC (2019).

Geographic Proximity: The interdependence of the MENA region can be assessed through its
geographical proximity. The MENA countries mainly share a border with at least one member country
of another regional organisation. Regional and sub-regional organisations in the MENA zone include
the League of Arab States, the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Maghreb Union, the Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership, and the Turkish-Arab Cooperation Forum. Due to their geographical proximity, almost
every MENA nation is a member of at least one regional cooperation organisation. The degree of
physical closeness illustrates the interconnectedness of MENA nations, as does their involvement in at
least three regional organisations.
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The MENA region is more than just physical proximity; the complexity of economic and political
relations among countries such as Morocco, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran adds another layer
of depth. While these nations are diverse in their cultural and political landscapes, they are economically
interconnected, making developments in one country likely to have a spillover effect on others. For
instance, Turkey serves as a key link between the Middle East, North Africa, and Europe, functioning
as a vital economic exchange route among these regions. Geographically and as a predominantly
Muslim nation with close ties to the Arab world, Turkey’s role in regional commerce is pivotal. This
association should continue to strengthen its commercial connections with its MENA neighbours
(Carkoglu et al., 1998).

Trade, energy cooperation, and investment flows are actively occurring among member countries,
reflecting the natural advantages of geographical proximity. This closeness facilitates economic
collaboration and mutual growth, making it easier for these nations to engage in shared ventures. As the
map below illustrates, this geographical proximity influences economic dynamics within the MENA
region by enhancing connectivity and fostering smoother interactions between countries.

As illustrated in the map above, the MENA is divided into many smaller regions, each with its own
distinct characteristics. These regions include the Maghreb Union, the Persian Gulf, Turkey, and the
Levant. The Levant, comprising Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and the Palestinian territories, is generally
considered a critical region due to its extensive and close connections to Europe and the Mediterranean.
These sub-regions also represent the human geography and interdependence of the countries in the
MENA region.

Geographic closeness, on the other hand, may contribute to disputes and tensions between nations in
the region. Disputes over natural resources, such as water or hydrocarbons like petroleum and natural
gas, may arise when nations share borders or are geographically adjacent. For instance, conflicts
between Turkey, Syria, and Iraq over water resources, with each state competing for control of either
the Tigris or Euphrates rivers, serve as a 'proxy' for the geo-hydraulic connection. Such a connection
encourages intra-national disputes (Kibaboglu, 2002). Moreover, living so near might increase the risk
of political and ideological disagreements escalating into violence, like the political issues between
Morocco and Algeria, Egypt and Sudan over water, and recently between Saudi Arabia and Yemen, as
Iran wanted to spread the Shia ideology to Yemen (Behnassi, 2021; Zerafa, 2020).
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Map 1
Middle East and North Africa Region: A Geographical Proximity
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The League of Arab States is a bloc comprising 20 MENA nations. The Turkish-Arab Cooperation
Forum is another regional forum in which all 20 nations are members in addition to Turkey. A few
governments from the MENA region are members of the Gulf Cooperation Council, the Maghreb
Union, and the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership. Except for Iran, which continues to try to join at least
one regional organisation, all MENA countries are also members of many sub-regional or regional
organisations. On the other hand, states like Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco are members of a number
of regional and sub-regional groups, notably the Maghreb Union and the African Union.

Geographical proximity in the MENA region presents a complex mix of cooperation and conflict. While
regional and sub-regional organisations, such as the Arab League and the Maghreb Union, help member
states address security challenges, their ability to act is limited by longstanding political differences and
resource-based disputes. Fragmented institutional arrangements further complicate cooperation, often
excluding key regional players, such as Iran and Turkey (Perthes, 2018). Iran, for example, seeks to
expand its ideological influence in the region, which has turned geographical proximity into a perceived
threat for some countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Syria. This intricate dynamic suggests that,
despite the geographical closeness, deeply entrenched national interests and regional pressures hinder
genuine cooperation, even with clearly defined state borders. Table (3) illustrates and summarises the
above discussions on the main regional and sub-regional organisations in the MENA region.
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Table 3

The Main Regional and Sub-Regional Organisations in the MENA Region

League Gulf Maghreb Euro- Turkish-Arab
of Arab Cooperation Union Mediterranean Cooperation
Countries States Council partnership Forum
(LAS) (GCC)
Year of 1945 1981 1989 1994 2007
Foundation

Algeria v v v v
Bahrain v 4 v
Djibouti v v
Egypt v v v
Iraq v v
Jordan v v 4
Kuwait v 4 v
Lebanon v v v
Libya v v v
Mauretania v 4 v
Morocco 4 v v v
Oman v v 4
Qatar 4 4 v
Saudi Arabia v v v
Sudan v v
Syria v v
Tunisia v v v v
Turkey v v
The UAE 4 v
Palestine 4 v v
Yemen v v
MENA (Total) 20 5 5 8 21

Source. The World Bank Report, 2012; 2013.

Trade Liberalisation: According to the World Bank (2020), the average decline in tariffsamong MENA
countries between 1990 and 2018 was 10%. In terms of FDI, the contributions amount to less than 0.6%
of the region's total FDI. Both variables, tariff reduction and FDI inflows, demonstrate and reflect a
moderate decline in tariffs and extremely low FDI inflows. Figure 3 compares investment in the MENA
region to other regions across the globe from 1990 to 2020. The MENA region was the least enticing
for investment after South America. Low FDI indicates that the region is not appealing enough for
investment, implying that trade liberalisation is insecure. With little foreign direct investment and
delayed tariff reductions, the MENA region risks obstructing trade and economic integration.
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Figure 3

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), MENA Region, 1990-2020
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Source. The World Bank (2022).

Trade liberalisation in the MENA region has been a primary policy goal for many countries in the
region, as it has the potential to provide several advantages, including higher economic development,
job creation, and access to a broader range of products and services.

Yet, liberalisation involves several challenges that must be addressed for it to be successful. For
example, several nations in the MENA region need more extensive infrastructure, such as ports,
motorways, and rail networks, making commodity transportation difficult. Capital access is restricted.
Many SMEs in the region require assistance to access capital, making it challenging for them to
participate in regional and global commerce (Algan, 2018). Certain nations in the region are prone to
political instability and violence, which may lead to confusion and make doing business difficult. The
MENA region has limited trade agreements with other regions and within the region, making it
challenging for businesses to access markets outside their own nation. Several countries in the region
demand higher-skilled labour (human capital), making it harder for businesses to find the individuals
needed to participate in international commerce.

The extent and depth of regionalism in the MENA region appear not to be as significant or closely tied
to trade. Despite the protectionism in the regions, trade liberalisation has been just as a policy goal, not
as a practice. Also, the reduction of tariffs is very moderate, and there is a low level of foreign Direct
Investment FDI among MENA countries compared to outside the region. The MENA region continues
to be less conducive to investment than other regions globally, suggesting that there are obstacles to
trade liberalisation. Limited trade deals with other countries mean less export potential, underdeveloped
institutions that affect their transparency and ability to operate within the rule of law, and low
investment. This limits the region's capacity to develop tighter economic connections among
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themselves, as well as with those farther afield. Therefore, the MENA region has been unable to
progress towards broader objectives due to these trade limitations.

Economic Interdependence: This feature is based on a combination of import and export indicators.
The average percentage of imports across MENA economies is 6.5%, and for exports, it is 8.6% from
1990 to 2018 (World Bank, 2018). The combined average for both imports and exports is almost 7.5%.
It reveals that most import and export activities focus more on markets outside the region (nearly 92%).
This scenario indicates a lack of import-export activities among countries and, therefore, is a sign of
non-economic interdependency.

Table 4

Imports of Goods and Services (US$) MENA Comparing to Other Regions in the World

Region Most Recent Year Most Recent Value (Millions)
East Asia & Pacific 2021 8,146,185.99
European Union 2021 8,009,959.60
North America 2020 3,293,093.19
Latin America & Caribbean 2021 1,541,941.88
Middle East and North Africa 2020 1,082,934.21

Source. The World Bank (2022).

Tables 3 and 4 demonstrate that the MENA region was the least developed in terms of goods and
services imports and exports compared to other regions worldwide. This is because the region is less
competitive, and as previously stated, a lack of FDI and high tariffs may make imports and exports
more difficult. Additional factors may be found in the security challenges of the MENA region. Civil
unrest, terrorism, and military intervention in MENA have all impacted the manufacturing and supply
chains of several nations. For instance, instability in states such as Syria, Libya, Irag, and Yemen results
in severe disruptions to transport, sensitive supply chains, and the migration of workforces, forcing
firms to reconsider their logistics or develop new sourcing strategies to avoid such threats. Such political
instability leads to an unstable situation where these corporations can hardly predict the availability of
raw materials and finished goods, making it difficult for them to meet the deadlines they set and/or
budgets they plan (Maher, 2013).

Table 5

Export of Goods and Services (US$) MENA Compared to Other Regions in the World

Region Most Recent Year Most Recent Value (Millions)
East Asia & Pacific 2021 8,968,178.61
European Union 2021 8,670,630.91
North America 2020 2,609,975.40
Latin America & Caribbean 2021 1,513,761.70
Middle East and North Africa 2020 1,119,245.36

Source. The World Bank Data (2022).
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The table provides regional economic information, showing the economic volume of specific areas. The
most significant regional contribution is the East Asia & Pacific at 8.97 trillion, with the EU second at
around 8.67 trillion. North America stands third at 2.61 trillion, and Latin America & Caribbean at 1.51
trillion. The Middle East and North Africa scored the lowest at 1.12 trillion dollars.

Although economic interconnectedness has numerous benefits, including increased economic
development and job creation, it also presents certain risks and obstacles. The following are some of
the risks and obstacles linked with economic interdependence in the MENA region. Numerous nations
in the MENA region, like the Gulf countries, are sensitive to changes in the global oil market due to
their reliance on oil exports. This poses a risk for economically linked nations, as economic shocks in
one nation can harm others. The economies of the countries in the region depend too heavily on a few
industries, such as oil and gas, which makes them vulnerable to economic shocks. Some countries in
the region heavily depend on just a few major markets for their exports, which could pose a problem if
these markets experience economic or other issues.

Regionalism in the MENA region is characterised by low and fragmented economic interdependence,
with intraregional trade representing just 7.5% of the region's import-export activities. Most trade is
directed toward external markets rather than within the region itself. This low level of interdependence
is further exacerbated by the region’s heavy reliance on the oil and gas sectors, which are highly exposed
to market risks. Since many countries in the region produce nearly similar commaodities and resources,
there is little diversity in products available for trade within the region. While regionalism - marked by
a sense of shared identity and interest in fostering economic cooperation - does exist, it has not translated
into deeper levels of trade integration. This limited interdependence makes the region more vulnerable
to external shocks and hinders collective growth among the states.

Non-Discrimination: There is no distinction in membership between MENA nations based on their
GDP, GDP per capita, or global economic position. Several regional and subregional entities integrate
the diverse economic levels of the MENA states. Among the five major regional organisations - Arab
League, Maghreb Union, GCC, Turkish-Arab Cooperation Forum, and Euro-Mediterranean
Partnership—only the GCC has a comparable economy and a substantial source of revenue. The
remainder of the lower—and upper-middle-income economies, excluding the GCC, belong to the same
regional organisations.

Table 6 categorises the MENA economies based on GDP and revenue. The first group comprises the
six GCC countries with the greatest per capita GDP. Some MENA countries fall under the second group.
Algeria, Egypt, Iraqg, Iran, Libya, Morocco, Tunisia, and Turkey are the nations classified as upper-
middle-income countries. The third category, which has a lower middle income, includes the majority
of MENA countries: Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Djibouti, Mauritania, Yemen, Sudan, Syria,
and the Palestinian territories. This illustrates that MENA nations are divided into separate groups, yet
there is no discrimination in terms of joining organisations.
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Table 6

Income Group of MENA Economies (2023)

Higher Developed Income Upper Middle Income Lower Middle Income
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco,
Djibouti, Mauritania, Yemen, Sudan,
Syria, and Palestine.

Algeria, Iraq, Iran, Libya,

GCC Countries Morocco, and Turkey

Source. World Bank Classification of Economies (2023).

Unilateral Reform: The table below displays the level of collaboration in the MENA region based on
regional indicators. The general extent of political activity towards reform remains low compared to
other regions, like the European Union and ASEAN. Most governments in the MENA region are at
Stage 2 or below on the development scale. This demonstrates that change in all facets of development
necessitates substantial unilateral reform, particularly for nations with low development ratings, such
as Mauritania, Yemen, Irag, Sudan, and Libya. Table 7 below displays the level of collaboration in the
MENA region based on regional indicators.

Table 7

Stages of Development in the MENA Region till 2018

Transition from Transition from

Stage 1 1102 Stage 2 210 3

Stage 3

Egypte, Iran, Jordan, Oman. Turke Bahrain, Qatar,
Mauritania, Yemen  Algeria, Kuwait Morroco, Tunisia, . _y, United Arab
Saudi Arabia .
Lebanon Emirates

Source. Global Competitiveness Index Report, 2017—-2018 (2018).

The MENA region is still struggling politically, with the majority, if not all, MENA countries struggling
to create political legitimacy and popular trust. This is also because the region has witnessed a series of
events, such as the Arab Spring, that have compelled political regimes to focus increasingly on military
and security matters rather than developing a fair democratic system capable of facilitating internal and
regional integration. The aftermath of the Arab Spring in Egypt, for example, shifted the focus toward
military and security matters at the expense of democratic reforms. This resulted in a regime that
prioritised stability over political inclusivity, disrupting internal cohesion and contributing to regional
disintegration (Brown, 2014).

The MENA region may face severe challenges and risks if it undertakes unilateral reform in economic
and development areas. Some of these obstacles include: 1) the absence of unilateral reforms can disrupt
trade patterns and create uncertainty for companies that rely on exports or imports from the country
without reform. 2) Uncertainty would question foreign investors before stepping up and investing in
some countries that go on their own with significant policy changes without any consideration of the
realities of investments and trade. 3) Unilateral reforms may result in political risks such as border
disputes or other forms of interstate conflict. 4) Benefits of the reforms implemented by one country
may vary from those that are enacted in other countries. For instance, a country can gain various benefits
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from its trading partners by reducing its tariffs. 5) Investment: unilateral reforms in regional support
may have less than half the benefits of those done on a multilateral basis. This, in turn. Gives rise to a
reforming nation, making it more challenging to obtain the required resources and assistance to
implement them.

When discussing regionalism in the MENA region, it is essential to consider how contemporary nation-
states emerged. Regionalism is the belief that nations in the same region should collaborate and become
more integrated. This is usually done to strengthen economic, political, and cultural ties between
countries in the same region. Nation-building and the rise of modern states have not always been easy
in the MENA region (Kirmanj, 2020). In the early period following their independence, Algeria,
Morocco, and Mauritania, for instance, inherited borders from the colonial era that often did not align
with the ethnic, cultural, or economic realities on the ground. This situation has led to conflicts and
tensions within and between states, making it difficult for the region to move forward towards
cooperation.

Furthermore, the region's history of colonialism, interference from outside powers, and economic
problems has led to a lack of trust and competition between states, making it more difficult for
regionalism to grow. Despite these challenges, some groups in the MENA region, such as the Arab
League and the GCC, have attempted to collaborate. However, these efforts have frequently needed to
be expanded in scope and effectiveness to include other sub-regions and countries. Even though the
GCC countries have experienced some disputes, such as in 2017, when Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the
United Arab Emirates decided to cut relations with Qatar. Still, the GCC is the most successful sub-
regional organisation that can spread the collaboration model to other MENA countries and sub-regions
(Mosteanu, 2019). Overall, the process of establishing modern governments in the MENA region has
had a profound impact on regionalism and will continue to shape the region's future.

CONCLUSION

Regional cooperation must be established so nations may build on each other rather than wasting money
on trade diversion and resource misallocation. Increased economic cooperation will require efforts such
as eliminating tariffs and other economic obstacles, accepting foreign direct investment, and making
fundamental changes in how things are done. To make the region's nations more equal, the region's
imports and exports must be increased, and economic discrimination must be prohibited. When modern
theories of regionalism are applied to the MENA region, they reveal that it is one of the least connected
regions in the global economy. On the other hand, East Asian nations that have lately embraced a new
regionalist strategy, at the same time as the MENA region, have seen significant increases in trade and
development. The extent of regional cooperation can be measured by applying these qualities to the
MENA region. Despite numerous positive signals of regionalism in the MENA, such as physical
proximity and non-discriminatory behaviour, the region lacks genuine regionalism. It is distinguished
by a weak and inefficient trade liberalisation process, a low level of regional import-export, and
ambiguous unilateral changes, which contribute to the country's prolonged underdevelopment.

Geographic proximity is representative of the connectivity between MENA nations, as each MENA
nation shares a border with at least one other nation. Regarding regional and sub-regional organisations
in MENA, nearly all MENA nations belong to more than two regional institutions. Until recently, the
average drop in tariffs across MENA nations was minimal. Regarding FDI, investments continue to
account for less than 1 % of global FDI. This result reflects the gradual reduction in tariffs and the
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extremely low FDI. Concerning economic interdependence, the combined total of imports and exports
reveals that most originate from outside the region, suggesting an extremely low import-export ratio
among members. Additionally, most low- and upper-middle-income economies are members of
regional organisations. In most MENA nations, the level of development is Stage 2. Therefore,
achieving a significant unilateral change is imperative, especially for countries like Mauritania, Yemen,
Irag, Libya, and Iran, which have very low development scores. As a result, the MENA region must
prioritise all of the discussed indicators to achieve development by implementing new regionalism.
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