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The place of culture and the role of cultural players in Euro-Med 
relations  
Background note prepared by Relais Culture Europe 
 
The role of culture in Euro-Med relations is of  great 
interest t o C ulture A ction E urope f or se veral 
reasons: 
 

 Many cultural stakeholders already work in 
this area. This is not j ust true of  Southern 
European count ries. S candinavian 
countries, for example, especially Sweden, 
have been very active for years in this field.  

 Culture is a recognised area of cooperation 
between t he E U and t he S outhern 
Mediterranean coun tries unde r t he E uro-
Med frameworks.  

 The pr oject of  M arseilles P rovence 2013 
marks the importance of the cultural issues 
in the M editerranean: issues w hich a re of  
course similar to many others identified as 
relevant w ithin t he bor ders o f E urope 
(intercultural dialogue, for example).  

 
Our aim here is twofold; 
 

 to define and cl arify the place of  culture in 
the E uro-Med re lations ( i.e. b etween E U 
and South Mediterranean countries, mainly 
under the Euro-Mediteranean agreement) 

 to reflect on how best to support the role of 
culture in the Euro-Med cooperation space 

 
I. Culture, Europe and the 

Mediterranean: the issues 
 
A. Europe and the Mediterranean 
 
The t erm M editerranean de fines no spe cific, 
homogenous spa ce, ne ither i n t erms of  con tent, 
aims or geographical frontiers. It is a zone of several 
frameworks of cooperation and  variable geometries 
of activities. Given the fluidity and vagueness of the 
term, some clarification is called for. 
 
1. The Euro-Med: a specifically Community 

approach to regional integration  
 
 Euro-Mediterranean partnership (EMP) and 

the Neighbourhood Policy: t he EM P ( or 
Barcelona Process1) is the f irst global political 
undertaking in t he r egion by  t he E U. The  
Barcelona P rocess b rings together al l 2 7-
member s tates a nd the S outh M editerranean 
States2, in a framework f or coope ration on 
political, economic, soc ial and cultural i ssues. 
EMP has three aims: 
- Improving t he mutual u nderstanding 

between cultures 
- Bringing people closer together 

                                                   
1 Project launched in Barcelona in 1995 
2 A lgeria, Morocco, T unisia, L ebanon, E gypt, P alestinian 
Authority, Syria, J ordan, I srael, T urkey + L ibya (since 2004) +  
Albania et Mauritania (since 2007) 

- Developing civil society3.  
 
It is based on two cooperation dimensions: 
- Bilateral ( between t he E U and each 

partner country) 
- Regional (between t he E U and t he 

Partner S tates as a w hole – t his is the 
innovation) 

 
Since 2004  t hese M editerranean P artner 
States a re al so included i n t he E uropean 
Neighbourhood P olicy (ENP). The  E NP i s a 
new pol icy approach i ntroduced i n 2004 as a  
consequence of the last Enlargement process. 
It seeks t o pr event n ew d ivisions e merging 
between t he E uropean U nion and i ts ne w 
neighbours to the East and the South, and to 
define a z one of  security at t he f ringes of  the 
EU.  

 
 European policy to benefit the 

Mediterranean: The E uro-Med p olicies ( both 
EMP and t he ENP) r ely on l ogic of  
rapprochement b etween t he M ember S tates 
and t he M editerranean count ries. I t se eks t o 
deepen political dialogue, and promote internal 
reform in order to help those countries to reach 
international standards as r egards t heir 
economic i ntegration and adhe rence t o 
democratic v alues. T he p olicy al so h as 
cooperation and de velopment o bjectives at 
different levels (economic, social and political), 
which vary by country. These two dimensions 
guide t he E uro-Med pol icy p ackage and the 
resultant programmes.  

 
2. Other actors and approaches in the area 
 
 Europe: several cooperation dimensions  

 
Regional integration in the Mediterranean is a 
recurrent political issue. Several attempts have 
been made:  
 
 The 5+5 ( 1990), w hich b rought t ogether 

Western Mediterranean countries4, was an 
attempt t o coope rate directly with t he 
Partner S tates vi a c loser r egional 
integration by setting up an informal space 
for dialogue.  

 The ‘ Alliance of  C ivilizations’ l aunched i n 
2004 by  the S panish to avo id the r isks o f 
fractures between the West and the Muslim 
World. 

 The ‘Union for the Mediterranean’ launched 
in 20 07 by French P resident N icolas 
Sarkozy and integrated i n t he B arcelona 

                                                   
3 T he f irst t wo r esult from t he c reation of a zone of s hared 
prosperity and stability 
4 au Nord, l’Espagne, l e P ortugal, l a France, l’I talie et Malte ;  
au Sud, la Mauritanie, le Maroc, l’Algérie, la Tunisie et la Libye 
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Process, which advanced the idea of closer 
cooperation be tween count ries bor dering 
on t he M editerranean i n spe cific, agr eed 
areas ( water, e nergy, t ransport) ar ound 
concrete projects.  
 

Bilateral coope ration: O utside th e C ommunity 
framework, ea ch M ember S tate h as i ts o wn 
Mediterranean pol icy e ither r egional or  
bilateral. The  ai ms, ob jectives, par tners and  
domains of cooperation vary by country. Some 
states as Fr ance or  S pain ar e t urned more 
towards the Maghreb (North West Africa) and 
others w ork more i n t he Le vant ar ea ( Egypt, 
Iraq, A rabian pe ninsula). Th is ana lysis a lso 
holds for local authorities that run, via a form of 
decentralised coope ration, t heir ow n s pecific 
activities in the region.  
 

 Moreover… 
 

The American Greater Middle East Initiative: in 
2004, the A mericans launched a r edesign 
strategy f or the M iddle E ast. R unning from 
Pakistan to Mauritania it aimed to transform the 
zone bot h po litically an d e conomically, and to 
bring democracy and peace to the area.  
 
Globalisation has o pened ot her coope ration 
and pa rtnership pos sibilities t o t he S outhern 
Mediterranean coun tries, w ith C hina f or 
example or  t he G ulf S tates. The y al so have  
their own issues and desire to develop common 
spaces for activity, such as the Arab League.  
 

 
B. The place of culture in Eureopan and 

Mediterranean relations 
 
1. Community Action : a ‘soft’ policy  
 
 Culture in Euro-Mediterranean cooperation  

 
The Barcelona declaration integrates culture to 
the r elationships between E urope and t he 
Mediterranean coun tries: A lthough rarely an  
objective in development terms, it is among the 
Euro-Med pr iorities. The Barcelona declaration 
identifies a  «  social, cultural and human » 
chapter w hich a ims to i mprove mutual 
understanding and rapprochement, and ha s as 
corner st one t he r einforcement of  c ooperation 
with civil society. 

 
Programmes for culture:  Barcelona sets up two 
specific areas of work. 
 
- Dialogue be tween cul tures and  

civilisations, w hich fo resees m eetings in 
the cul tural sphere ( defined mainly as  
applying in the religious sphere as w ell as 
struggle aga inst i ntolerance and 
fanaticism). 

- Medias (radio, television).  
 
Euromed H eritage, E uromed A udiovisual and  
the act ivities of  the Anna Lindh Foundation for 

Dialogue be tween C ultures have  bee n 
developed unde r t hose pr iorities. A d-hoc 
cultural activities have al so been suppor ted by 
the D elegations of  the E U in the d ifferent 
Mediterranean countries. 
 

 Limited cultural activity 
 

Intercultural d ialogue i s t he main ai m of the 
Euro-Mediterranean w ork in t he c ultural f ield. 
This idea covers a w ide range of  activities and 
approaches. In its operational form, groups are 
put f orward ( women, t eachers), activities 
targeted (exchange, m eetings), t hemes 
identified ( intolerance, f anaticism). H owever, 
the methods and content a re l eft ope n, w hich 
leads to a wide and rather imprecise panorama 
involving p eople f rom v ery d ifferent f ields 
(migrants protection, education, equality), each 
with their o wn o bjectives. T he r esultant 
programmes do not di rectly c oncern s pecific 
cultural sectors (except for Heritage) or specific 
artistic se ctors. Th is di scourages any spe cific 
impact on issues such as p rofessional training, 
support t o the j ob market, or  artists’ access to 
international markets. 

 
No cultural policy: even if the cultural chapter of 
the B arcelona pr ocess cove rs ac tivities w ith 
cultural characteristics, it is not and cannot be a 
genuine cul tural p olicy s ince no such  
competence e xists at  the C ommunity l evel. 
Another t echnical obs tacle ex ists s ince t he 
European C ommission has no cu ltural 
diplomats, and n o t rained cu ltural spe cialists. 
Additionally, t he C ommission’s cu ltural ac tivity 
is fragmented and split across different services 
with d ifferent ai ms ( and be tween di fferent 
Directorates).  

 
What i s more, c ultural po licies de velopment 
suffers from certain reticence on the part of  the 
Southern M editerranean P artner S tates. M any 
of t hese States are m ore or  l ess authoritarian; 
free e xpression, the f ree c irculation of  c ultural 
works, pe ople t o pe ople e xchanges ar e 
therefore c onsidered a s e xtremely s ensitive 
issues.  

 
2. Other actors in the Mediterranean cultural 

sphere with their own objectives1 
 
 Member States and their national policies: In 

Europe, al though so me S tates ar e ve ry 
committed to cultural work, few have a policy or 
global approach for the place of culture in their 
international r elations. S ome do not have t he 
means, for others it is not a pr iority. All of  them 
nevertheless have cultural activities abroad with 
their o wn ob jectives: ar tistic exc ellence, 
civilising added value, language and education, 
to ci te a  f ew. I n s pite of  these d ifferences, 
States tend t o sup port culture i n a ge neral 
global logic of visibility and as a tool to promote 

                                                   
1 Text analysis c an b e found i n Made in Med, les enjeux d es 
échanges art istiques en Méditerranée, published by the Fonds 
Roberto Cimetta in December 2007  
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the ex portation o f t heir na tional cultural. 
Common pr eoccupations do e xist how ever, 
such as i ntercultural di alogue or t he 
management o f local e thnic populations on  
European territory.  

 
 Foundations and private sector: Se veral 

foundations a re act ive i n t he M editerranean. 
Their w ork ai m a t r einforcing t he c ultural 
diversity of  popu lations and the opening up of  
civil society. They tend to act in projects based 
on ge opolitical p riorities ( the A rab World, the 
Euro-Med, e tc.) and tend t o be at  the base of  
artistic and cultural cooperation in the area. The 
Open S ociety I nstitute f or exa mple s eeks t o 
reinforce democracy and s upports civil soc iety 
initiatives.  
 

 Professionals: The cul tural and ar tistic sector 
has set up ne tworks to support cooperation in 
the region. Mobility is a good example, as i t is 
recognised as b ringing ad ded val ue t o critical 
thought alongside artistic exchanges. Funds for 
mobility h ave appe ared such as the R oberto 
Cimetta Fund ( supported by t he E uropean 
Culture Found ation), and  i n t he S outhern 
Mediterranean, the Young A rab Theatre Fund, 
the Safar Fund and the Al Mawred Fund.  

 
II. Role and place of cultural actors in 

supporting Euro-Med cooperation.  
 
A. Clarifying and defining our work  
 
1. Culture, Europe and the Mediterranean: 

how to read the situation?  
 

A Community entrance point: th e g eneral 
context i s di fficult t o gr asp be cause of  a 
complexity o f pl ayers, and levels of  
cooperation. We therefore need t o understand 
better w here w e can act , w here t o pl ace 
ourselves, w here our  i nfluence w ill be  most 
pertinent an d w hat a re t he a ims, k ey pl ayers 
and methods of work in the region. 
 
As a matter of  fact, most debates on the topic 
still lack a s tructured awareness of the context, 
including: a con fusion be tween pol icies and  
actions, a lack o f unde rstanding o f the E U 
cultural co mpetencies, a lack o f know ledge of  
other paye rs ac tive i n t he r egion and  lack of 
background on e xisting w ork. We ne ed t o f ill 
these gaps to make our work credible.  

 
The Euro-Med is part of the EU’s external 
relations package. 
Culture i s s lowly f inding i ts pl ace on the 
international sce ne. The  E U i s de fining i ts 
general role internationally as that of promoting 
peace, st ability and p rosperity. Th us, at 
European level, unlike national policies, cultural 
activities ar e not  about  ‘ exporting nat ional 
culture’ but  rather promoting general European 
values. However if the European Commission’s 
engagement i s genuine, t his area of  actions is 
still ve ry ne w and t he r oad w ill b e v ery l ong, 

both to involve national Member States ground 
players. 

 
2. As cultural players 
 
 Demonstrate the role and impact of culture: 

currently, as E uropean cultural actors, we tend 
to envisage at  best that t he EU w ill s imply do 
internationally what it does in Europe, or even 
simply think of  i t as funder of  l ast r esort 
(substituting for n ational funding). T he r ole of  
the EU is however different. We therefore need 
to understand that new support instruments for 
culture i n ext ernal r elations p olicies w ill no t 
directly suppo rt E uropean ope rators’ projects 
but rather the projects of he cultural actors from 
recipient countries, and that real developments 
in this policy field will happen in the long term.  

 
 How  

 
Awareness raising: We have to widen our field 
of action, set up new links with DG RELEX and 
the E uropean p arliament, w ork w ith national 
partners i ncluding the M inistries of  Fo reign 
Affairs and organise ourselves to get our ideas 
over clearly.  
 
Through projects: We have to develop relevant 
projects responding to the priorities of the Euro-
Mediterranean pol icy frameworks as w ell work 
with ou r M editerranean par tners to he lp t hem 
reinforce their structures and the emergence of 
new civil society actors.  

 
B. Impacting in the Mediterranean 
 
1. As regards the basics… 
 
Move beyond Intercultural Dialogue (ICD): IC D 
privileges a  t ransversal vi sion of  c ulture, w hich is 
often d istant from on t he gr ound issues. For  this 
reason, very few artistic and cultural projects end up 
being funded. We need to better define the meaning 
of ICD and link it to the real work on the ground. We 
also need t o cl arify the val ues on w hich ICD r ests 
(in order to reinforce its legitimacy). 
 
Give value to creativity: artistic and aesthetic 
content: A rtistic and creative pr ojects have  t o be  
given appr opriate suppo rt and recognition of  their 
value in reaching broad policy objectives.  
 
2 examples:  

 
Creativity s upports the d evelopment o f c ivil 
society: artistic groups are in general in favour 
of l iberty and r epresent the m ost f orward 
thinking pa rts o f local society. C onstructive 
cooperation w ith ar ts g roups and c ivil soc iety 
actors will  als o s upport t he e mergence and 
strengthening of local civil society players. 
 
Creativity can he lp to c hange soc ial images: 
intercultural d ialogue i s al so abo ut 
modernisation of  our c ultural images and  
representations ( i.e. beyond st ereotypes). Th is 
requires us to support cultural production in the 
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South bo th i n t erms of  v isibility, c reation and  
consumption. T here i s a lso a  n eed t o w ork 
towards a hi gher i nternational v isibility f or t his 
artistic pr oduction. I n pa rallel, w e n eed t o 
ensure that the images of the West are not only 
those ca rried by the media bu t a lso t he ar ts, 
perhaps l eading to a more nuance d and l ess 
superficial view of Western societies 

 
 Defending tranversality: We would like to see 

a c learer ar ticulation of  the l inks b etween 
cultural ac tivities and t heir poss ible 
development impact (as is al ready the case i n 
the A CP gr ouping w here t his i s a ctually 
translated into p ractical pr ogrammes). Th is 
linkage might t hen l ead t o ot hers -  t he 
Mediterranean area is for example a hot spot in 
security terms (terrorism, migration) and in both 
these cases culture might have a role to play.  

 
As regards outputs: using the Community method 
 
Community’s po licies r epose on a num ber o f ke y 
principles. Some of these are directly about cultural 
action a nd t he se ctor ne eds t o be  ab le t o e ngage 
with all of them. 
 
 Give value to partnership and governance 

Partnership; in t he cultural f ield the EU cannot  
act a lone. T he E uropean C ommission has  
neither d iplomats no r specialised c ultural 
administrators. It i s t herefore v ital that the E U 
create m echanisms that allow i t t o work 
with/through pr ofessionals in t he se ctor. F or 
example i n t he mobility f ield, t he management 
of a programme in the area to an organisation 
competent to run such a p rogramme could be 
envisaged.  
 
Governance i s one  of  t he pr inciples w ithin 
which the C ommunity w orks. In  this c ontext it  
means as sociating i n the conce ption and the 
implementation of  the di fferent pol icies a 
number of  ac tors a t d ifferent l evels (political, 
professional, in stitutional, c ivil). This 
governance approach has two implications:  
 
- On the part of the responsible institutions it 

requires a r eal a ssociation be tween 
grassroots professionals and civil society. 

- It also requires a genuine mobilisation and 
engagement o f p rofessionals in the 
frameworks that are being put forward, and 
the col lective cha llenge of  br inging 
grassroots preoccupations to t he at tention 
of decision makers.  

 

 Advocating for the sector to mobilise: 
cultural operators are not very involved in those 
spaces w here E uro-Mediterranean pol icy i s 
discussed and decided. Artistic players are also 
absent f rom most civil society sp aces as two 
examples will show; the Anna Lindh Foundation 
has very f ew members which ar e pr ofessional 
cultural organisations ( theatres, co mpanies, 
museums…); the Euromed C ivil Forum, which 
has an ongoing dialogue with the Commission, 
finds i t v ery d ifficult to  s tate th at c ulture is  
actually relevant to its work. We need to work at 
advancing these f ronts; the f rameworks e xist, 
but we need to occupy them. 

 
The European Agenda for Culture proposed various 
spaces for dialogue (the structured dialogue and the 
civil s ociety pl atforms) wherein the i ssue o f c ulture 
and ex ternal af fairs might be  r aised. M ore 
specifically, t he C ommission i s l aunching a 
consultation w ith cu ltural ac tors a bout a E uro-
Mediterranean cultural strategy. In this respect, the 
‘Workshop on actors i n Euro-Mediterranean 
dialogue’ whi ch will  t ake pl ace in Marseilles at  the 
beginning o f November i s an op portunity f or us t o 
mobilise and make our voices heard.  
 

*** 
 
The E uro-Mediterranean que stions ar e ve ry 
interesting for us in the sector since: 
 

- It illustrates th e g lobal is sue o f c ulture in  
the field of EU’s external affairs. 

- It sh eds l ight on  p olicy i ssues t hat g o 
beyond the frontiers of the EU. 

- It can help cultural operators to understand 
much better t he policy f ramework in which 
they work and contribute to the thinking on 
how to improve their actions. 

- It underlines the necessity to move ahead, 
politically and practically.  

 
The long-term objective is to change how culture is 
perceived both inside and outside Europe. To do so, 
as a well as influencing the relevant institutions, we 
must reflect on our  own situation. The fact t hat we 
are as ye t t oo little i nvolved i n E uropean po licy 
issues, indeed one  m ight e ven say w e ar e 
suspicious o f t hem, on ly lessens our  impact and  
weakens the role of culture in the European project. 
In other words, the Mediterranean question is about 
us, and our roles as co mmitted E uropean cul tural 
players. 
 
 
 


