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PREFACE 
 
 
Over the last few years, the reference parameters we used to use to interpret the 

developments in the MENA region – North Africa and the Middle East – have been 
wiped away by the so called Arab Spring events and by their subsequent collapse. Our 
political analyses and strategies for this area do not seem to be able to keep up with this 
constantly changing context. There is an increasing need for creating more sophisticated 
tools for interpreting data: we not only have to follow the events but we also need to 
broaden our horizons and develop a long-term strategy to pursue our national interests in 
the area. This is the precondition for making our national security sustainable and to 
contemporaneously consolidate our foreign economic policy that will have to measure up 
to Italy’s legitimate ambitions in this important bordering area characterized by plentiful 
energetic resources and by a potential market of half a billion people. 

During the Cold War we used to look at the Mediterranean/Middle East area through 
the prism of the Eisenhower Doctrine: the sharp and explicit alliances, the good and the 
bad, the pro-Western and the pro-Soviet. A kind of policy that did not fit our country’s 
Mediterranean and mercantile vocation. Being loyal to the Western didn’t mean, though, 
that Italy couldn’t find some room to manoeuvre (e.g. in Libya, ENI). In other instances, 
a change in the international alignment of the countries of the area favoured our 
Mediterranean plans and actions. This was the case with Egypt where ENI started its 
operations in the late 50s after president Nasser made way for the pro-Western Sadat.  

After the end of the Cold War, during the unipolar phase and the short footnote of the 
First Gulf War all our efforts (Italian, European and Western) were focused on the Balkan 
Wars and on the attempt of broadening euro-atlantic institutions eastwards. Too little 
attention was paid to the southern bank of the Mediterranean, with the exception of the 
Clinton administration’s efforts to find a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
Everybody seemed to be convinced that the unsolved Palestinian issue was the key to 
solve all the problems of the region and that solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would 
mean laying the foundations for a wider Middle Eastern peace. 

The only south-oriented strategy was attempted by the newly-born European Union in 
the mid 90s (1995) through the launch of the Euro-Mediterranean partnership called 
Barcelona Process. A sort of OSCE model to be developed southwards and aimed at 
creating a new relationships with Middle-Eastern and Mediterranean countries within the 
three areas of political, financial-economic and socio-cultural cooperation. An ambitious 
project that never got off the ground due to the divisions between the Arab countries and 
Israel and also because Europe’s attention at that time was focused elsewhere, on the 
Balkans/Kosovo issue and on the creation of the new European currency. 

The 9/11 tragedy violently shook our fantasies to create a Kantian perpetual peace and 
to bring about a seamless integration within the Mediterranean-Middle Eastern area and 
between this and Europe/The West. Despite the fact that the war was chiefly fought in 
Afghanistan, 9/11 was proof of the fire that smoldered beneath the ashes of the Cold War 
aftermath within the Muslim world. It set alarm bells ringing for anti-Western rage and 
discomfort, widespread feelings in the Middle East that a transnational terrorist 
organization (Al Quaida) was tragically and spectacularly starting to ride. A complex 
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issue to which the straightforward answer of the unsolved Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
proves insufficient even though it had caused considerable frustration in the Arab world, 
above all after Rabin’s death and the failure of Camp David.  

The war on terrorism became a priority for the West. Two years later, as a 
consequence of that priority, Americans declared war on Iraq and dismissed Saddam 
Hussein. The new enemy were the so called rogue states in the firm belief that Saddam-
like dictators represented the main sources of destabilization in the area. They were 
thought to be ready to blackmail surrounding countries through the clandestine 
production of mass destruction weapons which could have ended up in the hands of 
terrorist groups and further damage both the Western and the moderate countries of the 
area. In the American neo-cons belief, the regime change and the promotion of 
democracy in the region would give absolute guarantee of sustainable stability in the 
area. 

A connection that was too simple and straightforward to be plausible, as it was 
demonstrated by the tragic Iraqi experience. All of this happened before the very eyes of 
a powerless Europe which became also divergent after the rift between France and 
Germany over Iraq. Among the attempts to retrieve a political and economic dimension 
of the European policy in the Mediterranean and before the Arab Spring the only 
significant event to record in the first decade of this century is the launch of the Union for 
the Mediterranean. This initiative was made possible thanks to the commitment of French 
President Sarkozy who was mainly aiming at solving the issue of the accession of Turkey 
to the EU, which he strongly opposed. The Ufm was expected to weave into a Euro-
Mediterranean connective tissue while focusing on solid initiatives and projects, such as 
the construction of motorways of the sea and land to improve the trade capacity between 
the two banks. Unfortunately, this whole project was shattered by the same old problems: 
the extremely time-consuming red tape and the lack of resources to fund the projects.  

We can now focus on the Arab Spring, whose understanding by Europe and the West 
was full of analytical and strategic mistakes. From Libya to Syria there have been 
fundamental inadequacies of military and political prediction and evaluation. These 
countries were thought to be carrying out democratic revolutions and it was widely 
believed that after dismissing their respective dictators they could all start virtuous 
political and economic processes. Within the context of divided societies (sectarian in the 
case of Syria and Iraq or tribal in the case of Libya) the “springs” have in fact liberated a 
Hobbesian clash between rival groups/factions/tribes/militias which, rather than working 
to build new democracies, have tried to prevail over one another with the help of regional 
sponsors interested in broadening their influence in the area. In Egypt we have nurtured 
the dream that Islamism was an inevitable stage to pursue the liberation of the country 
from autocracy and to make room for a democratic “Islamic peace”. The consequences of 
these evaluation mistakes are plain for all to see. Never before have we witnessed such a 
long and diversified series of conflicts across the Mediterranean-Middle Eastern 
countries: Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Gaza. The secular Arab national states (Syria, Iraq) 
have collapsed and given way to tribal and sectarian chaos united to the Islamic State’s 
brutal terrorism. Today, their territorial integrity itself is in jeopardy. As is the case with 
Libya, where the increasingly unsolvable clash between Tripoli’s Muslims and the 
secular forces of Tobruk is jeopardising the unity of the country despite the efforts of 
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international diplomacy. While keeping in mind the West’s faults, we have to admit that 
neither other international players (G20, BRICS, etc.) have done anything but witnessing 
the social disintegration of these countries. The main surveillance responsibilities have 
been weighing on the West and especially on Americans, despite the fact that Middle-
Eastern peace and stability represent a common good that concerns everyone’s interests. 

The Mediterranean-Middle Eastern world has then entered a long instability period 
made of complex triple-nature conflicts. First, the clash between Muslims and anti-
Muslims that adds on to sectarian/tribal divisions. It is a fight between the caliphate – 
some sort of Islamic International whose aim is to establish a fundamentalist anti-
Western transnational governance in the region – and the supporters of the National State 
(Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia) – moderate Arab nationalist countries that defend their 
respective sovereignty and work for a Westfalian regional balance which reconciles 
nationalism and coexistence with the West. Secondly, the clash between the National 
States and the Greater Middle East. It is a competition for defending, consolidating and 
broadening the respective areas of influence in the region in the aftermath of 2011’s 
instability and the West’s decline. Key protagonists of this balance of power XIX-
Century-like competition are Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran. The third factor of 
instability, more or less evident depending on the case, is not linked to any political or 
strategic reason but to some structural issues typical of many of these countries’ societies. 
It concerns the wide poor brackets of society, the issue of low literacy rate and the great 
mass of dissatisfied people that can be easily manipulated by violent organizations 
aiming to stoke the conflicts. These are long standing problems, worsened by decennial 
mismanagement and by the corruption of the autocrat regimes which played a key role as 
triggers for the Arab Spring. During the 2000-2010 decade the GDP of the MENA area 
increased of 4.8% while the GNP per capita increased by only 2.5%. Such an evident gap 
between the increase of GDP and GDP per capita is second only to that of Sub-Saharan 
Africa countries and is indicative of the unequal distribution of income. All of this adds 
up to the demographic explosion (the population of Egypt has increased fourfold over the 
last 60 years making it the most populous country in the region with 90 million people) 
and to the so called “youth bulge” (most of the population of these countries is made of 
under-25 youngsters).  

Ultimately, we are witnessing complex conflicts and instability reasons that will have 
to be tackled in the long term. No “spring” will ever be more effective than an evolutive 
path of political and economic development.  

 The different sub-regions of the Mediterranean-Middle Eastern area are affected by 
conflicts and instability in different ways. The hottest place is evidently the East, while 
the Maghreb/Mediterranean (from Tunisia to Egypt with the exception of Libya) is on its 
way to a higher stability. How can we define an ambitious yet realistic Italian and 
European policy in such a chaotic and changeable context? For the time being, shall we 
limit ourselves to the constraint of immediate threats (eg terrorism and immigration) or 
can we start looking ahead to the potentialities and possibilities offered by the countries 
that are on the up and up? The two approaches – the constraint of threat and the active 
research of opportunities – have to inevitably coexist.  

As far as the constraint of threats are concerned, we need an articulated strategy to 
coherently tackle the three factors of instability that I mentioned above. The first of them, 
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the fight against Muslim terrorism/Islamic State, cannot leave the military commitment 
out of consideration even though it’s true that military commitment is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for sustainable peace in Syria, Iraq and Libya. In each of these 
countries, it is necessary to create a new domestic policy with a strategy aimed at 
favouring inclusive solutions so that every group will lay down their arms and support 
the creation of new national institutions. The Islamic State itself grew out of the power 
vacuum that these countries experienced in the aftermath of the Arab Spring or, as is the 
case with Iraq, it originated as a consequence of former Prime Minister Maliki’s 
exclusive anti-Sunni policy. We also need to be mindful of the cultural-ideological 
dimension of this challenge. Islamic extremists nominate themselves as the only 
spokesmen of pure Islam and present the current conflicts as irreconcilable clashes of 
culture against the “corrupt” West. Both the moderate Arab countries through their 
religious institutions (particularly important is Al Azhar in Egypt) and the West are 
interested in demolishing such an instrumental narrative with proactive communication 
strategies. 

As far as the issue of regional competition is concerned, it is evident that to become 
stable the Greater Middle East will have to find a new order that satisfies the interests and 
ambitions of all players, especially Saudi Arabia and Iran. The issue of Iran nuclear 
power is central because not finding a quick solution to it would result in a race for 
nuclear weapons that would make the region even more unstable – in this context the 
massive retaliation principle wouldn’t work as it did at the time of the bipolar world. It 
would also be necessary to have a regional cooperative framework to end the current 
Saudi Arabia-Iran contrast that has serious consequences on the destabilization of the 
East, Lebanon included. How to build this framework, on whose initiative and with 
which rules and principles is still an open and difficult matter. Some models that we do 
know, such as the Helsinki/OSCE, are not transferable into a context like that of the 
Greater Middle East. Up to now, Syria and Iraq have been considered competition 
grounds by Riyadh and Tehran but in the future they could be turned into the ideal places 
to start experimenting with the stability of a modus vivendi between the two regional 
powers. Europe and the US, together with the other moderate countries in the region – 
such as Egypt and Jordan – may work to help this rather delicate process but the 
cooperation of Russia would be essential and due to the Ukraine crisis this doesn’t seem 
to be possible for the time being. It is obvious, then, that in this regional cooperation 
framework also the Israeli-Palestinian conflict should find its way out of the chaos, since 
it is not only a significant factor of instability but also one of the causes of Islamic 
extremism, as the war in Gaza demonstrated last year. After last October’s donors 
conference in Cairo it will maybe be possible to restart a negotiation project which will 
eventually lead to the creation of the Palestinian state. Otherwise, if the international 
community wants to remove this important cause of instability it will have no choice but 
to impose a decision. It is Europe that could play a key role in a straight fight against the 
structural causes of instability in the MENA area, more than it has done so far. In most of 
the cases, especially for the Mediterranean South Bank countries, EU is the main 
commercial partner and should be interested in developing an autonomous, ambitious, 
multi-dimensional long term strategy aimed at virtuously linking the two banks of the 
Mediterranean. From the current regulatory paternalism and timid “neighbor policy” we 
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should move on to the creation of comprehensive partnerships with the Southern bank 
countries and focus on the reinforcement of economic links, the mobilization of funds for 
the construction of infrastructures, a more institution-building-oriented assistance and 
investments in the education of those countries’ new generations. These are sector 
interventions where EU efforts may represent a unique value added, since it is not 
possible for European countries to compete with the US on the side of military assistance 
and with Arab Gulf countries on the side of financial assistance. Some new ideas that 
have been submitted – e.g. a European Commissary for the Mediterranean and a 
Mediterranean Investment Bank – deserve to be explored with determination. Anyway, 
the Mediterranean-Middle East cannot keep on being just one of the many items in the 
European foreign policy agenda: it should be turned into a top strategic and structural 
priority. If we don’t get to the bottom of the socio-economic structural issues of the 
Southern Bank and Middle-Eastern countries societies the lure of radical Islamism will 
prove too enticing for the youngsters – many thousands of them have already set off for 
Syria and Iraq to join the Islamic State. Due to its proximity, Europe runs the risk of 
becoming the main target of this new radicalism and terrorism wave. Not to mention the 
risk of immigration, above all for a country like Italy that suffers from dramatic 
geographical exposure.  

Solving these factors of instability with patient efforts and long-term strategies is the 
precondition for revamping the normal business flows towards the countries that have 
been devastated by the crisis. Above all Libya and the East but also the entire 
Mediterranean-Middle Eastern area, due to the destabilizing effects of the Arab Spring 
and of the rise of the Islamic State.  

We need and have to look closely at the positive examples in the North African area, 
we have to praise the efforts of Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt to create the favourable 
conditions for stabilization and we need to take advantage of the opportunities they are 
currently offering. In Morocco, a 35-million people stable country, the monarchy 
managed to survive the Arab Spring thanks to a constitutional evolution that is currently 
leading the country to a moderate and tolerant Islam model, a fact that has positive 
consequences on economic growth (2015 GDP increase: +4,4%). In Tunisia, where the 
first sparks from the Arab Spring were emitted, there has been an evolutive and stable 
democratic process: no sharia in the constitution, acknowledgement of gender equality 
and a moderate Islamic political party (Ennahda) that seems more willing to share power 
than the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and that is on its way to a “Tech Spring” (ten 
technology parks). In Egypt, after the dismissal of the Brotherhood and thanks to the 
leadership of president Sisi, the country is experiencing a renewed stability that is 
certainly maintained thanks to authoritarianism but on the line with the tradition of the 
country and supported by the majority of the population: stability and economic reforms 
in Egypt are starting to regain investors’ trust and to increase the prospects of growth 
(+3,5% for 2014-2015 fiscal year).  

In these countries, not only should Italy mobilize EU actions but also it should set a 
system of political and economic strategies that is sustainable in the long term and that 
will allow us to take the current and future opportunities. This were exactly the aim of the 
recent system mission in Morocco (Ministero dello Sviluppo economico, Confindustria, 
Ice, Unioncamere). In Egypt, president Sisi has already announced some mega projects – 
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the most clamorous of which is aimed at doubling the width of the Suez Canal – and 
forty more will be presented in February at the Friends of Egypt conference in Sharm el-
Sheikh. They may all represent great opportunities for Italian industry.  

We should not forget that in the area Italy is widely credited with credibility and 
sympathy, like no other European country. As an Italian observer and institutional 
operator on the ground it is clear to me that there is a true will to establish profitable 
communication with us on behalf of local institutions and populations. Italy and Italians 
seem to have many attractions for Egyptians. We are considered a Mediterranean country 
with particular sensitiveness and feelings that are not recognized in other European 
countries. All social groups here (men of the road, politicians, entrepreneurs) consider us 
as the clean-cut West, the West with a human face, while they still see the other Western 
countries with suspicion. This is not only a stereotype but an asset to Italy’s foreign 
policy in the region. It is our so called “soft power”. And much is still left to do to further 
consolidate it: culture exchanges, scholarships, management courses, Italian language 
teaching. Not to mention coordinate initiatives aimed at strategically promoting those 
good things of life which usually unite people rather than divide them. Things that are 
abundant in Italy: culture, fashion, food, art. These are wide range long-term instruments 
of parallel diplomacy. Obviously, it would be necessary to have adequate economic and 
human resources to invest in the MENA area, and this doesn’t seem to be possible for the 
time being. To make up for the lack of funding we could start developing a strategic 
concept aimed at defining both Italy’s interests in the area and the best ways to achieve 
them. This would be a first step in the right direction. 

 
Maurizio MASSARI 

Ambassador of the Italian Republic in Egypt 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
The SRM Report on Economic Relations between Italy and the Mediterranean Area 

is in its fourth edition this year. Aware of the importance the Mediterranean basin has for 
Italy and especially for the south of Italy, our study center chose to direct its research 
towards this area in 2011 with the establishment of the Permanent Observatory on the 
Economic Relation between Italy and the Mediterranean. The project was launched with 
the support and contribution of the Compagnia di Sanpaolo, founder of SRM in 2003, 
which we would like to thank along with the Banco di Napoli, which encourages us in 
this research. 

During these four years of research, the landscape of the area has deeply changed and 
it is still evolving: in four of the ten Med Area countries that SRM systematically 
monitors, public protests started in 2011 shocked the domestic political context, leading 
to a change in the government leadership in Tunisia and Egypt, while the situation in 
Libya and Syria is severely compromised. The unrest in Syria also involves neighboring 
countries such as Turkey and Lebanon, whereas the clashes in Libya have a direct impact 
on Italy with regard to energy supply; a crucial theme in which the countries of the 
southern shores play a key role for Italy, especially in the current climate of tension 
between Europe and Russia; Europe’s principal supplier of natural gas. 

Despite this framework of political and social instability (in some cases with serious 
military repercussions) the main economic indicators show positive signs. Commercial 
trade towards the area grew steadily along with maritime trade, competitiveness and the 
market shares of many ports of the South Mediterranean increased, the number of Italian 
companies which invested in the Region is constantly growing, banking and financial 
system of these countries and their macroeconomic situation is strengthening, despite the 
negative impact of the political crisis, and remains largely positive, with GDP growth 
rates which are significantly higher than the European average. 

The presence of Italian companies in the Mediterranean countries outside of the EU 
continues to grow: in fact, there are about 3 thousand operating companies in Turkey, 
Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt, and their number increased after 2011 too, bearing witness 
of the strong interest Italian business has in this area of the world where, obviously, the 
opportunities largely outweigh the risks. 

Should, in the near future, the business environment improve, these countries – 
together with others of the area – would not only represent important markets that Italian 
companies intend to reach, but also potential manufacturing hubs that would permit the 
penetration of the neighboring markets. It is the case of the Turkish speaking Caucasian 
Asia for Turkey and of the sub-Saharan Africa for Morocco, which – not by chance – is 
proposed as the “African Door”. 

Therefore these countries are an opportunity for Italian companies even wider than 
their domestic market alone. Our country system should focus more in this regard, by 
unfolding the full potential of economic diplomacy which is able to put countries and 
cultures in contact and to promote Made in Italy throughout the world. Italy can count on 
the advantage – well pointed out in the preface by Ambassador Massari – of having a 
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‘soft power’ in credibility and a good reputation that generally allows us to be perceived 
and accepted very positively, even in comparison with other European nationalities. 

Italian companies and institutions must work as a team, along with the world of 
finance, which is a key factor in facilitating the internationalization of enterprises. The 
main Italian banking groups have long ago embarked on a path of international growth 
with the opening of representative offices and branches and the direct acquisition of local 
banks; the Intesa Sanpaolo Group, in particular, chose to invest efforts and resources in 
key countries of the Mediterranean such as Egypt – the most populous country among the 
10 listed in the SRM analysis – which controls one of the largest private banks.  

The Mediterranean area hence, is gradually regaining its centrality, especially in 
world sea trade. The increase in North-South trade, thanks to the growing trade between 
the two shores of the Basin, and to the East-West trade due to the growing role of China, 
favored transits through our sea intercepting, to date, 19% of the world trade, a share up 
from 15% in the late ‘90s, with the consequent expansion of the business for the port 
system in the Mediterranean. This is another opportunity for Italy, but it also implies 
several challenges as a consequence of the quest for greater efficiency in logistics that 
attracts the increasing flow of traffic; in fact, the ports of the South consistently gain 
market shares at the expense of European ports and especially of the Italian ones, and are 
now major competitors for our ports. 

All these issues are deeply analyzed in this volume.  
As usual, the Report is divided into three parts respectively dedicated to Economy, 

trade and businesses, Finance and financial flows, and to Logistic infrastructures and 
renewable energies, and it is intended as a summary of the research carried out by the 
SRM’s Mediterranean Observatory during the year. The three parts of the report refer, in 
fact, to the three main thematic sections of the SRM’s Mediterranean Observatory 
website.  

As for the content of each single chapter, Chapter I offers the usual update on the 
trade flows of Italy and of its international competitors within the Med Area. Starting 
from this year, the Mediterranean countries which SRM continuously monitors increased 
from nine to ten, with the addition of Jordan, a country that, despite lacking any access on 
the Mediterranean, is a fully-fledged player of the dynamics that affect the area. 

Italian trade with the Med Area was 54.8 billion euro at the end of 2013, a figure 
exceeded only by that registered in the United States and Germany. Between 2001 and 
2013, the exchange grew by 64.4%, showing a contraction in only three occasions: in 
2009, in the midst of the international economic crisis, in 2011 and 2013 – in both these 
latter circumstances it was a result of the collapse of Italian imports of energy products 
from Libya. In 2010, before the upheavals, Libya was the first world supplier of energy 
products to Italy, therefore representing a key country to our country’s energy supply. In 
this regard, the end of Chapter I offers a focus on the theme on Italy’s security and 
energy dependence.  

Italy’s interest in these countries, therefore, also has a strategic value given that over 
40% of the trade between Italy and the Med Area is made up of energy. Nevertheless, the 
peculiar features and the main pull factors of these countries, from the point of view of 
production and trade are their very dynamic nature and the strong potential the non-EU 
Mediterranean countries have. Economic growth in these countries – long before the 
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turmoil arising from the global financial crisis in 2009 and the local political tensions in 
2011 – amounted to average 5.5% annually, a rate fell to 2.3% in the forecast for the 
‘current year but expected to grow at 3.6% in 2015 and 4% in 2016. An overview of the 
economic performance of these countries is provided in Chapter II of this volume. In 
addition to the prospects for economic growth, the interest of Italian companies in these 
countries lies in other factors, such as the relation between quality and cost of the labor 
(in some countries the quality of technical education reaches European levels) and the 
age structure of the population composed by an average of 50% by under 25 (while in 
Italy this percentage is 24%), a fact which ensures high availability of labor and growth 
prospects for consumption. All these factors increase the interest of companies for the 
countries of the Mediterranean area, which they also target for productive investment 

As previously mentioned, the growth of the Italian presence in the area has been 
steady even during the worst global financial crisis (2009) and also in 2011, when in 
many countries the protests of the population completely overturned the domestic 
political framework. The destinations which Italian companies prefer for their 
investments are Egypt, Tunisia and Turkey, while in Morocco – the country with the 
largest increase in GDP in 2013 – the Italian presence has ample room for growth. 
Chapter III is a synthesis of three works carried out by SRM between 2013 and 2014, 
dedicated to the analysis of the business of Italian companies in Egypt, Tunisia and 
Morocco respectively. The summaries drawn from the three reports produced by the 
SRM’s Mediterranean Observatory is part of a multi-annual program of analysis that 
aims to quantify the “value” of the Italian business presence in the Med countries.  

This program was launched with the publication of the Report The Italian business in 
Turkey in November 2012, which was followed by the works in Morocco (2013), Tunisia 
(2013) and Egypt (2014, forthcoming). SRM pursues this line of research to complete a 
framework of the Italian companies in all the monitored countries. 

From the description presented at the beginning of Chapter III, it appears clear that 
amongst the three countries Tunisia is the richest and the most attractive for foreign 
investment, however Egypt and Morocco showed the best performance over the last 
decade in terms of GDP growth, of foreign exports and foreign investment. The Italian 
enterprises operating in a stable manner in the three countries are about 1,800, with a 
preference for Egypt (880 companies with a turnover estimated at around 3.5 billion euro 
per year) and Tunisia (750 firms and a turnover of 3 billion euro) than in Morocco (about 
150 companies and less than 1 billion euro aggregate turnover). 

The issue of finance in the Mediterranean area is addressed in the Second Part of the 
Report. In fact an outline of the financial systems in the MENA region (Middle East and 
North Africa) is provided in Chapter IV, while Chapter V focuses on the Mediterranean 
Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWF) invested in Europe and Italy.  

The growth of the financial systems in the MENA countries is constant and is a factor 
of strategic importance for the advancement of these countries and of the Italian 
companies operating there, yet their level of development is still below the European 
standards. The number of companies listed on the different stock markets in the region is 
five times lower than the number of companies listed on European stock exchanges and 
their market value is nine times lower. Nonetheless, the performance of the MENA 
region’s banks, over the last few years, surpassed that of the European banks, which 
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found themselves outdated as regards the levels of efficiency and profitability. The 
number of problem loans is lower for the MENA banks than for the European ones, due 
to the steady deterioration of this indicator for the latter since 2009. The spread of bank 
branches, however, is significantly lower in the MENA region (15.3 branches per 
100,000 adults) than in the EU (37.4), with Morocco and Tunisia, which record data 
above the average.  

It is known that within the Arab Mediterranean area Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWF) 
represent an investment vehicle extremely important to support economic growth and 
diversification of the economic and productive fabric of the country. In September 2014, 
the value of the assets managed by the SWF in the MENA region amounted to more than 
2,700 billion dollars, about 40% of the total value of the assets allocated to the world 
SWF (in 2012 it amounted to 37.7%). Most of these ‘foreign’ investments from the 
MENA SWF is intended for European countries (31% of the total in 2013), and among 
these, in 2013 Italy has managed to attract an 8% share. In particular, between 2009 and 
2011, Europe  received investment from the MENA SWF to an average value of 17.6 
billion dollars. Considering a (prudential) increase by 10% per year, the average value of 
such investments between 2012 and 2020 will be approximately 30 billion dollars. 
Therefore, Italy could intercept investments for an amount (certainly not negligible) of 
between 1.5 and 2.5 billion dollars a year. 

An area of strategic importance in the relation between Italy and the Mediterranean 
regards transport and logistics, which the report covers in Chapter VI that opens the Third 
Part. The already mentioned ‘new centrality’ of the Mediterranean in world trade poses in 
Italy, and especially in its southern regions, a challenge for the efficiency of logistics. 
The development of the port in the southern Mediterranean is a major competitive 
advantage for the companies operating in these countries, but at the same time it 
represents a competitive challenge for the Italian ports. In 2005 the hubs in our country 
recorded a market share in container transport of 28% which dropped to 16% in 2013 to 
the benefit of the ports on the Southern Med shore, whose market share over this period 
increased from 18% to 27%. The reasons for this poor performance is mainly due to 
higher operating costs, less technically advanced infrastructure and a more cumbersome 
bureaucracy; all factors which lengthen the time to perform export procedures almost 
doubling the necessary time compared to more efficient ports. Therefore, the growth in 
size of the container ships employed on the East-West routes will be an additional 
challenge for our ports in the coming years, with significant investments required to 
compete.  

Another sector which in the coming decades will offer space for large investments is 
that of renewable energies that in the Med countries, find conditions of maximum 
efficiency; the issue is dealt with in Chapter VII, which focuses on the ongoing projects 
in the countries of the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean. The World Bank 
estimates the need for investment in the energy sector in the MENA region will be 30 
billion dollars a year within 2040. Europe is at the forefront in terms of financial support 
to these investments through the European Investment Bank’s FEMIP fund (Facility for 
Euro-Mediterranean Investment and Partnership); between 2002 and 2013, it funded 
energy projects in the MENA region for a value of nearly 6 billion euro.  
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The analysis contained in this 4th Annual Report, therefore covers a wide range of 
topics on which the monitoring of SRM is constant throughout the year. We believe that 
our work on these themes may be a point of reference for anyone – entrepreneurs and 
institutions – who consider the Mediterranean an area of strategic interest and for the 
SRM members, including Intesa Sanpaolo whose presence in the area under 
consideration is growing. The hope is that – once the stage of socio-political turmoil will 
be over – the business relations between the two shores of the Mediterranean will resume 
growth at a rapid pace, following the logic of co-development, the same that for four 
years now, inspires our work on the Mediterranean. 
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