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P revious chapters of this book have pointed out that a combination of 
global challenges and factors such as the internationalisation of pro-
duction, the improvement of communication technologies, increased 

human mobility, the risks of financial instability, the dangers of climate 
change and the transnationalisation of organised crime demand coordi-
nated responses at different levels. And yet the institutions which should be 
able to provide such a global response are lacking. Even though the United 
Nations plays a leading role in the creation of a global agenda, in practice 
the world is fragmented into multiple spaces for dialogue and coopera-
tion but also for competition (Goerg 2014). We are living in a multipolar 
world where complex interdependences, power shifts and the competition 
of ideas interact (Grevi 2009; Kupchan 2013; ESPAS 2015), and tensions 
are exacerbated by the problems of accommodating the emerging pow-
ers within the post-World War ii traditional governance structures (Vaquer, 
Tarragona and Morillas 2015). In this scenario, the current framework of 
interregional relations in the Atlantic is also unequal and fragmented, chal-
lenging the idea of the Atlantic Space as a unit of study. Large asymmetries 
exist between the various regionalist processes, regional institutional struc-
tures differ and there are even disparities in the concept of “region”, as it 
is used in different geopolitical areas. Notwithstanding this, we can observe 
some convergence of trends in its translation into practice.

Among them, the growing role of non-state actors in international affairs 
(Khanna 2011; Cerny 2010) has translated into a variety of government-
led initiatives that are directed to establishing close interregional links. The 
convergence of non-state actors’ input into international cooperation and 
the evolution of less institutionalised and more flexible forms of trans-gov-
ernmental governance have paved the way for an expansion of trade and 
security agreements in fields such as development cooperation, culture, 
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science and social affairs. In these sectors, non-state actors play an impor-
tant enabling role in fostering ties at the interregional level and beyond. By 
studying the trajectories of different regional and interregional initiatives 
and their scope we will analyse how the dynamics evolve and what the 
implications are for the future development of intermediate institutions for 
the governance of the Atlantic Space. The comprehensive assessment of 
regionalism and interregionalism allows for a better understanding of the 
complex network of Atlantic governance as well as of the convergences 
and divergences occurring in this space.

Mapping the variable geometry of regionalism 
and the rise of geopolitical spaces in the Atlantic

Regionalisms across the Atlantic Space

Most projects to form regions across national borders (i.e. regional-
isms) in the Atlantic Space have evolved within continental boundaries. 
Territorial contingency and proximity have determined the shape of most 
projects, and only a few organisations, such as the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO), have cut across the Atlantic Ocean. Thus, differ-
ent types and logics of region-building have emerged within Africa, Latin 
America, North America and Europe.

Regionalism in Africa unfolds between pan-African ideals of uniting 
the continent in an anti-colonial legacy on one side and the role of the 
European Union (EU) as the main funder on the other side. Both the strong 
normative stance of exclusion and the influence of an external actor are 
unparalleled among the other regionalisms across the Atlantic. Most 
regionalisms have materialised in regional organisations with their own 
centralised but powerless bureaucracies. The African Union (AU) represents 
the continental framework that aims to coordinate the most relevant pan-
African sub-regional projects, the Regional Economic Communities (REC). 
At the same time some imperial regional constructs such as the South 
Africa-dominated Southern African Customs Union (SACU) and the French 
legacy of the African Financial Community (CFA) persist.

Regionalism in Latin America is chiefly characterised by a proliferation of 
regional organisations along internal political and economic rather than 
geographic divides. Regional projects thus accumulate and they represent 
a break-away from previous or competing projects. The recent Pacific 
Alliance represents liberal economic policies and an alignment with the 
United States of America (US), thus contrasting with the more structured 
Common Market of the South (Mercosur), while the Union of South 
American Nations (Unasur) is designed to foster regional hegemony at the 
expense of North American influence. Regional organisations tend to be 
shallow, with most policymaking concentrated in national ministries.

Regionalism in North America has been dominated by trade agree-
ments and securitisation accompanied by little institutionalisation. The 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) has been the only major 
organisation founded and it has not faced internal competition. However, 
differentiation has occurred in terms of an antagonism between US-led 
pan-Americanism and a North-South divide of the Americas. NAFTA was 
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conceived as a core agreement to expand throughout the whole Western 
Hemisphere into a “Free Trade Area of the Americas” (FTAA), but it faced 
resistance in South America, thus limiting its outreach into parts of Central 
America.

Europe is home to the most sophisticated institutionalisation of regionalism 
in the Atlantic. Since overcoming the antagonism with the European Free 
Trade Area (EFTA) the EU has established itself as the dominant actor of 
integration on the continent. The EU is not only an exceptional regionalism 
due to its strong supranational elements but also in terms of being the only 
regional actor in the Atlantic that has developed a notable presence and 
influence in the other regions. 

The evolution of contemporary regionalisms across the Atlantic 
Space – synchronisation and fragmentation

For most of the 20th century, regionalisms in the Atlantic Space have 
been chiefly shaped by domestic factors, albeit with reference to the 
external framework. The driving forces after World War ii included the 
peace-building process in Europe under the aegis of the US, the quest 
for economic autonomy and favourable terms for trade in Latin America, 
and the attempts at convergence between the newly created states in 
post-colonial Africa. As a result, most regionalisms of the Cold War period 
were characterised by a focus on clearly confined projects, such as industri-
alisation policies, the pooling of resources or mediation between conflicting 
states. Although there was a recurrent exchange of ideas between regional 
projects, such as developmental regional policies from Latin America to 
Africa, most regionalisms maintained their inward-oriented outlook.

The end of the Cold War triggered the creation of new regionalisms across 
the Atlantic Space. Major projects that were to play a crucial role in shap-
ing the regional configurations, such as NAFTA or Mercosur, were set up 
in the early 1990s. Other key regionalisms such as the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) and the EU emerged as new organi-
sations, representing important changes from their predecessors − the 
Southern African Development Coordination Conference (SADCC) and 
the European Communities (EC). As opposed to the more inward-oriented 
previous regional projects, the emergence of this new generation of region-
alisms was primarily influenced by three changes in the global order. Firstly, 
the liberal economic paradigm established itself as a dominant prescriptive 
guideline, thus paving the way for regionalism as a vehicle for free trade 
agreements (FTA). Secondly, the democratic political paradigm also estab-
lished itself as a guiding principle, forming an understanding of regionalism 
as a framework to support and stabilise democratic transitions. Thirdly, the 
end of global bipolarity between the US and the Soviet Union offered new 
options for regions to be formed, while for Latin America and Africa the 
fear of marginalisation could be countered by region-building.

While there was a sense of synchrony in the Atlantic Space about the begin-
ning of a new wave of regionalism after the Cold War, the subsequent 
evolution of the various projects has been characterised by fragmenta-
tion. Latin America and the Arab World have become arenas of contesting 
regionalisms and aspiring regional leaders. No clear pattern of regionalism 
has emerged, as both the underlying norms and the delineations are being 
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negotiated. Africa is still in a process of reconfiguration with several sub-
regions that are constantly changing shape and outlook. Competition is less 
evident than in the Latin American case but the widespread phenomenon 
of overlapping membership and external funding has hampered a process 
of consolidation. By contrast, Europe and the North Atlantic have dominant, 
consolidated and expanding regionalisms. The EU and NATO have extended 
their reach far beyond their own region and face no internal competing 
project, except the possibility of a return to nationalism. North America has 
a consolidated project whose functional and territorial expansion has been 
stalled due to resistance in South America and a lack of institutional identity. 
The negotiations of trade agreements with the Asia-Pacific region and with 
Europe have not fostered a common position, thus further reducing the 
capacity of NAFTA to become a regional actor.

The spreading of region-building ideas across the Atlantic

Regionalisms in the Atlantic Space draw their set-ups and objectives from 
various sources of ideas. An important source is internal and stems from 
the accumulated experiences with region-building in the past, including 
failed attempts at integration and institutional memory. Many contempo-
rary regional organisations can be traced back to previous projects, either 
as a continuation or a rupture. And yet, across the Atlantic, the main 
source of institutional elements as well as geographical expansion is the 
European Union. Many other projects such as the African Union (AU) or the 
Andean Community (CAN) make direct references to the EU and adapt ele-
ments of its modus operandi or at least of its symbolism, including regional 
parliaments and courts. The EU also functions as an anti-model when it is 
perceived as an undesired form of integration. NAFTA and Mercosur have 
rejected supranational logics and a centralised bureaucracy.

The main ideas for functional objectives chiefly stem from a liberal 
economic paradigm and the global institutions representing them, 
such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and its predecessor, the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). With few exceptions, 
such as the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America (ALBA), 
Atlantic regionalisms are generally designed to facilitate free trade and 
investment between their members and, in most cases, also with third 
parties through external agreements. Implementation, however, varies 
greatly between actual common markets such as the EU and SACU, on 
one side, and liberal schemes that primarily exist on paper as in most 
African REC, on the other. By contrast, the liberal idea of free move-
ment of labour and of people is not readily taken up as an objective of 
regionalism and has only been implemented in a few projects such as 
the EU and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). 
The same is valid for common currencies, which are only found in the 
eurozone and the euro-dependent CFA Franc (Franc de la Communauté 
Financière d’Afrique), even if notable parts of Latin America and Africa 
are effectively dollarised.

The main sources of ideas to effectively define the boundaries of a region 
in the Atlantic Space have often been based on identity foundations. 
The influence of “pan-” movements is still relevant in contemporary 
regionalisms in Africa and Latin America, while the legal identity of the 
acquis communautaire has provided the foundation for the EU. 
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The Atlantic divide and the role of regional powers

The major division of regionalism in the Atlantic Space remains along the 
North-South axis. Several projects to bridge this gap, such as the FTAA 
or the Union for the Mediterranean have failed to generate integrative 
momentum. The Organisation of American States (OAS) has increasingly 
been challenged by the Unasur project, which is composed only of South 
American states and aims to monopolise regional security governance, 
and more recently by the Community of Latin American and Caribbean 
States (CELAC), grouping 33 American states together without the US 
and Canada. While convergence has occurred between Western coun-
tries under NATO, the antagonism between projects in the Atlantic North 
and South has increased. Mercosur and NAFTA have further diverged and 
so have the two Atlantic Ocean-centred alliances − NATO and the Zone 
of Peace and Cooperation of the South Atlantic (ZOPACAS). Meanwhile, 
the EU’s trade negotiations with Mercosur or via Economic Partnership 
Agreements (EPA) with the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) groupings 
have faced a rocky path. Countries with the potential to overcome the 
North-South divides, such as Mexico, Egypt and Turkey, have acted more 
as buffer states than as bridge states.

By contrast, the emergence of regional powers such as Brazil, South 
Africa and Nigeria is closely interwoven with their membership of region-
al projects. Regionalisms such as Mercosur, Unasur, SADC, ECOWAS 
and the AU have been instrumental to their leadership and their global 
visibility. These countries’ approaches to establishing appropriate region-
alisms have not been uniform, ranging from stepping up as paymaster in 
order to establish hegemony to more tacit cooperative strategies. Even 
though the presence of a regional power has triggered opposition from 
smaller members, regions without clear leaders, such as Central Africa, 
have struggled even more to come up with active projects. However, as 
regional powers have increasingly been perceived as global powers, they 
have shifted more attention to forums such as the G-20 or the BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa). In combination with the recur-
rent volatility of their economies, this shifting interest makes it difficult to 
sustain their role as constant, active leaders, given the fact that they have 
generally been opposed to autonomous or even supranational regional 
bodies.

Interregional dynamics across the shores of the 
Atlantic 

Interregional relations in the Atlantic Space reflect the above-described 
extremely diverse experiences and approaches to regional cooperation. 
Traditionally, the study of interregionalism has been focused on the rela-
tionship between formally constituted regional blocs. Nevertheless, inter-
regionalism includes a variety of political interactions, formal institutional 
relations, material transactions and cultural exchanges between the 
parties (Garzón 2015). Hänggi proposed classifying three types of inter-
regional relations. The first is the traditional or pure interregionalism, i.e. 
relations between regional institutionalised groupings. A second category 
is (intergovernmental) transregionalism, where states participate in inter-
regional relations but in an individual capacity. Finally, hybrid regionalism 
includes relations between regional groupings and single powers, e.g. 
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the EU political dialogue with emerging powers (Hänggi 2000). Along-
side these categories, we can introduce a wider notion that emerged 
in the 1970s as an attempt to overcome the state-centred approach, 
including the analysis of the sprawling links and initiatives in transna-
tional civil society and business (Keohane and Nye 1974). Alongside the 
expansion of people-to-people contacts, transnational networks have 
become a common feature of international governance (Keohane and 
Nye 1974; Slaughter 2004). 

This multidimensional model of interregionalism, which is characterised 
by the coexistence of multilevel diplomacy and institutional structures, is 
known as “complex interregionalism” (Hardacre and Smith 2009). This 
concept, created to explain the paradigm of relations between the EU 
and other regions can also be used to analyse the interregional relations 
across the Atlantic. In this chapter we will review the state of interre-
gional relations and assess the connections between governmental and 
other platforms in different policy areas. 

Drawing the new interregional dynamics in the Atlantic Space

The growing trans-regionalisation of the interdependencies (Valladão 
2015) enhanced the emergence of a large number of interregional initia-
tives in the Atlantic that no longer respond to the traditional North-North 
and North-South patterns. Interregionalism appears as an intermediate 
response to the current global governance institutions being challenged 
from several fronts: some argue that traditional institutions are ineffec-
tive because they are prone to blockage by diverse actors and factors 
(Hale, Held and Young 2013); others question the bias towards main-
taining the status quo that favours the traditional powers as the main 
obstacle to better cooperation (Amorim 2010). Out of these divergent 
positions, two trends converge: traditional powers promote initiatives 

Figure 1. Selected regional integration organizations

Source:  Atlas of the World, Wikimedia Commons; organizations’ websites.
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that aim to maintain their influence by adapting to new forms of mul-
tilateralism, while emerging powers promote contesting partnership 
initiatives meant to increase their autonomy and diversify interdependen-
cies. These two strategies are shaping the transformation of interregional 
initiatives and are supporting the resurgence of South-South cooperation 
led by regional powers such as Brazil, South Africa and other middle-
income countries (Goerg 2014).

The new South-South interregional forums and “strategic partnerships” 
have promoted the establishment of more or less institutionalised coop-
eration mechanisms and networks of public and private actors and have 
further resulted in triangular North-South-South cooperation. The het-
erogeneity of actors involved, from super-powers to the least developed 
countries, including traditional powers, emerging and middle-income 
countries, makes the Atlantic a hotbed for innovative initiatives. These 
are not only the result of “top-down” approaches, but also integrate 
diverse consultation mechanisms with social partners, parliamentarians 
and a large number of actors (Gardini and Ayuso 2015). 

The interest in interregionalism has been reflected in the increasing 
number of high-level summits, surrounded by parallel meetings, at dif-
ferent governmental levels and in various civil society forums. Although 
their proliferation has been criticised because of the lack of tangible 
results (Whitehead and Baraona de Brito 2005; Malamud and Gardini 
2015), summits remain a fundamental instrument for political impetus. 
Another significant trend in current interregionalism is the interplay 
between the multiple overlapping regionalist initiatives of different 
nature (Malamud and Gardini 2015; Grabendorff 2013). Economic inte-
gration initiatives are subsumed in other bodies of political integration, 
which leads to multiple memberships by states. This results in overlap-
ping instruments of interregional cooperation, makes stable partners dif-
ficult to identify and weakens regional identities. This plethora of regional 

Figure 2. EU’s transatlantic partnerships (pure regionalism)  

Source: Elaborated by CIDOB using data from the authors’ research. 
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actors makes it difficult for the EU to design interregional strategies 
(Grabendorff 2013). This has been less problematic for other actors, 
such as the US or Brazil, which have more flexible regional approaches 
and are more likely to prioritise bilateral relations. 

Multidimensional interregional Atlantic spaces: a tentative approach

This section offers a non-exhaustive approach to different interregional 
cooperation levels based on the four previously defined categories: pure 
interregionalism; intergovernmental regionalism; hybrid interregionalism 
and transnational networks in the case studies analysed by the Atlantic 
Future project1.

North Atlantic interregionalism

Interregional relations in the North Atlantic do not fit the definitions 
of pure interregionalism. Alcaro and Reilly (2015) argue that interre-
gional relations in this space evolve in two dimensions: state-to-region 
contacts (hybrid regionalism) and bi-continental intergovernmental 
relations (intergovernmental transregionalism). The former would be 
exemplified by the bilateral strategic partnerships between the EU and 
the United States and Canada, and the high-profile trade negotiations 
currently underway on an ambitious Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) with the US or the Comprehensive Economic and 
Trade Agreement (CETA) that has already been signed between Canada 
and the EU. 

In the second category, the main path is characterised by relations 
within NATO. Alcaro and Reilly (ibid.) argue that the North Atlantic 
exists as the Western region rather than an interregional space. These 

Figure 3. Selected transatlantic South-South partnerships 

Source: Elaborated by CIDOB using data from the authors’ research. 

1.	 North America and the EU; the EU 
and sub-Saharan Africa; the EU and 
Latin America and the Caribbean; 
Latin America and sub-Saharan 
Africa; the Arab region and Latin 
America; North America and Africa.
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authors say that the North Atlantic Space is not seen as a security 
issue by policymakers and security expert communities in the EU or 
the US and that the economies of the US and EU are deeply mutually 
penetrated. They also point out that the decision-making in the space 
is still sovereign on both sides of the North Atlantic but the leader-
followers dynamic between the US and its EU allies often results in the 
appearance of joint decision-making. A strong interrelationship exists 
between public and private operators, with some institutionalised 
channels such as the EU-US Transatlantic Economic Council2. Coop-
eration between the EU and the US is taken forward via constant dia-
logue at various levels, from the annual summits between the EU and 
US leaders to technical work at expert levels. This people-to-people 
contact contributes to the establishment of relatively homogeneous 
epistemic communities.

EU-sub-Saharan Africa interregionalism

Although the EU’s focus on promoting regional integration in Africa 
stems from the 1990s, the first attempts date back to the 1960s (Garelli 
2012). Pirozzi and Godsäter (2015) found that the EU has greatly influ-
enced regionalism in Africa through education and support. The EU has 
promoted pure interregionalism, e.g. by funding and supporting capac-
ity building of the AU in the field of peace and security (African Peace 
Facility Training). The EU-Africa partnership framework was established 
at the first Africa-EU summit in Cairo in 2000. The EU also provides 
funding and capacity building for the SADC, the East African Community 
(EAC) and ECOWAS. The focus of the support and capacity building was 
primarily to promote economic integration, but a considerable part of 
the funds have been allocated to security issues through, for example, 
ECOWAS. 

Other forms of comprehensive interregionalism, such as the relations 
between the EU and the ACP countries with the Cotonou Agreement 
and the European Development Fund (EDF), can be classified in the cat-
egory of intergovernmental transregionalism. The relationship between 
the African Peace Security Council (PSC), composed of five sub-regional 
institutions, with the European PSC can be placed in the same category. 
On the other hand, hybrid regionalism is present within the EU-South 
Africa partnership and the bilateral relations of the EU member states 
with African regional organisations.

The role of non-state actors has progressively grown. An example is civil 
society participation in the Joint Africa-EU Strategy (JAES), the main 
framework of continent-to-continent interaction between the EU and 
the AU since 2007 (Pirozzi and Godsäter 2015). The JAES determines 
that it “should be co-owned by European and African non-institutional 
actors” and functions as a “permanent platform for information, partici-
pation and mobilisation of a broad spectrum of civil society actors” (EU 
and AU 2007). Other examples are: the Europe Africa Policy Research 
Network, the EU-Africa Economic and Social Stakeholders’ Network, and 
the Africa-EU Intercontinental Civil Society Forum. These are valuable 
settings for information-sharing and policy coordination but they suffer 
from high turnover of participants and a lack of predictable resources 
(Pirozzi and Godsäter 2015).

2.	 For more information, see http://
www.state.gov/p/eur/rt/eu/tec/. 
Retrieved November 24, 2015.

http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rt/eu/tec/
http://www.state.gov/p/eur/rt/eu/tec/
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EU-Latin America interregionalism

Historically, the interregional dynamics in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (LAC) have been propelled by the EU and have essentially 
reflected its priorities and vision, including incentives and specific policies 
that favour deeper regional integration. The EU has established several 
sub-regional mechanisms of political dialogue, economic relations and 
development cooperation due to the variety of sub-regional integra-
tion schemes in LAC. The EU has developed a pure interregionalist 
relationship with Mercosur, the Andean Community (CAN), the Central 
American Integration System (SICA) and the Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM). In the early 21st century, a third generation of LAC region-
alism emerged (Sanahuja 2013; Malamud 2010) and drew a complex 
map of overlapping regional institutions to which the EU agenda was 
forced to adapt. The creation of CELAC in 2011 provided an institu-
tional framework for working with all LAC countries and to an extent 
overcame regional complexities and sub-regional fragmentation (Schäfer 
2013). So, the pre-existing EU-Rio Group Dialogue and EU-LAC summits 
have changed from intergovernmental transregionalism to a kind of pure 
interregionalism. But, institutional asymmetries and overlapping regional 
initiatives, such as the recently created Unasur and Pacific Alliance, mean 
a balanced relationship is still difficult.

Also supported by the EU, civil society has been more directly involved 
in interregional mechanisms than in LAC regional cooperation schemes 
(Gardini and Ayuso 2015). One example of this is the Euro-Latin Ameri-
can Parliamentary Assembly (EuroLat), which was created in 2006 to 
enhance the democratic dimension of the bi-regional strategic associa-
tion3. Another is the creation in 2010 of an EU-LAC knowledge area by 
promoting networks of science, research, innovation and technology 
as a key priority. Alongside this, it was decided to establish the EU-LAC 
Foundation to engage the business, academic and social sectors and civil 
society representatives from both regions in order to improve mutual 
understanding, create platforms for dialogue and proposals and support 
interregional networks. These transnational networks are now the most 
dynamic drivers of EU-LAC interregional relations and a path for conver-
gence between homologous communities.

Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa

Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa had rarely been a priority for 
each other. However, in the last two decades, there have been increas-
ing political efforts to strengthen ties on a region-to-region basis 
(Mattheis 2015). This has been facilitated by the emergence of regional 
projects following a similar logic, more specifically, the SADC and 
Mercosur. Between these two organisations, we find pure interregion-
alism initiated thanks to the rapprochement between Brazil and South 
Africa. Both countries shared the idea of exploring possibilities for 
mutual agreements and the negotiations were then transformed into 
a Mercosur-SACU issue. When the WTO Doha Round stalled, the South-
South negotiations became a priority and a preferential trade agreement 
was agreed and signed in 2004 but not ratified. A new agreement was 
signed in 2008, not pushed for in response to a demand from economic 
actors but rather as a political instrument for South-South cooperation 

3.	 For more information, see http://
www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/
eurolat/menu_en.htm
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(Nutenko 2006). For both groupings it was the first agreement to be 
signed with another regional bloc.

The Africa-South America Summit (ASA) initiated in 2006 represents 
intergovernmental transregionalism between the countries of both 
regions as a whole. It was preceded by the Brazil-Africa Forum, a form 
of hybrid interregionalism. However, after several meetings the interest 
in this format seems to have dropped, as the last summits have been 
postponed and the number of participants has decreased due to the rise 
of similar competing events (Mattheis 2015). Another example of this 
category is the South Atlantic Peace and Cooperation Zone (ZOPACAS) 
created in 1986 to establish the South Atlantic as a demilitarised space 
free of foreign military bases, internal aggression and nuclear weapons. 
Brazil promoted the initiative with the aim of excluding the traditional 
powers from the South Atlantic (Gamba-Stonehouse 1989). With the 
end of the Cold War, priorities shifted to ecological issues, organised 
crime and maritime security. However, due to its weak institutionalisa-
tion, ZOPACAS is dependent on other actors to implement the agenda. 
Civil society ties play a marginal role in the dominant forms of inter-
regionalism; some of the longer-standing connections, such as those 
between trade unions or more recently through social forums, have not 
produced a counter-project to the state-led forms of interregionalism 
(Mattheis 2015).

Latin America and North Africa

Despite the lack of priority given by each to other regions, relations and 
exchange have grown constantly over the last 10-12 years, in parallel 
to a progressive institutionalisation of high-level political dialogue. The 
starting point can be identified in December 2003, when the Brazilian 
president was invited to visit the Arab League headquarters, where he 
expressed his intention to create permanent interregional dialogue. The 
first South America-Arab Countries (ASPA) summit was in Brasilia in July 
2005, with the attendance of representatives of all countries from both 
Unasur and the Arab League and officials from the Andean Community 
(CAN), the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), and the Arab Maghreb 
Union (AMU). Hence, it can be conceptualised as closer to intergovern-
mental transregionalism than a form of pure regionalism. In parallel, 
other sectoral encounters have been made in the fields of environmental 
and health cooperation.

Civil society was engaged in the creation of ASPA’s Businessmen Forum, 
with more than 600 participants from the private sector. It was strength-
ened with the creation of the Council on Arab World Relations with Latin 
America and the Caribbean (CARLAC) in 2012 to enhance the relations 
between both regions and consolidate links through the participation 
and inclusion of private actors. Two Arab-Latin America relation centres 
were created in each region to involve companies, civil society, govern-
ments, media and the academic world in key issues. The observer status 
of sub-regional organisations at ASPA summits has led to the negotiation 
of free trade agreements (FTA) between Mercosur and Arab countries. 
FTA were signed with Egypt and the Palestinian Authority, along with 
framework agreements with Morocco, Jordan, Syria and Tunisia, intro-
ducing hybrid interregionalism to the relationship. The rapprochement 
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contributed to the diversification of trade links consolidating regional 
actorness and greater autonomy of the actors involved, but the current 
political destabilisation affecting the Arab world has left the bi-regional 
relationship on standby.

North America and Africa

Given the lack of North American regional organisations engaged in 
trans-continental relationships, the United States and Canada have 
developed their relations with sub-Saharan Africa on a separate hybrid 
interregional basis, but with increasing importance over the past decade 
(Kotsopoulos and Goerg 2015). In 2006, the US opened its diplomatic 
mission to the AU, but it was only in 2010, when the annual US-AU 
High-Level Meeting was launched, that the partnership was formal-
ised. In 2012, US strategy toward sub-Saharan Africa, and therefore its 
engagement with African partners, was centred around four main pillars: 
strengthening democratic institutions; spurring economic growth, trade 
and investment; advancing peace and security, and promoting devel-
opment. However, the US mission lacks the resources to propose and 
implement continent-wide strategies and programming. Cooperation 
with Africa’s Regional Economic Communities is not a US strategic goal 
but is presented as a horizontal approach under the “Spur Economic 
Growth, Trade, and Investment” and “Advance Peace and Security” pil-
lars (White House 2012). In recent years, the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) has given a more prominent role to 
regional organisations in its strategic planning, considering that regional 
integration will further economic development and stability in Africa, as 
well as attempting to better integrate USAID and the State Department 
while more effectively harnessing American resources and cooperating 
with allies. USAID signed an Assistance Agreement for Comprehensive 
Regional Development with the EAC and development cooperation 
agreements with the ECOWAS Commission. However, USAID seems 
to first identify issues and policy areas and then find the appropriate 
partners in line with the project-based approach of the organisation 
(Kotsopoulos and Goerg 2015). 

Canada’s relationship with Africa has been more focused on develop-
ment assistance than on trade or investment (Black 2004). Traditionally, 
Canada’s multilateral relations with Africa were channelled through 
the Commonwealth, the UN and the Francophonie, though this has 
changed in recent years. Canadian multilateral Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) funding targets a wide range of organisations, but 
the vast majority goes to global institutions, rather than regional 
organisations. However, one area of Canadian ODA programming 
where substantial funds do go towards regional entities is under the 
category of International Financial Institution (IFI) support, such as 
the African Development Bank. The former has become an important 
conduit for Canadian funding aimed at larger regional initiatives such 
as the New Economic Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). 
In 2015 there is only one direct funding agreement between the AU 
and Canada focussing on support for institutions, capacity building 
and communication of the AU Strategic Plan for 2014-2017. Canada 
also supports the AU’s Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 
Programme (CAADP).
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Assessing the EU’s normative power in promoting regional inte-
gration in the Atlantic

The EU has been perceived as the world’s most advanced regional 
integration project, and indeed it sees itself as a governance model for 
other countries and regions in the world. Exporting regionalism abroad 
and promoting interregional relations constitute an important element 
of the EU’s foreign policy identity and are at the centre of its soft power 
(Smith 2008; Soler i Lecha and Viilup 2014). Regionalist models can be 
diffused around the world through regional competition, teaching and 
support, and conditionality, according to the three categories identified 
by Hurrell (2007), to which Pirozzi and Godsäter later added partner-
ship (2015). 

The European integration project’s own success story in achieving lasting 
peace, stability and prosperity has been the backbone of its normative 
power and fundamental to its capacity to inspire regional integration 
beyond its borders. The EU’s achievements in economic integration have 
served, if not as models, then at least as catalysts for numerous other 
attempts at regional cooperation across the world (Isbell and Nolan 
Garcia 2015). The EU seeks to “actively promote the development of 
(intra) regional economic and political cooperation, the building of issue-
related regimes, and the creation of joint institutions for consultation 
and decision-making in its neighbourhood and beyond” (Börzel and 
Risse 2009). The EU’s approach is based on the conviction that regional-
ism constitutes not only the best means to ensure security, stability and 
prosperity in the EU itself but also beyond its borders (Börzel and Risse 
2009; Magen 2006). This approach is not only about preserving the EU’s 
trade power but also diffusing the ideas, principles and practices that it 
considers its own (Damro 2010; Manners 2009). In addition, the EU is 
also heavily involved in supporting regional intergovernmental organisa-
tions, which coincides with the element of teaching proposed by Hurrell’s 
typology.

Although still a work in process, the creation of EU strategic partner-
ships with emerging countries and regions is part of the EU’s way to 
reposition itself in the international arena. In the Atlantic Space, the EU 
has five bilateral strategic partnerships (with the United States, Canada, 
Brazil, Mexico and South Africa) and two regional strategic partnerships, 
with the AU and the CELAC. A strategic partnership should contribute 
to stability and good governance. In Latin America the bilateral strategy 
with Brazil and Mexico competes with the bi-regional strategy and sub-
regional strategies that run with different patterns depending on each 
regional process. For its part, the 2007 Joint Africa-EU Strategy has the 
objective of raising the relationship to the level of “partnership among 
equals” but there is still a gap between the ambition and the concrete 
results achieved (Pirozzi and Godsäter 2015).

A number of factors and challenges are currently affecting the EU’s 
capacity to inspire and promote its ideas, values and practices. It is fac-
ing a multifaceted crisis at home (institutional, economic and political) as 
well as serious challenges on its external borders. The more the EU’s own 
model is perceived to be in trouble in terms of integration, legitimacy 
and effectiveness, its capacity to promote regionalism and interregional 
relations is undermined. 

The more the EU’s 
own model is 
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capacity to promote 
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is undermined.
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Although the 2008 economic and financial crisis originated outside the 
EU, its effects have been particularly severe on the EU’s economy and 
have also brought to the light serious structural defects in the European 
construction. On the one hand, the power and decision-making has 
shifted from Brussels-based communitarian institutions to national capi-
tals and big member states (particularly Berlin, as Germany has emerged 
as the regional hegemon). On the other hand, the economic and finan-
cial crisis has brought about unprecedented integration − particularly 
among the member states participating in the eurozone − which even 
seems to be leading towards a kind of a federalised union (Viilup 2012). 
EU member states are far from sharing a single view of how far the inte-
gration should be left to proceed. The UK has gone as far as initiating 
the renegotiation of the terms of its membership and is set to hold a 
referendum on whether it should remain within the bloc. Fuelled by the 
widespread perception that the EU and public institutions failed to deliv-
er for the public good during the crisis, public distrust of these bodies 
has increasingly put the legitimacy of EU-level decision-making at risk.

The EU is also failing to effectively address serious challenges on is exter-
nal borders (instability in North Africa, war in Ukraine, the migration 
crisis resulting from instability in its neighbourhood). Krastev and Leonard 
(2014) write that since the occupation of Crimea in March 2014, the 
Europeans have had to admit that the post-Cold War European order has 
dissolved. The 13 November 2015 Paris terrorist attacks caused fear and 
insecurity throughout the EU. It is feared that the massacre will further 
disrupt European integration, liberalisation and democracy4. The enlarge-
ment policy has been the most successful tool of the EU’s transformative 
power. The current freezing of the enlargement of the European Union 
for the foreseeable future by the Juncker Commission will certainly serve 
to undermine the EU’s power to inspire change (Soler i Lecha and Viilup 
2014). There is no shortage of examples of how the decline of the EU’s 
model has affected EU attempts to export regionalism and foster interre-
gionalism. The EU’s major democratisation and stabilisation project for its 
neighbourhood – the European Neighbourhood Policy − is on the rocks. 
So are other, major region-to-region links such an FTA with Mercosur 
and economic partnerships with the APC countries. In addition, sluggish 
progress is being made in the negotiations of the biggest economic inte-
gration project in the Atlantic − the TTIP with the US. 

Closing remarks

Atlantic geopolitics is currently dominated by pluralism rather than 
unity. Emerging economies and groups of states in the South Atlantic 
are developing strategies that challenge the traditional Western powers 
and new regional and interregional initiatives of varied nature and com-
position proliferate. Established North-South cooperation maintains an 
important place in this reconfiguration but contestation has become an 
equally defining element. At the same time, much of this contestation 
has exhibited a volatile character that depends chiefly on the financial 
and ideational investment of regional leaders and on the perception of 
a common external other. As stimulus for change, common identity and 
functional demand are weaker than a shared adversary or competitor, 
and so, when it relies on these factors, the reshaping of the Atlantic’s 
regional order is limited.

4.	 For more information, see http://
www.gmfus.org/blog/2015/11/16/
after-paris-western-unity-ever-more-
difficult-ever-more-essential
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Its institutionalised forms of regional and interregional projects may 
have limitations, but the experiences in the Atlantic Space provide case 
studies that mean it can be considered a laboratory of multilateralism 
at global level. The Atlantic Space can be observed as a global geopo-
litical space that provides useful experiences for regional and global 
governance at large (Alessandri 2015). Firstly, positive integration 
factors such as identity, ideology, transfers and entanglement have pro-
vided a more durable basis for region-building than external actors, be 
they funders or perceived opponents. Secondly, regions are constantly 
in flux, expanding or contracting, both in their membership and in their 
objectives. Geographical boundaries increasingly succumb to political, 
economic or social ideas of desired cohesion. Thirdly, interregionalism 
often tends to be highly asymmetrical due the high variety of regional 
institutionalisation, actorness and outreach. As a consequence, the 
linkages tend to be driven unilaterally and can produce structures of 
dependence and mimicry. 

References

ABDENUR, Adriana and Joao Moura da fonseca. The North’s Growing 
role in South-South Cooperation: Keeping the Foothold. Third World 
Quarterly, 2013, 34: 8, pp. 1475-1491.

ALCARO, Riccardo and Patrick REILLY. Regional and Interregional 
Interactions in Europe, North America and across the North Atlantic. 
Atlantic Future Working Paper, 2015, 22.

ALESSANDRI, Emiliano. Atlantic Multilateralism and Prospects for Pan-
Atlantic Institutions: An Historical Perspective. Atlantic Future Scientific 
Paper, 2015, 28.

AMORIM, Celso. Guest column: Governance must reflect global reality. 
Financial Times, November 14, 2010.

Ayllón, Bruno; Tajina Ojeda and Javier Surasky, coord. Cooperación 
Sur-sur. Regionalismos e Integración en América Latina. Madrid: Los libros 
de la Catarata and Instituto Universitario de Desarrollo y Cooperación- 
UCM, 2014. 

AYUSO, Anna; Miguel FUENTES; Camila PASTOR and Santiago VILLAR.
Actors and opportunities: Interregional processes in the Arab region and 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Atlantic Future Scientific Papers, 2015, 
25.

BACH, Daniel, ed. Regionalisation in Africa: Integration and 
Disintegration. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999. 

BAERT, Francis; Tiziana SCARAMAGLI and Fredrik SÖDERBAUM, eds. 
Intersecting Inter-regionalism. Regions, Global Governance and the EU. 
New York-London: Springer, 2014.

BLACK, David. Canada and Africa: Activist Aspirations in Straitened 
Circumstances. In: TAYLOR, I. and WILLIAMS, P., eds. Africa in 
International Relations. Abingdon: Routledge, 2004, pp. 136-54. 



Atlantic Future Project
Regional cooperation, interregionalism and governance in the Atlantic132

2016

BÖRZEL, Tanja A. and Thomas RISSE. Diffusing (Inter-) Regionalism: 
The EU as a Model of Regional Integration. KFG Working Paper Series, 
Kolleg-Forschergruppe (KFG) “The Transformative Power of Europe”, 
September 2009, 7.

Cerny, Philip. Rethinking World Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010.

DAMRO, Chad. Market Power Europe. EU Externalisation of Market 
Related Policies. Mercury, e-paper, October 2010, 5 (online) http://mer-
cury.uni-koeln.de/fileadmin/user_upload/E-paper_no5_r2010.pdf

ESPAS. Global Trends to 2030: Can the EU meet the challenges ahead? 
Luxembourg: European Union, 2015.

EU-EUROPEAN UNION and AU-AFRICAN UNION. The Africa-EU Strategic 
Partnership: A Joint Africa-EU Strategy and Action Plan, Lisbon, 8-9 
December 2007, Brussels: European  Commission, 2007. 

FRERES, Christian; Susanne GRATIUS; Tomás MALLO; Anna PELLICER and 
José Antonio SANAHUJA, eds. ¿Sirve el diálogo político entre la Unión 
Europea y América Latina? Documentos de Trabajo, Fundación Carolina, 
Madrid, 2007, 15.

GAMBA-STONEHOUSE, Virginia. Strategy in the Southern Oceans: A 
South American View. London: Pinter, 1989.

GARDINI, Gian Luca and Anna AYUSO. EU-Latin America and Caribbean 
Inter-regional relations: complexity and change. Atlantic Future Working 
Paper, 2015, 24.

GARELLI, Serena. The European Union’s Promotion of Regional Economic 
Integration in Southeast Asia: Norms, Markets or Both? Bruges Political 
Research Papers, May 2012, 25.

GARZÓN, Jorge F. Multipolarity and the future of regionalism: Latin America 
and beyond. GIGA Working Papers, Hamburg, January 2015, 264.

GOERG, Madeleine. Development in the Atlantic: Between cooperation 
and competition. Atlantic Future Scientific Paper, 2014, 11.

GRABENDORF, Wolf. La asociación estratégica Unión Europea-
América Latina: ¿unas relaciones birregionales con geometría variable? 
Comentario Internacional, 2013, 13, pp. 155-171.

Grevi, Giovani. The interpolar world: a new scenario. Occasional Paper, 
June 2009, 79.

HALE, Thomas; David HELD and Kevin YOUNG. Gridlock: Why Global 
Cooperation is Failing When We Need It Most. Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2013.

HÄNGGI, Heiner. Interregionalism: Empirical and Theoretical Perspectives. 
Workshop “Dollars, Democracy and Trade. External Influence on 
Economic Integration in the Americas”, Los Angeles, CA, May 18, 2000.



133
Anna Ayuso, Frank Mattheis and Elina Viilup

2016

HARDACRE, Alan and Michael SMITH. The EU and the Diplomacy of 
Complex Interregionalism.The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, September 
2009, 4: 2, pp. 167-188.

HURRELL, Andrew. One world? Many worlds? The place of regions in 
the study of international society. International Affairs, 2007, 83: 1, pp. 
127-146.

ISBELL, Paul and Kimberly NOLAN GARCIA. Regionalism and 
Interregionalism in Latin America: The Beginning or the End of Latin 
America’s ‘Continental Integration’? Atlantic Future Working Paper, 
2015, 20.

Keohane, Robert and Joseph Nye. Transgovernmental relations and 
International Organizations. World Politics, 1974, 27: 1, pp. 39-62.

Khanna, Parag. How to Run the World. New York: Random House, 
2011.

KOTSOPOULOS, John and Madeleine GOERG. International relations 
between North America and Africa. Atlantic Future Working Paper, 
2015, 21.

KRASTEV, Ivan and Mark LEONARD. The New European Disorder. Essay, 
European Council on Foreign Relations, November 2014.

Kupchan, charles A. No One’s World: The West, the Rising Rest, and 
the Coming Global Turn. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013.

MAGEN, Amichai. The Shadow of Enlargement: Can the European 
Union Neighbourhood Policy Achieve Compliance? Columbia Journal of 
European Law, 2006, 12, pp. 495-538.

MALAMUD, Andrés. Conceptos, teorías y debates sobre la integración 
regional. Paper in v Congreso Latinoamericano de Ciencia Política 
(ALACIP), Buenos Aires, June 28-30, 2010.

MALAMUD, Andrés and Gian Luca GARDINI. Debunking Interregionalism: 
Concepts, Types Trends and Critique. Atlantic Future Scientific Paper, 
2015, 38.

MANNERS, Ian. The EU’s Normative Power in Changing World Politics. 
In: GERRIT, A. ,ed. Normative Power Europe in a Changing World: A 
Discussion. The Hague: Netherlands Institute of International Relations, 
2009, pp. 9-24.

MATTHEIS, Frank. Regionalism and Interregionalism: The case of Latin 
America and sub-Saharan Africa. Atlantic Future Working Paper, 2015, 
23.

NUTENKO, Leonid. MERCOSUR y los países de Asia y de África: Nueva 
etapa de interacción. Iberoamérica, 2006, 3, pp. 103–112.

PIROZZI, Nicoleta and Andreas GODSÄTER. Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
EU. Atlantic Future Scientific Paper,  2015, 26.



Atlantic Future Project
Regional cooperation, interregionalism and governance in the Atlantic134

2016

SANAHUJA, José Antonio. Regiones en construcción, interregionalismo 
en revisión. La Unión Europea y el apoyo al regionalismo y la integración 
latinoamericana. In: FRERES, C.; GRATIUS, S.; MALLO, T.; PELLICER, 
A. and SANAHUJA, J. A., eds. ¿Sirve el diálogo político entre la Unión 
Europea y América Latina? Madrid: Fundación Carolina, 2007, pp. 
125-152.

SANAHUJA, José Antonio. Hacia un nuevo marco de relaciones entre 
la Unión Europea y América Latina y el Caribe. Hamburgo: Fundación 
EU-LAC, 2013. 

SCHÄFER, Roland. EU-CELAC: Five Strengths. In: ORTIZ, M. S., ed. 
La Diplomacia de las Cumbres: Retos y Oportunidades de los nuevos 
Regionalismos. San José: FLACSO, 2013, pp. 87-90.

SERBIN, Andrés. Déficit democrático y participación ciudadana en el 
marco del regionalismo post-liberal. In: SERBIN, A.; MARTÍNEZ, L.and 
RAMANZINI JÚNIOR, Cord. Anuario de la Integración Regional de 
América Latina y el Gran Caribe. Caracas: CRIES, 2012, pp. 73-128.

SERBIN, Andrés; Laneydi MARTÍNEZ and Haroldo RAMANZINI JÚNIOR. 
Introducción: El regionalismo post–liberal en América Latina y el 
Caribe: Nuevos actores, nuevos temas, nuevos desafíos. In: SERBIN, 
A.; MARTÍNEZ, L. and RAMANZINI JÚNIOR, H., Cord. Anuario de la 
Integración Regional de América Latina y el Gran Caribe. Caracas: CRIES, 
2012, pp. 7-16.

Slaughter, Anne-Marie. A New World Order. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2004.

SMITH, Karen E. European Foreign Policy in a Changing World. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008.

SOLER, Eduard and Elina VIILUP. Can the EU Still Inspire Integration in 
the Gulf. Gulf Research Center Papers, 2014.

TOCCI, Natalie and Giovanni FALEG. Towards a More United and 
Effective Europe. A Framework for Analysis. In: TOCCI, N., ed. Imagining 
Europe Towards a More United and Effective EU. Rome: IAI, 2014, pp. 
15-37.

VALLADÃO, Alfredo. Reviving pan-Atlantic interdependencies – A lab-
oratory for global governance. Atlantic Future Scientific Paper, 2015, 
29.

VAN LANGENHOVE, Luk. Building Regions. The regionalization of World 
Order. Great Britain: Ashgate, 2011.

Van Klaveren, Luk and Ana-Cristina Costea. The EU as a Global 
Actor and the emergence of ‘Third Generation’ regionalism. Working 
Paper, UNU-CRIS Occasional Papers, 2015.

VAQUER, Jordi; Laia tarragona and Pol MORILLAS. An emerging and 
Globalised Atlantic Space? Atlantic Future Scientific Paper, 2015, 31.



135
Anna Ayuso, Frank Mattheis and Elina Viilup

2016

VIILUP, Elina. Europe in crisis: the TINA situation. Qüestions CIDOB, 2012, 
14.

WHITE HOUSE. U.S. Strategy Toward Sub-Saharan Africa. June 2012.  

Whitehead, Laurence and Alexandra Barahona de Brito. Las 
cumbres mundiales y sus versiones latinoamericanas: ¿Haciendo una 
montaña de un grano de arena? América Latina Hoy, 2005, 40, pp. 
15-27. 




