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INTRODUCTION: RETHINKING REGIONAL COOPERATION  
IN THE WANA REGION 

The WANA region1 possesses remarkable financial, human, and natural resources which 
should propel its development. However, the absence of integration and cooperation has 
stifled the region’s potential. Today, despite a number of intra-regional organisations, 
the region remains one of the least economically integrated in the world. It is the only 
significant region that does not have a dedicated regional development bank. 

Deeper integration could help facilitate growth and economic reform in WANA. This 
could be achieved by taking advantage of economies of scale and refocusing development 
on inclusive growth designed to alleviate poverty, create jobs, reduce inequalities, and 
strengthen governance. Collaboration could provide the region with more leverage when 
dealing with international organisations and with other regions. WANA should become a 
net exporter of not only hydrocarbons, but of non-petrochemical products, technology, 
and talent. 

Few regions as large as WANA possess such a degree of linguistic, historical, and cultural 
commonality. Although there are regional dialects, large proportions of the population 
communicate in a common Arabic tongue and WANA countries share common media, 
entertainment, and news programmes. WANA’s lack of political and economic integration 
contrasts dramatically with its social and cultural integration.

The experience of Europe and other regions provide lessons that WANA can learn from 
and demonstrates that regional integration can encourage competitiveness, growth, and 
income convergence in a competitive global arena. The success of other regions with 
similar per capita income levels, such as Latin America, the Caribbean, East Asia, and the 
Pacific, illustrates the potential benefits to WANA of deeper integration.
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1. We have taken the definition of WANA from the 
WANA Forum, to refer to countries of West Asia, 
North Africa, and the Middle East, stretching from 
Morocco to Bangladesh. The report of the 2009 
WANA Forum observed that many participants 
“called for an expansive and inclusive rather than 
restrictive definition of WANA, one that focuses less 
on political geography and the numerous acronyms 
surrounding it, and more on human geography. 
They endorsed a conception of WANA that is fluid, 
diversified, with shifting borders and flows of people, 
commodities, resources and ideas. The general 
consensus was that while many attempts at regional 
cooperation have focused on Arab unity, WANA 
Forum Members wish to avoid privileging a particular 
core national, ethnic, religious or linguistic group and 
to collectively anchor shared values and concerns 
with particular attention given to understanding 
borders as zones of common, positive experience 
rather than lines of exclusion and difference.”
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Previous experience suggests that regional economic integration 
can succeed if it is backed up by:

•	 strong political commitment and leadership, with plans for 
the initiative emerging from the region rather than imposed 
from outside.

•	 an understanding of the assets and capabilities of each 
member country. 

•	 a shared political vision based on an understanding of 
mutual interests and shared benefits. 

•	Widespread awareness of the potential benefits of 
cooperation and integration.

•	 an imaginative projection of the future with a carefully 
sequenced and realistic set of steps to get there.

•	 the creation of support organisations, as well as 
financial, technical and knowledge bases to underpin  
and institutionalise the process. 

•	 recognition that rules are themselves resources; while 
funding is important, the real value is in changing policies 
and laws. 

•	 a grounding in data on the social, political, cultural and 
economic realities of the region.

If successful, regional economic integration can help members to: 

•	 establish regular contact and dialogue, even in times of 
crisis, underpinned by a set of shared principles.

•	 Build trust on issues of clear common interest and 
gradually lead to political cooperation on a broader range 
of issues. 

•	 Carry out economic and governance reform programmes.

•	 Create financial mechanisms aimed at reducing disparities 
between countries and funding regional public goods.

•	 exchange knowledge and expertise with each other rather 
than relying on inputs from outside the region.

•	 Foster common ties and identities among people in the region.

The first section of this memo sets out some lessons learned 
from selected past experiences. The second section provides an 
inventory and brief description of existing regional institutions 
involved in broad economic integration as well as financial, trade, 
and security cooperation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SECTION I: LESSONS FROM PAST EXPERIENCE 

a)  maKIng regIOnaL COOPeratIOn WOrK  
In eurOPe 

Following the Second World War, the organisations which 
preceded the European Union (EU) committed themselves 
to ensuring that no war would ever again take place between 
their states. Driven by this strong political vision, pan-European 
objectives were pursued primarily through economic and social 
integration. This in turn led to greater regional trust, economic 
growth, and political stability. The European experience suggests 
that early success can create momentum for change and a 
foundation for sustained collaboration in the future. The EU did 
not begin as a large organisation, but rather with the Benelux 
Agreement of 1944, which grew into the European Coal and Steel 
Community (ECSC) in 1951. The ECSC simply created a common 
market for coal and steel between France, West Germany, Italy, 
and the Benelux countries. Eventually, the ECSC added additional 
areas of economic coordination and integration, leading to the 
development of the modern EU. By the 1990s, the EU was strong 
enough to absorb the post-communist states as well. 

The Nordic countries, which have their own regional organisation, 
the Nordic Council, also followed a pragmatic, step-by-step 
approach to cooperation. Focusing first on ‘low-hanging fruit’— 
concrete projects that are feasible, enjoy broad support and help 
to solve real problems—their leaders demonstrated the benefits 
of regional integration, thus creating political momentum and 
public demand for further cooperation. 

For the WANA region, the history of the Helsinki Process, 
which led to the creation of the Organisation for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe, is also relevant. The Helsinki Process was 
launched during the Cold War and set up a forum for continuous 
dialogue between the eastern and western halves of Europe—
dialogue which was maintained even during times of crisis. 
Participants established general principles to govern relations 
between states. Negotiations took place in three separate 
streams: military/security, economic/environmental, and human/
cultural cooperation.

The Helsinki Process provides evidence of how greater 
integration could benefit the WANA region. For example, it 
shows how greater integration can facilitate regular contact 
and consultation, and eventually create a permanent forum for 
exploring common interests and building trust. Such a forum 
could, as the Helsinki Process did, launch a declaration of 
principles that might include: 

•	 respect for the sovereignty and security of the Wana countries.

•	 Continued dialogue and establishment of a permanent 
framework for cooperation.

•	 Peaceful settlement of disputes with a focus on  
defusing tension.

•	 economic, social, cultural, and technical cooperation.
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•	 Protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms.

•	 Prioritisation of sustainable human development needs 
and equitable development.

•	 Legal protection of intellectual property and commercial 
and financial transactions.

b)  regIOnaL reCOnstruCtIOn and 
deVeLOPment BanKs arOund the WOrLd 

Regional development banks (RDBs) and sub-regional 
development banks (SRDBs) can promote economic development 
by mobilising resources in order to offer low interest loans, grants, 
and expert advice for development projects. In addition, they can 
provide technical assistance and advice for economic and social 
development, especially for investments that require scale and 
long-term financing, for example green infrastructure and energy. 
Regional institutions often provide cheaper financing and have 
greater flexibility because their leaders have greater knowledge 
of the countries of the region than do global agencies. They 
can promote competition between public agencies to increase 
development effectiveness. 

Any new WANA regional organisation should include the creation 
of a WANA regional development and reconstruction bank, 
which could provide concrete mechanisms and financing to 
underpin a broader political vision. The design of any such bank 
is crucial, since its structure will determine its effectiveness. 
Regional development banks vary in terms of size, membership, 
geographic scope, type of borrowers, and the nature and scope 
of activities they cover.

Typically, RDBs are owned by member countries, but sometimes 
also include ‘donor’ countries from inside and outside the region, 
as well as intra-regional ‘borrowing’ countries. The Inter-American 
Development Bank (IADB), the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 
and the African Development Bank (AfDB) give ownership and 
influence to countries that are borrowers, as well as to those 
that are lenders. For instance, the IADB ensures that borrowing 
member countries have over 51 per cent of total voting power in 
the bank. The European Investment Bank (EIB) and the Andean 
Development Corporation (CAF) are almost entirely owned by 
member countries. This stands in contrast to the World Bank, with 
which recipient countries have less ownership of development 
assistance, and the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, with which decision-making power remains in the 
hands of non-borrowing members. A WANA regional bank could 
incorporate extra-regional countries that have substantive interest 
in the region, including the United States and European countries, 
but should ultimately favour regional ownership.

When countries are both clients and shareholders negotiations 
are less complex, inappropriate conditionality less likely, and 
regional priorities easier to maintain. An example of this kind 
of integration achieving success is the CAF, which began as a 
bank with the objective to support sustainable development and 
integration in the four Andean Community countries of Bolivia, 

Columbia, Ecuador, and Peru; plus Venezuela, also a member 
at the time. Over time the CAF gained expertise and expanded 
its membership and its scope of activities, becoming a further-
reaching Latin American bank.

In order for a regional bank to win popular support, it must have well-
functioning accountability, transparency, and integrity mechanisms 
to allow for independent review. Information disclosure policies that 
inform the rest of society of a bank’s policies and procedures are an 
important element of governance and accountability. The Islamic 
Development Bank (IsDB) stands out for its liberal disclosure policy 
and management that disclose a wide variety of documents. The 
ADB has been the forerunner in establishing and implementing a 
comprehensive anti-corruption policy, while the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) stands out for its project 
evaluation policies and extensive anti-corruption programmes.

A regional development bank usually establishes two main types of 
funds, often called hard lending windows and soft lending windows. 
Hard lending windows provide financial assistance on market-based 
terms, typically in the form of non-concessional loans, to middle 
income countries and to private firms in developing countries. 
Soft lending windows offer grants and highly concessional loans 
to a region’s poorest countries and are often financed directly by 
contributions from donor countries and regional members. 

The creation of appropriate financing mechanisms is central to 
making regional economic integration effective and equitable. 
Such mechanisms could help resolve the regional disparities 
and unbalanced development in the WANA region, especially 
between oil producing states and non-oil producing states. 
This has proved effective in other regions experiencing similar 
circumstances. For example, financial transfers provided the 
political and economic ‘glue’ that pushed European integration 
forward, both after the Second World War and again after 1989. 
More than two thirds of total lending by the European Investment 
Bank (EIB) has been channelled to the poorest parts of the 
EU. European structural funds have also facilitated the political 
and economic transformation of poorer countries and regions, 
reducing regional disparities of income, wealth and opportunity. 
A WANA reconstruction and development bank could also create 
a structural fund designed to support less developed regions and 
improve physical infrastructure and social services. 

Regional development banks are not only potentially better 
placed to respond to regional needs than international banks 
are, but also more effective at providing regional public goods, 
especially those requiring large investments and coordination. 
These public goods could include, for example, financing regional 
cross-border infrastructure (i.e. transport and communications), 
as well as coordination of regional efforts to expand university 
education or increased technological innovation. Both the Inter-
American Development Bank (IADB) and the EIB have funded 
cross-border infrastructure development, believing that to do so 
will facilitate improved integration.

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has also successfully 
supported the planning and financing of regional infrastructure, 
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for example, in the Greater Mekong sub-region, which had 
been underdeveloped and wracked by conflict. The ADB helped 
catalyse regional cooperation between the countries of the region, 
supporting a programme to enhance cross-border economic 
links, such as roads, flight connections, freight and transport 
regulations, and river traffic. Trade within the area grew by more 
than 22 per cent, with corresponding improvements in the Human 
Development Index as a result.

Collaboration on waterways, transportation linkages, economic 
and industrial productivity, trade, humanitarian response and 
climate change, energy, culture and tourism, education and 
labour migration are all options for areas of collaboration. 

Success also requires creative forms of collaboration and co-financing 
with private capital. Some of the highest impact initiatives have 
cost insignificant amounts of public funding, where they can 
unleash private sector capital. Regional development banks can 
offer guarantees designed to incentivise private investment in 
infrastructure finance, and the banks can participate in projects 
through debt or equity. Of course, such guarantees should 
be tailored to take into consideration market behaviour and 
imperfections, lest they undermine private capital flows.

Success also requires appropriate project design and technical 
assistance. In the past, some development bank projects have 
fallen short because project management has been outsourced 
to external firms that are not aligned with or invested in creating 
domestic capacity. The EU has successfully used ‘twinning’– 
regional exchanges of know-how—instead of contracting out 
technical assistance. Regional and global exchanges using this 
‘twinning’ model could complement, or in fact replace, standard 
forms of technical assistance. 

Development projects often remain bound by national borders, 
failing to take advantage of opportunities to work across borders, 
or sub-nationally. Urban centres are increasingly recognised as 
engines of growth, and a bank or fund that worked at the level 
of cities and towns could have significant impact on growth and 
poverty. Development banks need to have the flexibility to work 
regionally, nationally, and locally.

c)  CIVIL sOCIetY engagement WIth 
deVeLOPment BanKs

Around the world, regional development banks are learning to 
use the broader resources of societies. For example, the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) operates an NGO centre that develops 
and assesses bank programmes, and disseminates technical 
assistance, in cooperation with civic groups and organisations. 
Nordic development has also been enhanced by a productive 
alliance between social and business leaders. 

The WANA region could learn from this experience. A successful 
development programme requires the participation of all levels 
of society and not just of national governments. Engagement of 
religious, social, and business leaders; local authorities; academia; 
and civil society could help strengthen mechanisms for regional 
cooperation. Regional institutions can serve as a resource hub, 
broker, convener, and catalyst to promote collaboration and 
coordination between a wide range of groups. 

This is especially true in the multi-ethnic border areas of WANA 
and in places where modern national boundaries have separated 
previously inter-connected communities. In Latin America, 
‘twinning’ has become popular as a means to facilitate mutually 
beneficial projects and foster solidarity, specifically of border 
towns and cities. A regional development bank can help connect 
border communities through relatively modest initiatives, which 
produce tangible benefits. 

In most of the WANA region, there is broad approval for greater 
integration; a regional development bank can exploit that sentiment 
by supporting civic organisations and working closely with them. 
A regional Bank could focus on the low-hanging fruit where 
cooperation will be easiest, such as higher education, alternative 
power generation and cross-border infrastructure, or the issues 
where impact would potentially be greatest, such as job creation, 
and fostering the rule of law to promote business confidence and 
regional commerce. 
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SECTION II: EXAMPLES OF REGIONAL COOPERATION AND INTEGRATION

This section sets out examples of global experience with regional cooperation and integration, focussing on the following three categories:

1.  development banks.

2.  Political/security organisations.

3.  Broader economic organisations including Free trade areas, regional policy bodies,  
 trade initiatives, and natural resource agreements.

NAME YEAR 
CREATED

DESCRIPTION TAXONOMY

1. deVeLOPment InVestment BanKs

European 
Investment Bank 
(EIB)

1958 The EIB lends primarily to EU member countries for the purpose of furthering EU policy 
objectives. EIB priorities consist of supporting small and medium-sized enterprises, 
environmental sustainability, energy sustainability, and regional transport and energy 
infrastructure, as well as minimising regional economic and social inequalities. Although 
lending makes up approximately 90 per cent of the EIB’s financial commitments, the 
bank provides a wide range of additional services. These services include loan guarantees, 
project bonds, equity, venture capital, microfinance, risk-sharing, technical assistance, 
flexible SME funding, and public-private partnerships. The bank’s annual lending reached 
52 billion euros in 2012. 

Investment Bank

Inter-American 
Development 
Bank (IADB)

1959 The IADB works to achieve economic and social progress in four priority areas: reduction 
of economic and social inequality, private sector development, environmental 
sustainability, and regional cooperation. Of the 48 members, the 26 Latin and Central 
American country members are the majority shareholders. As well as conducting 
research, the IADB provides loans, grants, and technical assistance. The bank’s approved 
lending and grants totalled $11.4 billion in 2012.

Development 
Investment Bank

African 
Development 
Bank Group 
(AfDB)

1966 The AfDB’s primary objective is to facilitate inclusive and sustainable economic 
development. The bank’s priorities include infrastructure, private sector development, 
governance and accountability, skills and technology, regional economic integration, 
fragile states, agriculture and food security, and gender. Membership includes 53 African 
countries, most of which have received financing from the bank at some point, as well as 
24 non-African country members that assist in financing the organisation. In 2012, the 
volume of AfDB operations was $4.25 billion.

Development 
Investment Bank

Asian 
Development 
Bank (ADB)

1966 The ADB was created in order to provide rural development and food production 
assistance but gradually expanded its target sectors to include education, health, 
infrastructure, industry, energy production, private sector growth, governance, finance, 
social safety nets, infectious disease, disaster recovery, and poverty reduction. The bank 
has 67 members, 48 of which are located within the Asia and Pacific Region. In 2012, the 
bank’s approved financing totalled $21.57 billion for the year.

Development 
Investment Bank

Economic 
Community of 
West African 
States (ECOWAS)

1975 ECOWAS is composed of 15 countries and encompasses a variety of trade and economic 
integration initiatives, a military arm, and a development bank (the ECOWAS Bank 
for Investment and Development, or EBID ). The group’s broad mission is to promote 
economic integration particularly in industry, transport, telecommunications, energy, 
agriculture, natural resources, commerce, monetary policy, finance, and social 
and cultural issues. While the francophone West African Economic and Monetary 
Union (UEMOA) countries have achieved a high degree of integration, harmonising 
macroeconomic and fiscal policies, implementing a common external tariff, and 
employing a single currency (the West-African CFA) that is fixed to the Euro, the mostly 
Anglophone West African Monetary Zone and the larger ECOWAS region have not 
achieved a significant degree of formalised integration. 

Political/Security, 
Economic, 
Development 
Investment Bank
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Islamic 
Development 
Bank (IsDB)

1975 The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) established the Islamic Development 
Bank (IsDB) in order to support economic and social development in member countries, 
with special funds created to serve Muslims living in non-member countries. The 
IsDB promotes trade between member countries and provides technical assistance. It 
finances projects targeting poverty alleviation, such as food security; fighting contagious 
disease; rural development; and construction of schools, hospitals, housing; and other 
infrastructure, in both public and private sectors. In 2005, the bank established a branch 
dedicated to poverty alleviation, called the Islamic Solidarity Fund for Development, 
which promotes “pro-poor growth, emphasising human development … and … 
sustainable means of income.” The IsDB also funds renewable energy projects. The bank’s 
net funding approvals totalled $4.3 billion in 2012. 

Development 
Investment Bank

Arab Maghreb 
Union 
(Development 
Bank) (AMU)

1989 Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia formed the AMU to increase intra-
regional trade and to prepare the formation of a common market. These efforts stalled, 
but in 2013 the AMU announced the establishment of a development bank with $100 
million capital, which will prioritise infrastructure investments in all member countries, 
though the bank has not yet begun operations. The AMU will aim to support projects 
related to the energy sector, in all five member countries, with the objectives of increasing 
integration, investment, security, and jobs.

Economic and 
Development 
Investment Bank

European Bank for 
Reconstruction 
and Development 
(EBRD)

1991 The EBRD was established for the purpose of assisting former communist countries’ 
economic liberalisation and transition following the end of the Cold War. Member 
countries that finance the bank hail from Europe, North America, Asia, and Australia. 
Recipient countries have expanded to include needy countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe, Central Asia, and the MENA region. The bank supports both private sector 
entrepreneurship and public sector reorientation towards a market-oriented economy. 
It develops specialised sector approaches for agribusiness, energy, financial institutions, 
SMEs, public works, mining, property rights, transport, shipping, and ICT sectors. In 2012, 
the EBRD committed to financing projects worth 8.9 billion euros. Crucially, lending is not 
on the basis of sovereign guarantee.

Development 
Investment Bank

Central Asian 
Regional 
Economic 
Cooperation 
(CAREC)

2001 CAREC is an initiative composed of ten central Asian countries that works towards 
economic growth and poverty reduction by fostering regional cooperation in the areas of 
transport, trade facilitation, energy, and trade policy. CAREC works on both the policy and 
operational levels, and has invested more than $21.2 billion in transport, trade facilitation, 
and energy projects, with the majority of investments in the transport sector.

Economic, 
Development 
Investment Bank

2. POLItICaL / seCurItY OrganIsatIOns

Arab League 1945 The Arab League is an association of 22 Arabic-speaking countries in North Africa, East 
Africa, and the Middle East. The league facilitates political, economic, cultural, scientific, 
and social cooperation among its members. In 1997, the league brokered the Pan-Arab 
Free Trade Agreement (PAFTA), the largest FTA in the region. Although the PAFTA has not 
greatly increased trade volume between its members, it is one of few initiatives linking 
resource-rich and labour-rich countries across the region. 

In 1972, the Arab League established the Arab Fund for Economic and Social 
Development, which promotes economic and social development in the Arab world by 
financing public and private investments, awarding grants, and providing technical and 
expert assistance. In 2012, the Arab Fund signed approximately $1.4 billion in new loans.

Political/Security  
and Economic

Organization of 
American States 
(OAS)

1948 The OAS is composed of 35 country members and works to strengthen peace and 
security; consolidate representative democracy; provide for the common defence; 
assist in the peaceful resolution of disputes; and promote economic, social, and cultural 
cooperation. The OAS has created many agencies and initiatives under its purview, 
including the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) in 1959.

Political/Security 
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European Union 
(EU)

1951  
(Treaty of 

Paris)

The EU is unique for the degree of integration and institutionalisation it has achieved 
and for its gradual and careful assimilation process for new members. Although the 
EU currently enjoys a broad mandate that crosses political, security, economic, social, 
scientific, and cultural fields, it originated as the European Coal and Steel Community 
under the Treaty of Paris, which formed a common market for the two goods in order to 
boost economic recovery and European cooperation following the Second World War. The 
EU has created many institutions including the European Investment Bank, the Structural 
Funds, and the Cohesion Fund; all of which reduce regional income, opportunity, and 
employment disparities. The Structural Funds were allocated a budget of approximately 
348 billion euros for the 2007–2013 period.

Political/Security, 
Economic, 
Development 
Investment Bank

Nordic Council 1952 Formed in 1952 following the Second World War, the Nordic Council is a forum for 
cooperation between the national parliaments and governments of the Nordic Region, 
providing a formal framework for cooperation and continued dialogue. It introduced a 
common labour market in 1954 and has subsequently helped set up a number of Nordic 
institutions where cooperation was seen as both economically, socially, and culturally 
beneficial. These include the Nordic Industrial Fund, Nordtest, and the Nordic Investment 
Bank. In 1962, the cooperation was formalised in the Treaty of Helsinki, which gave the 
Nordic Council a unique position as an intergovernmental organisation. The Nordic 
Council is structured around Nordic Council Committees. The council is the democratic 
pillar of Nordic cooperation, delivering ideas and proposals for strengthening cooperation, 
exerting parliamentary control over the Nordic Council of Ministers and all Nordic 
institutions, and adopting the annual budget of the Nordic Council of Ministers.

The Nordic Investment Bank (NIB) was established in 1976, with the aim of channelling 
international capital to the Nordic countries. The NIB’s primary goal is to grant loans and 
issue guarantees for investment projects, which serve Nordic interests. NIB provides long-
term complementary financing to projects that strengthen competitiveness and enhance 
the environment. 

Political/Security  
and Economic

Association of 
Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN)

1967 One of the most successful examples of regional integration, ASEAN’s goals include 
promoting collaboration and mutual assistance for development in economic, social, 
cultural, technical, scientific, and administrative areas; peace and stability through 
support for the rule of law; agricultural productivity; intra-regional trade; infrastructure 
and communications; and living standards. Signatories to the ASEAN Declaration 
affirmed their commitment to peaceful dispute resolution and maintaining a platform for 
dialogue. In its early years, ASEAN focused on intra-regional trade in goods, later adding 
services, investment and labour, and since the turn of the century, ASEAN has expanded 
to consider macroeconomic, financial, and some security issues. The ten ASEAN nations 
have also increased geographically, creating the ASEAN Plus Three Forum, which includes 
China, Japan, and Korea; the ASEAN Regional Forum; and the East Asia Summit. The 
ASEAN model is more decentralised compared with the EU model of integration. 

Economic  
(Secondary:  
Political/ Security)

Organization 
of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC)

1972 The OIC serves as a spokesman for the common interests of Muslims around the world. 
Membership consists of 56 countries and Palestine, whose statehood is recognised by the 
organisation. The OIC is second only to the UN in membership size and it roughly mimics 
the UN’s organisational structure. The OIC’s charter, adopted in 1972, outlines organisational 
objectives, including strengthening Islamic solidarity; enhancing cooperation in political, 
economic, social, cultural, and scientific issues; protecting the dignity and rights of Muslims; 
safeguarding holy sites and supporting the Palestinian struggle; and eliminating colonialism 
and racial discrimination. Its development bank, the IsDB, pursues the OIC’s agenda for 
inclusive economic growth and manages innovative Islamic financing services. 

Political/Security, 
Economic, 
Development 
Investment Bank

Helsinki Accords 1975 This agreement between the USSR and Western powers formally recognised the 
principle of respect for national sovereignty and post-Second World War borders in 
Europe; it also declared a commitment to respect human rights. The Helsinki Accords 
have become recognised as an important first step, if not a pivotal event, in the gradual 
democratisation of Europe.

Political/Security



8 | TRANSITIONS forum

Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC)

1981 The GCC is formed by the UAE, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait, with 
Yemen granted limited participation. The council’s charter is very broad; the organisation 
primarily facilitates military cooperation for common security concerns. The council’s 
stated basic objectives are to facilitate coordination and integration “in all fields”, on 
government, private, and individual levels. It coordinates trade and economic policy to 
a lesser extent. The GCC is generally considered to have reached the most advanced 
stage of regional integration of any initiative in the MENA region. The GCC includes 
a dispute resolution council and a modest integrated military force. The GCC charter 
includes ambitious plans to harmonise regulations in economic, financial, education, 
social, tourism, information management, and public administration fields. The council 
focused its efforts on the coordination of trade policies between 1981 and 2001. Since 
2002, emphasis shifted to full economic integration. The GCC declared common market 
status in 2008 and intended to establish a single currency in 2010, although this has been 
postponed indefinitely. 

Political/Security  
and Economic

Visegrad Group 
(V4)

1991 The Visegrad Group was formed by Hungary, Poland, and what was then Czechoslovakia, 
for the purpose of counteracting the legacy of the communist bloc, overcoming distrust 
between members, and accelerating progress towards EU and NATO accession. Today, 
the V4 promotes political, social, and cultural cooperation, particularly in the fields of 
security, defence, education, science, the environment, and information exchange, as well 
as building support for shared goals within larger European initiatives. 

Political/Security

Shanghai 
Cooperation 
Organization 
(SCO)

2001 Current membership consists of the original five (China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, 
and Tajikistan) and Uzbekistan, with Mongolia, Iran, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India 
holding observer status. The SCO’s objectives are to ensure peace, security, and stability in 
the region; to establish a new, democratic, and just political and economic international 
order; and to promote cooperation on a variety of issues. The SCO has facilitated joint 
military exercises and it provides a platform for discussion of political, security, and 
economic issues. 

Political/Security  
and Economic

3. eCOnOmIC OrganIsatIOns

South Asian 
Association 
for Regional 
Cooperation 
(SAARC)

1985 SAARC frames its objectives in highly human-centric terms and affirms members’ 
commitment to pursue cooperation for growth in economic, social, cultural, technical, 
and scientific fields. SAARC economic initiatives are oriented towards the formation of 
an economic union by 2020, but progress is very slow, and the region is one of the least 
integrated in the world.

Economic 

Common 
Market of the 
Southern Cone 
(MERCOSUR)

1991 MERCOSUR’s goals include setting a common external tariff, eliminating intraregional 
tariff and non-tariff barriers, and harmonising macroeconomic policy. Additional 
initiatives relate to economic development, infrastructure and communications, 
environmental preservation, and enhancing production complementarities and efficiency. 
MERCOSUR forms a customs union where member states are not permitted to sign 
bilateral agreements with non-member countries. It is possible that MERCOSUR will 
gradually lose prominence to the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), a political 
and economic union modelled on the EU and formed in 2011 with an agreement to 
integrate MERCOSUR and the Andean Community, which together represent the vast 
majority of the South American continent. UNASUR’s development bank, Bank of the 
South, began operations in 2013. 

Economic

Mekong River 
Commission 
(MRC)

1995 The MRC assists in negotiations, strategic planning, communications services, knowledge 
management, and water management, in ways that are mutually beneficial, efficient, 
environmentally sustainable, and anti-poverty in the Greater Mekong Basin region. 

Economic
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Arctic Council 1996 The eight Arctic nations formed the Arctic Council in order to manage shared concerns. 
Specifically, the Arctic Council pursues five principal objectives: climate change research, 
other scientific research, integrated management of natural resources, research on 
indigenous issues and the promotion of indigenous peoples’ welfare, and continued 
improvement of Arctic Council management. The Arctic Council’s supporters describe its 
successes in fostering cooperation in the world’s last frontier, and its detractors say its 
mandate is not strong enough to foster multilateralism on the most difficult, and most 
urgent, issues.

Economic

Nile River Basin 
Initiative (NBI)

1999 This ministerial-level initiative coordinates cooperative development of the Nile River 
and its tributaries. The NBI’s programmes include researching and monitoring the waters, 
institutionalising negotiation and conflict resolution mechanisms, and implementing 
ecological preservation projects and development projects designed to support the 
populations that rely on the Nile and its tributaries. These projects often cross national 
boundaries by necessity, and thus encourage international cooperation beyond 
negotiations over division of resources. The NBI runs a comprehensive agenda that 
addresses the close integration of environmental, economic development, and security 
concerns. The NBI partners with members of the public, private, and civil society sectors. 

Economic  
(Secondary:  
Political/Security 
and economic 
development)

The Agadir 
Agreement

2007 Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, and Tunisia formed a free trade zone under the Agadir 
Agreement in order to increase intraregional trade and trade with the EU. Some consider 
the Agadir Agreement to have been superseded by the Pan-Arab FTA, but the Agadir 
Agreement remains operational. The agreement’s goals are to increase economic activity, 
employment, productivity, and living standards through the coordination of overall and 
sectoral economic policies, particularly in trade, agriculture, industry, taxation, finance, 
services, and customs. The agreement addresses both tariff and non-tariff impediments to 
trade, including certificates of origin, procurement procedures, intellectual property laws, 
standards and specifications, dumping regulations, and dispute resolution mechanisms.

Economic
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