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Welcome address

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, 
It is a great privilege this morning to welcome 
you all to the ninth edition of the Shared 

Awareness and De-confliction in the Mediterranean 
Conference. This event allows all the people connected 
to reflect about the challenges of the Region and possi-
ble future perspectives. This year’s most remarkable phe-
nomenon has undoubtedly been the Covid-19 pandem-
ic that has caused so many victims around the world, at 
the same time deeply affecting the people’s lives as well 
as economies of the whole world. So, the theme of this 
year’s SHADE MED - “Challenges for cooperation in 
the Mediterranean after the global pandemic” – will help 
shed light on different possible scenarios and, through 
high-level speakers, will pave the way for possible new 
initiatives in common for the benefit of all actors that 
have interests and share objectives related to this stra-
tegic sea. I really care about this international seminar 
which, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, will take place 
online. 

For two intense days, a virtual arena with more than 
250 participants from 30 countries, 50 organizations 
and 25 international journalists, all interested in the 
Mediterranean area, will be connected with the head-
quarters of the European Union Operation IRINI that 
I have the honour to command. Hopefully, the technol-
ogy will assist us to follow the event without problems. 
The effects of the pandemic are likely to continue for 
a while, as its impact has already changed the way we 
live and interact with each other. This is visible also in 
the Mediterranean basin, which represents a fundamen-
tal global cross-road in the world. The Mare Nostrum 
is a liquid bridge with commercial connections ranging 
from the Atlantic to the Indo-pacific. We are talking 
about an area with a very complex web of interrelations 
and a very high rate of economic and cultural exchanges 
among historical and new players. The Mediterranean is 
a fulcrum between three continents, each one with own 

peculiarities. It is a wide meeting point for different cul-
tures, beliefs and societies: a setting for unending migra-
tions since the very beginning of Civilization, as well as a 
theatre for conflicts. A universe of differences that, rather 
than being appreciated for their wealth, ends up too of-
ten being a pretext for political, economic and religious 
clashes. The stability of the area is an essential element 
for the Global security. 

It is a fact that a great number of the world’s crises 
originate in the Mediterranean basin — the spread of 
Da’esh, Libya’s instability, the Syrian war, tension in 
Lebanon, terrorist fighters, militias and contractors, 
the migration crisis and regional contentions. The “Sea 
amongst Lands”, as its name implies, includes develop-
ments in surrounding regions as the Gulf of Guinea, the 
Sahel, the Mashrek, the Red Sea, the Horn of Africa, the 
Middle East and the Indian Ocean. The basin provides, 
then, multiple strategic challenges, significantly aggra-
vated by the ongoing pandemic. It is a space where we 
are witnessing humanitarian crisis and migration flows, 
contraction of key sectors as Tourism and Transports, 
challenges to the Shipping community, rethinking of 
energy choices, but also considerable changes in infor-
mation spreading and press freedom. 

Therefore, we deem it necessary to think, understand 
and share ideas on how to deal with the current peri-
od and what will follow the pandemic at an econom-
ic, social and structural level in the Mediterranean area. 
EUNAVFORMED IRINI is operating right at the heart 
of the Mediterranean Sea in order to ensure the respect 
of United Nations’ Arms Embargo regarding Libya, but 
also to stem the illegal flows of oil smuggling, human 
trafficking and, hopefully soon, train the Libyan Coast 
Guard and Navy. IRINI is a part of a process involving 
political, military, economic and humanitarian tracks 
agreed last February at the Berlin’s Conference. This rep-
resents the European Union truly holistic approach to 
the solution of the long-lasting conflict in Libya. 

Operation IRINI is not the only player dealing with 
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the Mediterranean Sea. Therefore, cooperation should be 
enhanced with other actors and countries even outside 
the European Union. Together we can do much better, 
not just to address illicit trafficking, but also to preserve 
the regional economy affected by insecurity of the area. 
In the context of Operation IRINI, we have tried to ad-
dress these issues by adopting several measures, always 
keeping an impartial, balanced and positive attitude. 

However, we are aware that there is a lot more to do, 
at various levels (not only operational) in order to rea-
sonably manage all the historical Mediterranean chal-
lenges and those added by Covid-19 pandemic. IRINI, 

through the Shade Med Conference, has the ambition to 
provide a proactive contribution. Remaining equidistant 
from the parties, we work day by day to guarantee stabil-
ity and security in the central Mediterranean. Our future 
is written in this sea, the cradle of civilization, a blue 
road for the future, a scenario of challenges and great 
opportunities that the Covid-19 pandemic obliges us to 
seize. It is our job to be effective, proactive and vigilant 
for the common welfare. 

In conclusion, I hope you will enjoy the event and 
I wish you all fruitful and enriching exchanges during 
these two days.  
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I am truly pleased to address you on the occasion 
of the SHADE MED Conference to share some 
thoughts on the European Union’s strategic role in 

the Mediterranean.
As someone who grew up by the shores of the Mare 

Nostrum, I know very well the importance that this cul-
turally diverse and rich region - a crossroads of three 
continents and a gateway to Europe - has for the Euro-
pean Union.

It saddens me to see a once peaceful region become 
increasingly unstable, a volatile region where the Euro-
pean Union faces increasing problems: war continues to 
ravage Libya and Syria, and no end for the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict is in sight. Tensions continue to increase 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. There is a structural insta-
bility in Lebanon and the pressure linked to migration 
flows continues.

But despite the ongoing pandemic, 2020 has also 
brought some good news, in particular in Libya, unex-
pectedly. The launch of the Berlin International Confer-
ence and the UN-facilitated Libyan Political Dialogue 
Forum give us cautious hope for a return to peace and 
stability in the country. Besides, the recent ceasefire 
agreement, reached by the contending parts, is an im-
portant step in the right direction. We, at the European 
Union, are ready to support the implementation with 
concrete actions at all levels, mobilising the full range of 
our tools - from diplomatic engagement to our CSDP 
instruments, always in the framework of and in support 
of the UN-led process.

Of course, Operation IRINI - and thanks to Op-
eration IRINI for this meeting - is the concrete illus-

1	 Figures updated as of 18 November 2020.

tration of our commitment to de-escalate the conflict 
and pave the wave for a sustainable peace agreement. 
An impartial tool at the disposal of the international 
community.

Drawing on aerial, naval and satellite assets, it is al-
ready delivering tangible results. Since its launch in 
March, IRINI has conducted 3 inspections, 50 friendly 
approaches, more than 130 hailings, and it has shared 
16 special reports with the UN Panel of Experts on vio-
lations of the arms embargo1. At the same time, we have 
backed IRINI’s actions with sanctions against private en-
tities or individuals violating the arms embargo.

Ladies and gentlemen, this proves that IRINI is a clear 
demonstration of the European Union’s commitment to 
creating the conditions for a sustainable solution to the 
conflict in Libya and to bringing back peace and stability 
to the region.

Yet, the European Union cannot do this alone. It is 
now time for all other members of the United Nations 
to take their share of responsibility and stop fuelling a 
conflict that has already caused too much pain and loss-
es. We have the historical opportunity to put an end to 
the conflict. We have a responsibility to work together 
for the security and stability of the Mediterranean.

Forums such as the SHADE MED can be added val-
ue here, by creating a space to exchange views and best 
practices and coordinate our efforts. 

All of us are sharing the same goal: a more secure and 
stable Mare Nostrum. So let us seize the momentum and 
work together to bring peace and stability back to the 
shores of our Mediterranean.

Thank you for your efforts, thank you for your work. 

“Challenges for cooperation in the Mediterranean 
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Introduction

Many thanks to Rear Admiral Fabio Agostini 
and his staff for organizing this event. First 
of all, let me tell you, I wished we all had 

an opportunity to gather in Rome in-person. In my role 
of primary point of contact for EU Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP) military missions and op-
erations, which in this moment insist mainly on the en-
larged Mediterranean area, both at sea and ashore, and 
as military advisor to the High Representative/Vice Pres-
ident Mr. Borrell, I was really keen to meet you, but I 
remain confident that we will and must do that soon, as 
nothing can replace physical presence. The pandemic has 
contributed to complicate all aspects of our lives, and so 
the subject of this conference is particularly timely and 
appropriated. The pandemic has also directly affected 
many of the security challenges we were facing before 
the outbreak. And this scenario urgently calls for a joint 
approach by all of us. If we show resilience, we will come 
out of this crisis stronger than before. I am sure that in 
the next two days you will discuss in-depth, and from 
different angles, the need for this improved cooperation. 

Covid – existing crises – old and new challenges 
Without a doubt, the New Year did not start very well: 
the events in Libya and Iraq, in fact not a real surprise, 
were followed by the deterioration of the security situa-
tion in the East Mediterranean Sea - as already mentioned 
by Mr. Borrell - in Belarus, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and in 
Lebanon, with state actors seeking new roles, pursuing 
their strategies, often filling gaps left by others. On top 
of this, the pandemic has further contributed to worsen a 
security scenario already compromised by existing threats, 
like international terrorism, failed states, uncontrolled 
migration, disinformation, hybrid and cyber-attacks. And 
finally, this crisis has also brought to our attention oth-
er threats in non-conventional domains, like health, cli-
mate, or even energy, an issue we will definitely have to 
deal with, for the next decade or more. The future security 

situation will then be much more complex than the one 
we are experiencing nowadays, with no shortage of crises. 

Impact of pandemic on the Mediterranean Region
As we know, while the impact of the pandemic has been 
severe at global level, it had an even stronger effect in those 
regions already devastated by conflicts, and in those coun-
tries with fragile socioeconomic conditions. And this is 
especially true in the broader Mediterranean area, from 
Libya to Sahel, with magmatic dynamics filled with crises, 
turning this region into one of the most volatile in the 
world, with geopolitical repercussions which go far be-
yond its geographical borders. Therefore, the Mediterra-
nean Sea has definitely come back as the leading centre of 
gravity for wider geopolitical balances, being at the cross-
roads of three continents, a gateway to Europe, and the 
terminal of the crises insisting in the MENA region and in 
Sahel. And here is where Europe has turned his attention: 
towards Africa and the root causes of the most worrying 
problems, what I call the triangle of instability, made of 
international terrorism, illegal migration, and overall de-
graded security in the whole region. 

Libya and the great powers competition 
Among others, the Libyan crisis, which has been stran-
gling the country for over a decade and further aggravat-
ing the regional situation, exemplifies the current chaos in 
the Mediterranean, with its repercussions for the security 
of Europe and its surroundings. And I consider the Lib-
yan case to be extremely important, because its solution 
could bring a model of cooperation for the whole region. 
In particular, what we observe in Libya, nowadays, is that 
some external actors got directly involved in the conflict, 
further complicating the already complex situation, bring-
ing unilateral strategies, exploiting proxy wars to continue 
their competition abroad. These strategies have been send-
ing out a clear message also to other players, both region-
ally and externally. 

“Challenges for cooperation in the Mediterranean 
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A Choral Response 
In the unfortunate circumstances dominated by COVID, 
therefore, it is obvious how some new or old adversaries, 
like never-resting terrorists, are taking advantage of the 
situation. Something that can be addressed only by an ur-
gent and chorale reaction by all stakeholders, starting by 
addressing the root causes of the problems in the region. In 
first place, by all EU Member States, which must speak at 
their best with a unified voice, engaging in all EU Defence 
initiatives, providing resources to CSDP missions and 
operations, and thus contributing to the achievement of 
the agreed LoA. Secondly, by a committed EU capable of 
exploiting at full its integrated approach, made of a com-
plete set of instruments: the political, the diplomatic, the 
economic, and yes, also the military, since we have learned 
that if there are no pure military solutions to crises, no cri-
sis can be solved without the use of military means, in an 
effective combination of soft and hard power. Something 
that the EU must implement decisively, by practicing the 
language of power, and not just speaking it! And finally, by 
all international stakeholders, in partnership - one of the 
principal elements of EU Global Strategy: the EU, with 
the UN, the African Union and, of course, with NATO, 
being the Alliance our first, natural partner in this endeav-
or, particularly for our closest crises.

Europe’s opportunity 
The EU has therefore a great opportunity to consolidate 
its network of cooperation, as no single actor could tackle 
these challenges alone. This is a real and urgent necessity, 
also looking at how COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the 
dramatic discrepancy between the scale of current chal-
lenges and the weakness of global governance. A gap that 
already existed before, but that has become more evident 
since the beginning of this year. Hence, the absolute need 
to strengthen ties with all relevant regional organisations 
for concrete and actionable initiatives, like crisis manage-
ment, or capacity building, an area of cooperation where 
the Union has proved itself capable of expressing a true 
excellence. In Sahel, but also elsewhere in Africa, where 
we may need to even increase our engagement, looking 
at the latest developments like the coup in Mali, tensions 
in Ethiopia or the spreading violence in the whole region, 
suggesting that more instability may characterise the up-
coming scenarios. In regard to the mentioned contexts, let 
me recall that these are some of the areas where the EU, in 

line with its 2016 Global Strategy and its increased level of 
ambition, has found an autonomous space, to engage and 
act more as a global security provider, in coherence with a 
renewed impetus towards strategic autonomy. A strategic 
autonomy that does not mean autonomy from someone, 
but autonomy to do something alone, or in better cooper-
ation with partners, if possible. 

Cooperation with NATO
In this regard, it must be noted that EU and NATO (al-
though being different organisations with different prob-
lems) have walked side by side, in a sort of continuity, 
to today’s solid partnership. On the other hand, we must 
also admit that a great potential for cooperation remains 
yet to be exploited, from the strategic to the tactical level. 
The EU, on its side, has made a lot of efforts to contribute 
to this relationship with NATO with a double approach:

1. Indirectly, thanks to the set of EU Defence initia-
tives, creating new tools like the Headline Goal, CARD, 
PESCO, and the EDF, practical ways for the Member 
States to spend better, and less, for those capabilities. All 
initiatives – it must be noted - crafted to be in synergy 
with the NATO Defence Planning Process, to avoid du-
plications and waste of resources. Because, let me stress, 
what is good for the EU is good for NATO, in line with 
the single set of forces principle;

2. But also directly, mainly through CSDP military 
missions and operations. In fact, all the previous efforts 
must be considered instrumental for the effective con-
duct of our CSDP military missions and operations, 
which will result in a direct way to support NATO since 
our objectives are coherent and complementary with the 
ones of the Alliance. 

That said, of course, we should try to overcome some 
of the current obstacles to our cooperation with NATO, 
exploiting ways for an effective collaboration at strate-
gic, operational and particularly tactical level, where we 
should not let political issues impede the necessary in-
teraction in the field. A problem we might easily spot in 
the Mediterranean Sea, between Operation Irini and Sea 
Guardian: in a perfect world, we would have had one 
single operation, but nowadays we could and should aim 
at an improved cooperation. 

Operation Irini 
In regard to Operation Irini, I would like to emphasize, 
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as this is the most visible and instrumental CSDP activity 
in the Mediterranean Sea, the only EU military operation 
for Libya, through which the EU can really boost the per-
ception of the EU Defence willing and capable to take 
its responsibility as a Security Provider. Of course, with 
an effective cooperation with all partners, demonstrating 
an impartial commitment towards the region’s stability, a 
model for cooperation for the whole International Com-
munity. As it stands, though, Operation IRINI is still 
lacking some essential contributions from Member States, 
so to be able to fully achieve the current mandate, a man-
date that could be eventually expanded, pending political 
decisions, for a more integrated role for the solution of the 
crisis. Nevertheless, given the circumstances, we must all 
praise the Operation for the considerable results achieved, 
also in spite of the pandemic. 

Impact of Covid on EU CSDP - lessons identified 
Yes, because it is a fact that all our CSDP missions and 
operations had to deal directly with the effects of the 
COVID-19 outbreak, for their mandate and in particular 
in regard to the cooperation with Host Nations. In fact, as 
in any other environment, a number of mitigating mea-
sures had to be put in place, with the double objective of 
safeguarding the health of our deployed personnel, while 
guaranteeing at best the accomplishment of the mandate. 
The overall response across missions and operations was 
generally positive: while some training activities had to be 
put temporarily on hold, the pandemic had a lower im-
pact on the executive operations, especially the maritime 
ones, which were able to go through the crisis without 
discontinuity. Additionally, it is important to note how, 
besides carrying on their specific mandates, our missions 
and operations cooperated with the Host Nations on all 
efforts to contain the pandemic, within any of their means 
and capabilities. In this regard, as a centralized coordina-
tion tool at HQ Level, we established an internal Task 
Force on COVID-19, to collect data and respond to in-

quiries, informing the decision-making processes.
After few months from the outbreak, as first lessons, 

we can highlight that there are areas where we shall be 
able to do more, working ahead on our resilience, start-
ing from the need to review contingency and business 
continuity planning. Additionally, we will have to im-
prove coordination for healthy related emergencies, by 
fostering partnerships, sharing best practices, policies 
and documentation, awareness of medical stockpiles 
and, whenever possible, through training and dedicat-
ed joint exercises. In the specific circumstances, though, 
two shortfalls mostly brought concern: the shortage 
of medical teams and the lack of adequate communi-
cation equipment. While the latter one represents a 
long-standing and known issue, a specific element that 
the pandemic emphasised was the importance of dispos-
ing adequate military medical teams, both in terms of 
quality and quantity, ready to be deployed. And this is 
even more relevant if we note that properly trained and 
equipped military medical teams, thanks to their inher-
ent peculiarities, could be useful for many purposes, like 
a mission in Mali, or an intervention on board of a ship, 
or in support of national authorities and Host Nations, 
fighting the pandemic.

Conclusion
And I conclude. While we all continue to struggle with 
the measures to contain the pandemic, professionally - 
and personally, I would say - we should absolutely avoid 
missing the unique chance that this crisis is bringing for 
improving our resilience. The pandemic has clearly sur-
faced some of our weaknesses, especially collectively, and 
it would be simply unacceptable not to draw serious les-
sons, working swiftly on the necessary remedies, in order 
to approach these challenges together, in a shared path, for 
a worthwhile legacy. 

Thank you all, and I wish you a very fruitful confer-
ence. 
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To understand the impact of the Libyan cri-
sis, I would like to start by mentioning some 
preliminary ideas and figures that can help us 

visualise the dimension of both the challenges and the 
opportunities.

Firstly, Libya is a very large country, with 1.7 million 
square kilometres and a population of 7 million people, 3 
of which leave in Tripoli. That means that 4 million peo-
ple live in a surface that is equivalent to Spain, France, 
Italy and Germany put together. That can give us an idea 
of how challenging can be to control the territory.

The second point is that Libya is a very rich country. It 
may not feel this way if one visits it right now, but accord-
ing to National Oil Corporation (NOC), the oil generat-
ed since 2011, since the revolution, equates 250 billion 
euros. Moreover, there is a currently frozen fund, the 
Libyan Investment Authority that, according to the last 
estimate, amounts for around 60 billion euros. It could 
all potentially be at the disposal of Libyan development.

This framework obviously has a translation in terms of 
migration. Until 2011, 1.8 million foreign workers lived 
in Libya (that was their final destination, while nowa-
days they are around 600.000 - some of whom consider 
Libya only a transit country.

If, at some point in the near future, the Libyan political 
and economic situation changes, it will not only have an 
impact on the country itself, but also on the surrounding 
region: Libya’s strategic importance is pivotal and crucial 
for the present and future of the Mediterranean basin, 
North Africa and the Sahel.

It is well know that the evolution of Libya as we know 
it today started in 2011 with a revolt having a lot in 
common with other uprisings spread in the Arab world 
the same year, notably for what concerns the call for dig-
nity. Again, since it is a wealthy country, the Libyan case 
was probably focused more on political topics and less 
on the socio-economic situation, but it was not spared 
from what at the time was called “Arab Springs”, Arab 
revolutions.

Unfortunately, particularly starting from 2014, the 
popular uprising was followed by a period of chaos and 
uncertainty, due to three specific factors that exacerbated 
the instability and defined the current situation. 

On the one hand, as a heritage of the Gaddafi era, the 
country lacked, and still lacks, social structures, political 
organisations, and institutions - official or unofficial. It 
is not easy to understand who represents who; when we 
talk about tribal representation, for instance, we are re-
ferring to an extremely complex framework.

On the other hand, there are international interven-
tions. Libya is not only a proxy war, but it is also a proxy 
war. It is a civil war; at the same time, it is a conflict 
fought by local agents acting under an external input; 
some other times, actual external agents are the ones 
battling on the ground. It is much more than “a war 
by telecommand”: foreign actors play a key central role 
in the Libyan conflict and it is increasingly becoming a 
regional and global play where local groups only partly 
engage. 

The third factor that defines where we are at and how 
events will unfold concerns the dynamics of the conflict 
themselves. Sometimes we forget about the fact that 
conflicts transform societies. Indeed, the present Libyan 
society is very different from what it was at the begin-
ning of the fighting. War relations have changed, new 
interests have been created, and certain groups are even 
interested in the continuation of the clashes.

These three factors - the lack of institutions and rep-
resentation, the intervention of international actors, and 
the dynamics of the conflict themselves - currently deep-
ly define and shape the situation. 

At the same time, though, I think we may be at the end 
of the conflict cycle. Popular pressure is becoming ever-
more strong, managing to influence the situation and to 
be noticed by both sides, in the East and the West. Since 
a couple of months, very significant progress has been 
made: oil production and exports resumed, meaning 
that resources will be available for national development; 
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the ceasefire is not only working in practical terms, but 
concrete deals on how to implement it are being signed; 
the political dialogue is moving forward, with important 
agreements on elections and some ideas about interim 
institutions.

For the time being, a lot still needs to be done, the 
situation is very fragile and we will need to follow it very 
closely. But I do think there is room for hope and that 
this conflict cycle may be ending.

With all that being said, what about the European 
Union? And what should we be doing in this evolving 
environment?

Foremost, we need to bear in mind that the European 
Union has invested heavily in Libya - although it is a 
rich country and future cooperation will need to focus 
and be redirected towards social services, governance and 
other areas.

Between 2014 and 2020, the European Union has 
dedicated around €700 million to different programmes 
of cooperation in the country. Yet, if the situation in 
Libya improves, we will have to reassess the way we 
cooperate with Libyans. And in this particular case the 
timing works very well, since we are working at a new 
programming cycle for the European Union in the peri-
od spanning from 2021 to 2027. 

If the ceasefire holds and the political situation moves 
forward, we will need to re-balance our efforts and make 
the focus of our support shift from finance towards gov-
ernance, security sector reforms, and state-building.

There are new instruments, like blending, by which 
private and public capitals can be mixed; there are in-
frastructures that can be rebuilt and then generate jobs; 
there are the green economy and solar energy. There is a 
huge potential for cooperation.

The second framework we are engaged in, and 
which carries a great political impact, is migration. 
We are working on two different but intertwined ob-
jectives: border control and the protection of migrants. 
While some groups often focus on one specific task 
tending to forget the other one, as European Union, we 
must target both of them: we do need border control, 
and yet, it cannot come at the price of inhuman treat-
ment of migrants. Sometimes it is like the message of 
reinforcing border control reaches actors on the ground 
loud and clear, while the fact that we are not ready to 
accept arbitrary attention over human rights is lost in 

translation. A reinforcement of both objectives is urgent: 
border control is needed, but it cannot be compatible 
with the mistreatment of migrants and refugees.

At the same time, we have to acquire a wider, more 
comprehensive view of migration as well. In the last 
few years, Libya has witnessed larger flows of migrants 
from surrounding nations than it did in the past, and 
when the situation will improve - probably in the short 
term -, the country will also absorb migrants from the 
rest of the region. Taking this into account, our migra-
tion policy towards Libya in the coming years should 
not be so much focused border control anymore, but 
rather elaborate a plan that will provide the country 
with the foreign workers that will be needed to rebuild 
the Libyan economy.

As our third area of collaboration with Libya, we are 
supporting the negotiations in all the Berlin Process’ 
tracks. We are working heavily on the political track, and 
we coordinate with UNSMIL in supporting construc-
tive actors and isolating spoilers with restrictive measure 
when is needed. I firmly believe that recognising UN-
SMIL as the only track that can provide a comprehensive 
solution for Libya is key at this point. The date for elec-
tions has been agreed - they should happen on the 24th 
of December 2021 -, and we are ready to support these 
elections in both political and technical terms, from ob-
servation to every other aspect that is necessary.

In this regard, the dangers of hate speech and disin-
formation particularly concern me: being already chal-
lenging for several Western democracies, they threaten 
Libya even more, especially in the context of an electoral 
campaign.

All our support is, and will of course remain, in accor-
dance with the perspective of human rights and the pro-
tection and inclusion of population, not least of those 
more vulnerable. 

As mentioned before, we are committed to the 
Libyan state-building process in economic terms 
too, and, in particular, we have a special responsi-
bility as co-chairs of the Economic Working Group. 
We are trying to improve the delivery of basic services 
throughout the country, as well as working on the dis-
tribution of the income from oil, so that all the Libyan 
parts can receive their fair share - crucial for the effec-
tiveness of the peace process. Our support also involves 
the drafting of long-term economic reforms that include 
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modifying the exchange rate system, as well as ending or 
rationalising the subsidies.

The fourth track where we are working on, in the con-
text of the Berlin Process, is security, which is the basis 
for the progress in all other areas. As European Union, 
we have several tools on the ground, and we are ready to 
re-task them or reconsider their mandate if it is necessary 
and requested by Libyan authorities.

I will start from the probably less-known of these 
instruments, the European Union Liaison and Plan-
ning Cell (EULPC), which is based at the EU Delega-
tion offices and provides military expertise, mostly on 
planning, for the Delegation, for member states, and 
also, when requested, for UNSMIL. It delivers inputs 
in terms of ceasefire monitoring or the security sector 
reforms as well.

The second tool already on the ground is the European 
Union Border Assistance Mission (EUBAM), based in 
Tripoli: it focuses on border management, and includes 
also law enforcement and criminal justice activities. In 
the future, it may become involved mostly in the south 
of the country with an integrated approach that would 
include not only border control as such, but also devel-
opment in security mediation and other tasks. EUBAM 
can potentially be an extremely important tool for the 
future of Libya and the region.

Last but not least, EUNAVFOR MED Operation 
IRINI is mandated to enforce the UN arms embargo, 
and has competencies in terms of capacity building and 
training. It is worth  mentioning that IRINI is some-
times perceived by Libyan authorities as unbalanced, 
focusing the implementation of the  arms embargo more 

towards the West than towards the East. But I think that 
Admiral Agostini’s last visit to the country has dispelled 
these ideas and, frankly speaking, we are witnessing a 
quite positive reaction to IRINI’s work, always taking 
seriously the mandate’s limitations.

In conclusion, I think that my main message would be 
that the European Union should be the actor of choice 
to improve the situation in Libya. We have an integrat-
ed toolbox that includes a wide range of measures and 
activities: from security and hard security instruments, 
to nation building, human rights, development and soft 
financing. If we are able to use such toolbox in a consis-
tent manner, we will succeed in contributing significant-
ly to the future of Libya.

To this end, we cannot try to pick and choose what we 
want to solve; we cannot decide that our priority is mi-
gration, rather than security, economy or human rights. 
These tasks and challenges are all so interlinked with each 
other that if we try to solve just one of them, we will end up 
forgetting the rest and being counterproductive, with the 
dynamics of the conflict eating up the single achievements. 
Progress will be real only if all topics are addressed com-
prehensively and simultaneously. The conflict is organ-
ising in clusters and it has concentric circles: if we do 
not work on all of them at the same time, we will not 
be effective.

As European Union, we want Libyans to suc-
ceed and take control of their own country. 
We are neighbours, and I cannot think of anything that 
is good for Libya that is not also good for us, and the 
other way around. Anything that is bad for Libya is bad 
for us as Europeans.
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We are living in time of increasing tension in 
the Mediterranean region. Today I would 
like to focus on Russia and Turkey that are, 

in my view, two of the main challenges for the European 
Union and its member countries in the area. 

We are in a period of global strategic disruption that 
destabilises the Mediterranean. The main tendency we 
are observing is the decline of the Westernisation which 
corresponds to the decline of the major western powers, 
the United States but also the European countries, in 
terms of politics, military as well as values and culture. 
This movement has been increased by the side-effects of 
the Covid-19. In the nineties, it was the time of the Bar-
celona Process and of NATO Mediterranean Dialogue; a 
time where the economy superseded all the cultural, po-
litical and security aspects. The Mediterranean area was 
looking towards Europe: Turkey was intentioned to join 
the European Union, the Maghreb was supposed to be 
very near to the EU. This world is now over and look-
ing at the Mediterranean, the end of the Westernisation 
led to the end of this socio-economic convergence of the 
two shores of our Sea towards the European model. 

Today, the rising discrepancies among the North and 
the South shores create frustrations and tensions within 
the countries of the South and between the two shores. 
These tensions are exploited by authoritarian powers and 
ideologies. 

Another point that leads to the de-Westernisation 
is the rise of competitors, mostly of them driven by a 
sentiment of revenge. First of all China, that is now the 
first economic power, the first political competitor of the 
United States, and soon also their first military one. Its 
presence in the Mediterranean is still purely economic 
but there are premises that its military influence will in-
crease in the future. Russia as well, despite the fact that 
it still has a relatively weak power in terms of economic, 
is a strong competitor because of its will to weight from 
the strategic point of view, its remarkable diplomatic 
tools, and its powerful military capabilities. In addition, 

regional powers are also taking advantage of the oppor-
tunities given by the retraction of the US from the area 
and the weakness of the European Union, to emancipate 
and expand their geopolitical room of maneuver. I refer 
to Turkey, Israel, Egypt and, more and more, the Gulf 
States, such as Iran, the United Arab Emirates and Qatar 
that are willing to play a role in the Mediterranean. 

As said, this increasing competition is accompanied 
by a sense of resentment towards the West. This feel-
ing, often fueled by authoritarian regimes, has its roots 
in past events, often not known in Europe, but very well 
known in those countries. For instance what happened 
during the Algerian decolonisation, the Treaty of Sèvres, 
the management of Russia during the post-Soviet era, 
the opium war in China, and so on and so forth. All 
these events had a very strong impact on cultural repre-
sentation of populations and increased the antagonism 
against the West. This antagonism is fueled as well by 
Islamist radicalism. 

At the same time, Western countries and societies are 
fragilised by the impact of the internet and the social 
networks. By comparison, this phenomenon reinforces 
the authoritarian states, especially in the Mediterranean. 
Therefore, this trend is not favorable to Europe. The con-
sequence of this is that rules that have prevailed over the 
past decades are now openly questioned, even violated. 
We face more and more unilateralism, Neo-Bismarckian 
agreements and a disinhibited used of force.

For all these reasons, we are now entering into a desta-
bilising period of the Mediterranean, waiting for a new 
balance of power. The two major strategic players are 
Russia and Turkey. Both wish to resume their historical 
imperial position; so, the question is: which one among 
them poses a real threat to Europe? The traditional answer 
would be Russia, but the position of Turkey towards its 
neighbors in the south, its socio-economic characteris-
tics, its religious ideology and its revanchist power could 
raise new issues. 
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In the Mediterranean, Russia has a strategy that is both 
classic and destabilising. Classic because the Mediterra-
nean has always been a key point in its maritime strategy 
for two reasons: it represents the only permanent access 
to warm seas and the only way to deploy ships in support 
of operations and for a long time. The Crimea invasion 
in 2014 to ensure the control of the Black sea, the way 
Putin handled Turkey in Syria in 2015 to spare Turkey 
and the lease of Tartus base in 2019 to benefit of a for-
ward bases are concrete examples of this strategy. 

Furthermore, Russia presence in the Mediterranean, 
allows it to have an advance defense of the Black Sea and 
to protect its southern flank. This represents Russia ca-
pacity to hurt, but the Russian fleet cannot be anything 
than a destructive force. Indeed, it is not as strong as the 
fleets of its European neighbors or the one of the United 
States; it is designed more to conduct disruptive actions 
than to prevail in case of war. This fits with the purpose 
of Russia to be in opposition with the West and, in the 
Mediterranean, to demonstrate that it has the capability 
to deny, at least temporarily, the access to the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

Turkey, on its side, is using its tactical position to 
develop a new Ottoman strategy based, at the same 
time, on nationalism and political Islam. Ahmet Davu-
toğlu, Former Turkey Foreign Affairs Minister and 
then Prime Minister until 2016, theorised the notion 
of pivot state for his country which was involved in 
three directions: Europe and the Balkans, Central Asia, 
and the Near and Middle East. Islam is the element 
of coherence among all these areas. This represented 
a shift compared to the choices made by Ataturk and 
the traditional Turkish policies which used to be with 
the West. Erdogan initiated this policy in 2010, and ac-

celerated it after the 2016 Turkish coup d’état attempt, 
because he felt it was the right time to emancipate from 
the West and strengthen the country that could be once 
again a major regional player as the Ottoman Empire 
used to be. Initially, he succeeded, Turkey grew eco-
nomically, received the blessings of President Obama, 
and increased its influence during the Arab Springs 
surfing on the Muslim brotherhood momentum, par-
ticularly in Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt. Then it faced 
problems in Egypt with the overthrown of Morsi, in 
Syria and in Libya in front of Russia, and internally to. 
However, both successes and difficulties led Erdogan 
into a headlong rush carried on regardless any other 
circumstances, for example, in Syria, in Cyprus, in Lib-
ya, in Nagorno-Karabakh. At present, facing no real 
opposition, there are no reasons for Turkey to change 
its strategy, except if the new US President decides of 
drawing him clear red lines.

Turkey is paradoxically a NATO Member State, which 
is key to contain Russia, and, at the same time, a disrup-
tive force in central and eastern Mediterranean at the 
expenses of the European Union, Russia itself, and the 
Arab countries competitors, such as Egypt or the Gulf 
states.

To conclude, the situation in the MED is very charac-
teristic of the new world. It is tense, unstable, non-pre-
dictable, theatre of actions by many stakeholders with 
different objectives. This situation requires analysis and 
a case-by-case response without trying to encapsulate 
problems in a single solution. The multiplicity of solu-
tions must not let us forget about the fact that the EU 
has to be a strong and independent actor in the area, 
which is not the case today. If not, we will have no other 
choice than looking for a painful external protection.
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I want to start from the picture of the Mediterranean 
that Dr. Asseur gave which represents a tense, un-
stable and unpredictable area. Let me come straight 

to the question posed by Mr. Natale; how much elected 
President Biden will be involved in this tense, unstable 
and unpredictable area? 

Differently from President Trump and President 
Obama, we do not know yet but we can make some 
considerations or reasoning. At the moment, we know 
that Joe Biden’s victory has been greeted with either 
relief or disappointment in the Middle East, depending 
on which countries we look at. Without showing it, of 
course, the happiest country is Iran. Donald Trump has 
started a personal political battle with Iran by leaving 
the nuclear deal and by slapping severe sanctions on 
Teheran. Differently, during his campaign, Joe Biden 
declared that if elected he would have rejoined the Iran 
nuclear deal and engaged in new talks with Teheran. In 
that case, his presidency will face two main challenges 
ahead.

The first is that he is not so sure that Iran, after four 
years of Trump presidency, and a year from now, will 
still be willing to comply with the nuclear deal. In June 
2021, elections will take place in Iran and they could 
bring to power some representatives from the hardliner 
faction, who are not so willing to engage in negotia-
tions with the United States. The second challenge, and 
probably the most important one for the Biden admin-
istration, will be how to bring Iran in, without leaving 
the American allies in the MENA region out. To have 
Iran back in negotiations, the United States will have 
to slightly lift some sanctions on Teheran, but we know 
that Israel and Saudi Arabia are deeply opposed to this 
as they fear that Teheran will use the money to support-
ing its proxies in the region, such as Hezbollah and the 
Houthis. It will be hard for Biden to square the circle 
as Israel made clear that it will not accept a return of 
the US to the Iranian nuclear deal. This is the reason 
why the two countries most unhappy, without showing 

that much of course, with the election results, are prob-
ably Israel and Saudi Arabia because they know that in 
Biden they will find a less appeasing ally than Trump. 

This does not mean that the Biden presidency will 
reverse the historical alliance between the US and these 
countries. When it comes to Israel, Biden most likely 
will not move back the US embassy to Tel Aviv, and 
he will not reverse the trend of normalisation agree-
ments between Israel and the Arab States, which is an 
anti-Iran agreement and will act as an anti-Iran nego-
tiations cartel in the next few months. It is new, but 
it will probably not make Netanyahu any more gifts. 
There will be probably an attempt to rebuild trust with 
Palestinians by reopening the office of the Palestinian 
delegation in Washington DC or by restoring the US 
finances to UN agencies, and we will probably witness 
an attempt at mediating between Israel and Palestine, 
something that was neglected by the Trump adminis-
tration. 

When it comes to Saudi Arabia, here too, we will 
see a confirmation of the alliance as always. However, 
differently from what Trump did in the recent past, we 
will not see any blank check to the Saudi leadership. 
On the contrary, there will be more pressure on Ri-
yadh, for example, on ending the war in Yemen, which 
also Saudi Arabia is very anxious to do. Where we will 
hardly notice differences between the two administra-
tions will be in Syria. In the Syrian conflict, the Trump 
administration’s policy was the continuation of the 
Obama-era policy. Keep US soldiers in, but avoiding 
the escalation, and do the utmost to mediate between 
other foreign powers that intervened there, such as 
Turkey, Russia, Iran and Israel. The same will happen 
with Biden who, as we all know, was Vice President in 
the eight years of the Obama administration and at the 
time was skeptical of the Obama failed attempt to mark 
a red line for Assad. We will likely not see any particu-
lar difference on Syria. Sanctions will remain in place, 
US troops will continue to station in the north-east of 
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the country, and the US will do not likely to permit 
reconstruction funds to flow into Syria without a po-
litical transition. The game-changer for the country lies 
in whether the incoming US administration will seek 
to engage Russia in dialogue, providing an opportunity 
for the US to pave the way for a settlement, and pos-
sibly how much the US will want to take part in any 
reconstruction efforts. 

In Libya too, Biden will make the US approach more 
coherent than Trump’s. However, it seems unlikely that 
his administration, which is expected to contain many 
of the democrat decision-makers who lived through 
the fallout of the murder of Ambassador Chris Ste-
vens in Benghazi will put Libya high on the agenda. 
Clearly, after the 2011 decision to intervene in support 
of the rebel forces and foster Gaddafi demise, and US 
administration has chosen to recognise that Libya re-
mains mainly a Mediterranean problem; our problem. 
Therefore, European countries will have to juggle with 
that problem alone. Finally, a question mark lies on the 
future of the relationship with Turkey that gradually 
deteriorated over the past few years. The temptation 
for the incoming administration will be to punish Tur-
key for its many transgression, for its military apprais-
al against Syrian Kurds, and the purchase of Russian 
missile defence system. Yet, Turkey remains a NATO 
Member State and a key country for solving crises in 
the Mediterranean region, as mentioned before. Proba-
bly we will see an attempt from Biden to seek a reset in 
relationship with Ankara. What remains to be seen is 
whether the other part wants a reset at this point. 

What is the overall picture? 
Some changes, some continuity with Obama, even 
some continuity with Trump. Overall a more balanced 
predictable policy. Now, Mr. Natale, let me move on 
your second question, the impact of COVID19 in the 
MENA region on the crucial point of view of migra-
tion. We all know that what happened on the Southern 
shore has an impact of the cross-Mediterranean irreg-
ular migration. Take 2011, forty thousand Tunisians 
arrived in Italy after the Jasmine revolution. The surge 
of irregular flow from Libya, to Italy and Malta, start-
ed as the Civil war in the country became chronic in 
mid-2013. Now take the 2015 refugee crisis, it was a 
product of the Syrian civil war as well as other wars and 

political instability in Afghanistan or Iraq. To this, we 
are now moving in a scenario in which the pandemic 
has had a clear effect. However, it is not the one that 
many expected. I think most experts looked at pan-
demic through the lens of involuntary immobility by 
closing borders. European countries, in particular, were 
sealing up and avoiding further migration. The expec-
tation was migrants would have fear to get infected 
with the new Coronavirus. Well, today it is clear that 
experts miscalculated, and it is clear that this is the case 
if we take irregular migration as a case in point, arrivals 
to Italy are expected to more than triple from 11.000 in 
2019 to around 32.000 in mid-November 2020. 

Sure, these numbers are hugely smaller to the 
150.000/180.000 migrants who arrived irregularly in 
Italy between 2014 and 2017. Still, they represent a 
significant increase. At ISPI, we have called it a mini-
surge, and COVID-19 pandemic is relevant to explain 
more than a half of it. It is about Tunisia and the eco-
nomic impact of the pandemic. Of the thirty-two thou-
sand that arrived in Italy this year, 60% came from that 
country. It is the reverse of the usual situation in which 
Libya constituted 90% of sea arrivals between 2014 and 
2018. The reason is straightforward. The COVID-19 
pandemic has disrupted the tourism industry on which 
around 10% of the Tunisian workforce relies on. There-
fore, since July we have seen a surge in irregular from 
the country, mostly young unemployed males. 

The fact that Italy and other countries are all but 
forbade irregular migration this year did not allow 
these young males to enter the EU regularly as seasonal 
workers. Only the irregular migration channel was left, 
and Tunisia is geographically close to Italy. It is just a 
step away. 

What does this show us? 
It shows that COVID-19 is acting as a multiplier for 
the risk of irregular movement and at the same time is 
increasing involuntary immobility. It seems a paradox, 
but it is not. For migrants that come from Sub-Saha-
ran Africa, increasing borders restrictions do appear to 
have diminished crossing, at least for those towards Eu-
rope. For potential migrants much closer to Europe, 
such as those coming from Tunisia or those going from 
Turkey to Greece the possibility to cross remains the 
same, while the reason to move, in particular lower job 
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opportunities at home, have increased a lot. This trend 
risks to become a constant for the next few years, since 
the COVID-19 pandemic is making many poor poorer. 

Irregular migration is becoming more and more a 
regional matter. Looking at the bright side, an increas-

ingly regional phenomenon might be more easily ad-
dressed through a regional solution, and this is what 
the inter-Mediterranean dialogue, such as the SHADE 
MED conference promoted today, or the one we are 
having in Rome at the Rome MED event is all about.
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Thank you Rear Admiral Agostini for organising 
this seminar and for the kind invitation. We 
discussed about the importance of involving 

WIIS Italy in such an occasion and I am honored to 
bring a female perspective into today’s discussion. I am 
one of the few female speakers at this event; therefore, 
I carry even more important responsibility to speak on 
behalf of the many female experts who often do not have 
the opportunity to seat to the panels together with their 
male colleagues. 

It is said that we need to give women a voice. I would 
say that it is not exact. Women have a strong voice and 
a lot to say as well. Some men could still find this un-
believable, but women have a lot to say about economy, 
agriculture, health and international security. What we 
need are platforms and enough opportunities to express 
our knowledge and competencies. Addressing this unfair 
system and creating more occasions in terms of visibili-
ty and participation for women was one of the pushing 
factors behind the establishment of the Mediterranean 
Women Mediators Network (MWMN).  

This project is promoted and funded by the Italian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Coopera-
tion, and implemented by WIIS Italy and the Internation-
al Affairs Institute (IAI). It falls within the framework of 
the Italian National Action Plan for the implementation 
of the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 
on Women, Peace and Security (WPS). In addition, it 
was presented as one of the flagship initiatives of the Ital-
ian mandate as a non-permanent member of the United 
Nations Security Council, in 2017. It combines Italy’s 
top priorities in the UN Security Council and its role 
in one of the Mediterranean strategic area. On the one 
hand, the MWMN keeps a focus on stability, preventive 
diplomacy and the peaceful resolution of conflicts. On 
the other hand, it boosts the role of women, especially 
in conflicts prevention and resolution processes, with a 
focus on high-level political positions. At the MWMN, 
we try to increase the numbers of women working in 

mediation and to apply a multi-track approach, which 
means that we work at a political level, at an informal 
level with think tanks and academia, and at a communi-
ty level with women who work on the ground. 

Women are precious agents of change. Their active 
and meaningful participation in the prevention, man-
agement and resolution of international conflicts and 
crisis is one of the pillars of the WPS Agenda. In the 
past weeks, the WPS Agenda was often mentioned be-
cause the international community celebrated the 20th 
anniversary since the adoption of UNSCR 1325 on 
31st of October 2000. This resolution was followed by 
other nine, and all together constitute the framework of 
the WPS Agenda. The main message embedded in this 
Agenda is that war affects women and men in a differ-
ent way; therefore, the solutions and the provisions to 
build peace after a conflict need to include a gender per-
spective and women’s participation is key. UNSCR 1325 
wanted to highlight the fact that women are important 
agents of change and they need to be involved as ac-
tors in resolving conflicts and building peace. Moreover, 
they can play a pivotal role in preventing crises. Over the 
past years, a number of studies demonstrated that when 
women participate in formal peace processes and are able 
to exercise their influence, there are positive effects to the 
likelihood of reaching a peace agreement, to the quality 
of its content, and its sustainability. 

It is important not to simply add women as a token 
in peace processes, but enable them to have a space of 
participation and influence. Between 1992 and 2019, 
women constituted on average only 30% of negotiators, 
16% of mediators and 6% of signatories in major peace 
processes around the world. We can see some minor 
progress in women’s participation, but still 7 out of 10 
peace processes do not include women as mediators or 
as signatories. This indicates that only few women par-
ticipate in the political life of the country and can have a 
leadership role as negotiators. In 2020, peace efforts have 
similar struggles to include women. For instance, we had 

“Challenges for cooperation in the Mediterranean after the global pandemic”

Panel One: “The Mediterranean region in 2020: a historical arena connecting three continents, and their 
population, striving for stability”

Ms. Irene Fellin
Women in International Security Italy (WIIS)



around 10% of women negotiators in the Afghan talks 
and a slightly higher percentage of negotiators recently 
within Libya political discussions in Tunis, where we saw 
17 Libyan women participating in the dialogues, mak-
ing statements and taking formal commitments. How-
ever, there are 0% of women negotiators in Yemen and 
Libya military talks.

Currently, the Libya peace process is led by a woman 
chief mediator, Stephanie Turco Williams, Acting Rep-
resentative of the Secretary General and Head of the 
United Nations supporting mission in the country. It is 
the first time, over six years of conflict, that a woman 
holds this role. The progresses of the past weeks show 
how important it is to lead by example. It is easier to 
get more women involved when a woman is leading a 
political process. 

The failure in including women in peace processes 
ignores what has already been demonstrated in various 
above-mentioned researches and overlooks the potential 
strategy to respond more effectively to global security 
threats. 

Why women inclusion is so important? Peace process-
es fail too frequently and this means that something is 
missing in how we do business. We need to change the 
paradigm, to build new strategies and address security 
in a different way. Women’s meaningful participation at 
peace processes tables increases the likelihood of reaching 
an agreement because women are often considered as ex-
ternals - the honest brokers - by the negotiating parties. 
Women are perceived in a positive way and this percep-
tion is rooted in the real exclusion of women within so-
cieties; they operate outside the existing power structures 
and do not control fighting forces. They are perceived 
to be political impartial mediators if compared to men. 

The resulting agreements are more durable and better 
implemented. Indeed, peace processes do not end with 
the signatures of the parties, but have to be implement-
ed. If the process is not inclusive, and in saying that I do 
not refer only to women, but also to ethnic and religious 
groups among others, civil society cannot take its own-
ership and make it effective. When civil society organi-
sations participate in the agreements, they are 60% less 
likely to fail. 

Only 3% of the military in UN missions are women 
and the majority of them is deployed as support staff. 
This remains a huge problem and it is also an area of 

concern for the UN Secretary General António Guterres 
who, since the beginning of his mandate, committed to 
double these figures by 5 years. That is why, at the Se-
curity Council, Italy decided to support this commit-
ment and to establish the MWMN. One of the goals 
of the Secretary General was to focus more on conflict 
prevention, mediation, preventive diplomacy and oth-
er non-military solutions to conflict resolutions. The 
MWMN aims at becoming a tool in support of this goal.  

Our project intends to promote the key role of wom-
en in the field of conflict mediation, seeking to increase 
the numbers of women mediators, negotiators and peace 
builders, with a specific focus on the Mediterranean re-
gion. We developed trainings on gender sensitive and in-
clusive mediation. Yet, although women are more often 
than men the target of training, they have less opportu-
nities to be officially appointed as mediators or Special 
Envoys. For this reason, the Network also works to cre-
ate these opportunities for women to be engaged in the 
full management of conflicts. 

The MWMN is also part of a global initiative. In fact, 
we work at a local, regional and international level as 
part of the Global Alliance of Regional Women Medi-
ator Networks Its geographical scope includes 26 coun-
tries around the Mediterranean Sea. Each country has a 
different situation; some of them are in open conflicts, 
others are in a post-conflict reconstruction phase and 
we need to differentiate our work and the impact of the 
initiatives through listening to the specific needs of our 
members – more than 50 now – to build peace in their 
countries. Our members represent an intergeneration-
al group of women coming from different experiences 
(civil societies members, diplomats, former military of-
ficials), and this diversity represents our added value to 
understand the different perspectives of today’s security 
challenges.

In some countries, the MWMN launched the so-
called antennas. The antennas are composed of women 
of the same country who are willing to work together 
and we help them to localize their activities at a politi-
cal and community level. In this framework, we started 
to work more on the case of Libya. Recently, we held a 
closed-door meeting with Stephanie Turco Williams and 
the Italian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Marina 
Sereni, involving the group of Libyan women part of our 
network. 
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Women in Libya need to be involved in all areas 
during this critical transitional phase and be part of the 
democratic reconstruction of the country. We have to 
avoid the stereotypic approach that women need social 
provisions, because they need to be part of the discus-
sions on politics, economy and security.  

Women per se represent half of the world population 
and we know that without them sustainable peace will 
never be achieved. In countries where there is a higher 
level of gender equality, the possibility to revamp con-
flicts is lower; women are more capable to detect in ad-
vance the early warning signals of violence. 

We are all here today because we share the passion for 
the Mediterranean. We have the same goal of ensuring sta-
bility in the region and addressing root causes of conflicts, 
that include climate change, poverty, natural resources 
scarcity and persecution. Gender inequality as well is of-
ten one of the main causes of social instability and disor-
ders in this region. All together we need to keep working 
to protect the lives of women, men, boys and girls from 
human insecurity, and we must fight for dismantling traf-
ficking networks in the South Mediterranean.

Over the past months, our lives have been shaken 
due to the unexpected spread of COVID-19. We saw 
women at the fore front playing a central role to achieve 
sustainable solutions in every country: both in countries 
in peace and in conflict-affected ones. Unfortunately, 
conflicts do not stop because of the pandemic but, due 
to COVID-19, women are paying a higher price. For 
example, their access to health and reproductive systems 
decreases, they have lower revenues… therefore, the gen-
der perspective has to be taken even more into consider-
ation in the response against the pandemic. 

Italy has always had a special relation with the Medi-
terranean.  It is the cradle of our culture and traditions, 
and it is nowadays at the center of current political crises. 
The Libyan political transition, the situation in Turkey, 
the management of migratory flows, the battle to defeat 
intolerant racism and religious discrimination; and, last 
but not least, the fight for gender equality. Yesterday was 
the international day of violence against women, we or-
anged the world, as we say, to remember that another 
pandemic is affecting women’s lives and our societies. 1 
out of 3 women has experienced a form of violence in 
her life and this is the same all around the world, from 
the very north to the south. 

Peace cannot be achieved as long as we keep involving 
only war actors and do not engage peace actors as well. 
We need to listen to women’s voices, respect their per-
spectives and include their experiences and visions into 
the planning and execution of security strategies. Until 
this is not happening, using the words of Rida Al-Tu-
buly, Director & co-founder of Together We Build It and 
member of the MWMN, we will miss the full picture. The 
construction of an egalitarian and non-discriminatory 
society is a responsibility that must be shared between 
men and women, even if sometimes, in some contexts, 
this may represent an obstacle. Saying that, I refer to Ita-
ly as well. The recent video in the public television about 
the way women should shop in a sexier way shows that 
there is still a long way to go to change the patriarchal 
culture of our society.

The way towards peace and stabilisation is a journey 
and we, as part of the MWMN, are working together, 
hand in hand, for building a sustainable peace in the 
Mediterranean region and beyond.
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The European Community Ship-
owners’ Associations (ECSA) is a 
European umbrella organisation 

representing twenty national shipowners’ 
associations in the European Union, the 
UK and Norway, founded back in 1965, 
with the aim to promote and protect the 
interests of European shipping.

We are based in Brussels and we can 
count on 11 employees in the Secretariat.

The image shows that European ship-
owners represent almost 40% of the world 
fleet, add €149 million to the European 
economy and are responsible for a total of 
2 million jobs. 

Transport by sea is a very crucial service, 
for both the world and the EU: 90% of the 
world trade is by sea, 76% of the EU exter-
nal trade is by sea, and, for what concerns 
intra-EU transports, 32% are by sea. The 
biggest intra-EU transport mode is road 
transport (trucks), and that is 50%, but 
the second one is what we also call “short 
sea shipping”. In Europe, we transport 190 
million passengers by sea. European ship-
owners control a vey diverse fleet that spans 
from small short-sea ship vessels to big oil 
tankers, ferries and offshore vessels.

Shipping in the Mediterranean is a cornerstone, a 
driving force of the Blue Economy of the region, but 
there are some crucial conditions for the shipping in-
dustry in order to retain and even strengthen its positive 
impacts on the Blue Economy. 

It is fair to say that shipping is a stabilising element. 
By providing maritime services, we invest in the Blue 
Economy, we make the economy stronger, and stability 
and security in the Mediterranean sea are therefore key 
for the shipping industry. Being able to operate safely is 
also a precondition for shipping to continue to generate 

value, thus playing a stabilising role in the Mediterra-
nean geopolitical and economic eco-system.

Nowadays, commercial shipping is of course affect-
ed by the migration crisis in the Mediterranean, and 
there are several elements that can contribute to ease 
the current situation. We believe that investing in the 
Blue Economy is crucial to improve the stability of the 
Mediterranean region and its communities. We there-
fore encourage the EU to promote its Blue Economy 
model and to share its best practices in its discussions 
with Northern and Sub-Saharan African counterparts, 
investing in infrastructures, resources and skills in this 
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dimension. This will contribute to the stabilisation of the 
region and decrease the “pull” factors towards Europe, 
especially now, in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the additional strains it has put on the global economy. 

Returning to migration and to search and rescue ac-
tivities (SAR), it is crucial that the commercial shipping 
does not become a default option for this kind of tasks. 
Of course, shipping will continue to assist people in dis-
tress at sea, it is a moral and legal obligation. However, 
the responsibility to assist people in distress and coor-
dinate search and rescue activities should remain with 
governments. 

In this context, ECSA, together with the Europe-
an Transport Workers’ Federation (ETF), is engaging 
closely with the European Commission and the Union’s 
member states to ensure prompt and predictable disem-
barkation of rescue people in distress in a place of safety. 
And the words “prompt” and “predictable” are key: it is 
crucial that the ships rescuing people have the guarantee 
that they can disembark them quickly and predictably.

Commercial ships are not equipped for large-scale 
rescue operations, nor to safely house people on board 
for extended periods of time. Moreover, it must be ac-
knowledged that the crew is not trained for situations of 
this kind, and the impact of forced and large-scale rescue 
activities on the team’s mental wellbeing should not be 
underestimated.

For instance, some years ago, the ERASMUS-
GRACHT, a relatively small, Dutch-flagged vessel, 
picked up almost 400 migrants and fortunately it was 
able to disembark those people within two days. But we 
also had the case of the Maersk Tankers vessel Etienne, 
a few months ago, that rescued 27 migrants, who then 
stayed on board for the next 38 days: a very difficult sit-
uation, not only for the people who were rescued, but 
also for the crew.

Once again, safe and secure shipping operations in the 
Mediterranean sea are a vital part of the regional Blue 
Economy and can be a stabilising force, but that what 
happen to the Maersk Tankers vessel should not happen 

again. However, the geopolitical and economic situation 
in the area remains problematic, and it is likely to be 
exacerbated by the impact of COVID-19 on local econ-
omies.

As already mentioned, ECSA is working closely with 
European institutions to make sure the industry’s con-
cerns are heard at the highest political level. But what 
can we do more, together? 

Later today, a working group will address the possibil-
ity to create situational awareness between actors in the 
Mediterranean basin, to establish practical cooperation 
and information coordination between them, and the 
possibility to create a Centre for Maritime Security will 
also be discussed.

Sharing intelligence between all actors can be very ef-
fective and it should be further explored how it could 
contribute the situation in the Mediterranean. We know 
it from other EU operations, as EU Operation Atalanta, 
combating piracy in the Gulf of Aden and the Soma-
li waters. But another key condition is that an effective 
follow-up can be given, in case the type of information 
requires it. Capacities, scale and flexibility are needed for 
every successful operation.

Coming to the conclusions, in its recent announce-
ment, the EU Commission mentioned the idea of setting 
up a European Contact Group on Search and Rescue: the 
aims of the group are to stimulate information exchange 
and cooperation between European member states, as 
well as to identify good practices. In this regard, I should 
say that we, as the European shipping industry, would 
have liked a better text on migration and the position 
of merchant vessels in the Pact on Migration. The text, 
with respect to migration, only mentions NGOs vessels, 
and we are asking the Commission for a better guidance 
to European Member States concerning the position of 
merchant vessels performing large scale Search and Res-
cue activities. At the same time, though, we are also of 
course willing to contribute to the initiatives mentioned 
by the Commission in the recent communications.
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I am honoured to represent the Italian maritime in-
dustry in this international conference, which is a 
huge opportunity to discuss the most challenging 

developments for the future of our common maritime 
domain. Let me start with the title of this gripping pan-
el, the development of the blue economy of the Medi-
terranean. Today, we have an incredible opportunity to 
discuss how to solve many of the challenges that affect 
the Mediterranean Sea and to improve the livelihood 
of the communities that belong to it. The Italian Ship-
ping Association is firmly convinced of this point. In 
fact, behind every shipping line, there is not only the 
development of the economy but also the development 
of dialogue, ideas and knowledge that can only boost 
the improvement of socio-economic conditions of the 
Mediterranean communities. 

In this respect, cooperation and sharing of informa-
tion between military and civilian stakeholders to in-
crease the level of maritime security awareness, is crucial 
to ensure the freedom of the seas and the free flow of 
maritime traffics. It is particularly true when it comes to 
this period of global pandemic, with the consequences 
that we are all experiencing. The global pandemic has 
indeed demonstrated that shipping is the lifeblood of 
the worldwide economy. As you all know, about 90% of 
world trade is carried by sea, and the ship is the first vital 
link in this supply chain. Therefore, without shipping 
intercontinental trade, the bulk transport of raw mate-
rials, the import/export of affordable food and medical 
goods would not be possible. 

As far as the Italian shipping industry is concerned, the 
first half of 2020, the one characterised by the lockdown, 
saw an average contraction of 12% in terms of tonnage 
of goods transited by the Italian ports, with data ranging 
from 9% of Ro/Ro traffic to 23% of solid bulk. Howev-
er, the shipping industry has never stopped to work since 
the outbreak of the pandemic. For this reason, the Ital-
ian government has expressly confirmed that maritime 
transport is an essential service for the country. I cannot 

avoid mentioning that COVID-19 pandemic has also 
had considerable impacts on seafarers. They played a key 
role during the emergency, keeping the global supply 
chain moving on. However, travel restrictions imposed 
by some governments around the world have created 
many problems to crew changes and the repatriation of 
seafarers, leading to a serious humanitarian crisis. 

Coming back to the main topic of the panel, we must 
always bear in mind that the Mediterranean is the sea 
where our country has its national and geopolitical in-
terests and where our fleet and our shipping industry 
generate our economy. The Mediterranean represents 
only one per cent of the global water surface, but it ac-
counts for the 20% of the overall maritime traffic. In 
Italy, 57% of imports and 44% of exports are carried by 
sea. That is why making Mare Nostrum a safe space, but 
also more competitive is essential to protect our national 
interests. Indeed, maritime security and the blue econo-
my are strictly connected. For many years, the Confeder-
azione Italiana Armatori (Confitarma) has been follow-
ing carefully the issues related to maritime security, from 
the adoption of the International Ship and Port Facility 
Security Code to the new rise of maritime piracy, from 
the migration crisis in the Mediterranean to the cyber 
security threats. In this regard, it is crucial to remember 
that return of maritime piracy is a trend which for years 
now has represented a serious risk to the global maritime 
trade. The partnership between institutions and indus-
tries to elaborate counter-piracy measures in the Indian 
Ocean, was a success. However, piracy remains a threat 
in this part of the world. In West Africa, the situation is 
even more critical. This is an area of strategic importance 
for the Italian energy policy and in which our shipping 
industry has vital commercial interests. 

It seems that the impact of COVID-19 has been very 
limited in relation to security in the maritime environ-
ment, but the economic impact of containment mea-
sures could further increase poverty rates and income 
inequalities in these areas, triggering violence and dis-
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order. In this respect, we must always bear in mind that 
an unsafe sea could affect the development of our com-
munities and economic systems. In this regard, on behalf 
of the Italian shipping industry let me thank the Italian 
Navy; without our Navy our vessels and crew would be 
exposed to high risks with a tremendous impact on the 
economy of our country. Since the main goal of these 
important meetings is to improve our common mari-
time situational awareness, allow me once again to bring 
to your attention an important issue that involves Ital-
ian shipowners and on which Confitarma urgently need 
clarity. 

As you all know, during these last years the shipping 
industry has faced many challenges associated with 
Search and Rescue operations in the central Mediterra-
nean, and the spread of the pandemic in the region has 
made the situation even more difficult. Libya is a source 
of concern for the Italian shipping industry. As is well-
known, we never pulled back from our duties and we 
will continue to honour them, rescuing human beings 
at sea. 

We are aware of the complexity of this migration crisis 
in the Mediterranean scenario, but the recent cases of 
involvement of commercial vessels in Search and Rescue 
operations created great concern. Firstly, because crews 
of commercial vessels do not have the necessary equip-
ment on board and do not have the requested training 
to carry out these operations. Secondly, we have been 
witnessing the exclusion of the Italian flag from some 
international tenders in the Mediterranean. For these 
reasons, in February 2019 Confitarma submitted some 
questions to the Italian government to receive operation-
al guidelines for our masters when called to intervene in 
Search and Rescue operation. As of now, we have not 
received any feedback yet. The Italian shipping indus-
try will continue to cooperate with all the institutions 
involved to build a common path that could ensure the 
safety and security of shipping, thus letting Italy to pur-
sue its maritime interests. As I said before, maritime se-
curity and blue economy are strictly connected. Indeed, 

let me underline that maritime security is essential to 
support the blue economy development, and therefore 
sustainable development. 

Our fleet is young and technologically advanced, al-
most 50% is less than ten years old. Italian shipowners 
heavily invest in environmental sustainability and the 
safety of their fleet. Despite a massive increase in glob-
al maritime trade, there has been a high reduction in 
marine pollution by ships. The Italian shipowners are 
strongly committed to global initiatives for sustaining a 
substantial CO2 emissions reduction. We have started 
to use energy resources with zero emissions, exactly ten 
days ago the first example of a new series of hybrid Ro/
Ro vessels which will use fossil fuel during navigation 
and electricity while in port, entered into service in the 
Mediterranean. Indeed, from the 1st of January 2020, 
the International Maritime Organisation has enforced a 
new 0.5% Global Sulphur Cap on fuel content, lower-
ing the current limit by seven times. To comply with 
this new regulation, some shipowners installed scrub-
bers. The other alternative is using LNG-powered vessels 
(Liquified Natural Gas).

Since the end of 2018 one of our member companies 
put into service the first LNG ferry in the Mediterranean. 
Also, some LNG-powered ships are already operating in 
the cruise sector. Unfortunately, not now because of the 
pandemic, and more of them are being built. Sadly, due 
to the lack of regulation, it is not possible yet to refuel 
LNG-powered vessels in the Italian ports. I think that 
this is unbelievable. 

Let me conclude by saying that the feeling is that noth-
ing will be as if it was before the pandemic, but shipping 
remains a better global link for the development of sus-
tainable international trade. For this reason, we firmly 
believe that Navies and Merchant Marines should move 
forward together to improve mutual understanding and 
collaboration at sea. Only in this way, we will be able to 
overcome the current crisis and ensure the full develop-
ment of the blue economy in the Mediterranean Sea to 
the benefit of all the communities that surround it.
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The Mediterranean Sea is an international trades 
hub. The pandemic crisis does not seem to have 
had a deep impact on the Mediterranean in 

terms of ships passing through it. No Mediterranean port 
has never been closed, even if quarantine measures have 
been adopted for crews, cruise passengers or migrants. 

The Mediterranean, despite covering less than 1% of 
the world’s oceans surface, accounts for around 15% of 
the global maritime traffic. 

Concerning its status, the Mediterranean is a unicum 
to be seen in relations with the adjacent basins, through 
its international SLOC1’s, the Gibraltar Strait and the 
Suez Canal. The applicable geopolitical concept is the 
Wider Mediterranean; from the maritime point of view, 
the Mediterranean is an international waterway: in oth-
er words, a transit sea. The legal trend underway is to 
territorialize a large area of open sea. The fact is that the 
distance between opposite coasts in the Mediterranean 
is everywhere less than 400 miles; so, each State has to 
enter into negotiations with the others since unilateral 
decisions are not allowed. Many states claimed Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) off their coasts, but, as there’s 
not enough space to unilateral delimitations, they creat-
ed several overlapping area. 

1	 Sea lines of communication.
2	 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 10 December 1982, Montego Bay
3	 A. T. Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea power, Present and Future, Boston,1898, pp. 171-172.

The value of the Mediterranean as an international wa-
terway is based upon the freedom of navigation princi-
ple. Maintaining the freedom of navigation is an historic 
task of the navies in time of peace, but the unimpeded 
use of the Mediterranean SLOC requires navies to ensure 
the legality of the maritime domain. Warships are States 
organs, so entitled, under the UNCLOS2, to carry out 
the function of policing the high-seas. I would quote, at 
this regard, Admiral Robert Mahan, the famous strate-
gist, when said that navies, especially in time of peace, are 
«factors of utmost important in international affairs, often 
more deterrent than irritant»3. Finally, we have to consider 
that freedom of navigation applies also in the EEZs and 
not only in the high-seas. This is very important since the 
Mediterranean Sea in under territorialisation. 
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A pillar of the stability of the Mediterranean is the 
European Union Maritime Security Strategy (EUMSS), 
approved in 20144. Its key points are: 1) Non-mili-
tary functions carried out by navies in preserving the 
freedom of navigation and fighting illicit activities; 2) 
Delimitation of maritime zones, such as the Exclusive 
Economic Zone, which present a potential for growth 
and jobs; 3) Peaceful settlement of maritime disputes 
in accordance with the international law of sea; 4) 
Strengthening security of the maritime domain by 
the Common Security and Defense Policy. Concerning 
the delimitation of Mediterranean maritime zones, let 
me underline that, since no geographical conditions 
exist for unilateral declarations of EEZ, concerned 
States have to enter in negotiations under UNCLOS 
principles, taking in account that equidistance isn’t a 
dogma, but starting method to achieve an «equitable 
solutions».  At this regard I would like to remember 
that Italy agreed the boundaries of its continental shelf 
with former Yugoslavia (1968), Tunisia (1971), Spain 
(1974), Greece (1977), Albania (1992). My Country 
agreed also a provisional Modus Vivendi with Malta 
(1970) related to a median line between the opposite 
coasts comprised in the 200 mt. bathymetry, reaching 
eastward, as terminal point, the meridian 15°10’. Wor-
thy of mention is the fact that, while full effect has been 
attributed to the island of Sardinia in the agreement 
with Spain, the same it is not true for other Italian is-
lands involved in the delimitation with Tunisia: this 
happened in particular in the framework of the Ita-
lo-Tunisian 1971 Agreement which recognized to the 
Island of Pantelleria one mile of continental shelf be-
yond its territorial waters. In the same manner, the Ita-
lo-Hellenic 1977 Agreement (whose frontier has been 
confirmed for the EEZ in 2020) gave a reduced effect 
to the relevant Greek islands.

The vision of the EUMSS focused on security and 

4	 Text in https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST 11205 2014 INIT/EN/pdf
5	 See https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/03/31/eu-launches-operation-irini-to-enforce-libya-arms-embargo/#
6	 Text in https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N16/174/94/PDF/N1617494.pdf?OpenElement
7	 It must be remembered that seeking flag state consent before interdiction was a difficult aspect of the negotiations of the UNSCR 2292 
(2016): «It seems that for China and Russia not requesting flag state consent would be against the general principle of exclusive jurisdiction of a 
flag state over its vessels on the high seas, as well as against the principle of freedom of navigation. However, given that attaining the cooperation of 
flag states can at times be difficult and that there are concerns about the timeliness and effectiveness of interdictions in this context, several Council 
members pushed not to require consent by the flag state. In the end, the draft that will be put to a vote includes a reference to making good-faith 
efforts to first seek the consent of the vessel’s flag state prior to any inspections» (https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/whatsinblue/2016/06/vo-
te-on-a-resolution-on-maritime-interdiction-to-implement-the-arms-embargo-on-libya.php)
8	 See the case of the German Frigate that boarded without consent a Turkish cargo suspected of taking weapons to Libya illegally (“Germany 
angers Turkey with attempt to police Libya arms embargo”, Reuters, Nov 23 2020, in  

stability is at the base of the mandate of EUNAVFOR 
MED Operation “Irini”5 whose main aspects are 1)Im-
plementing the UN arms embargo off the coasts of Libya 
in full support of the International Peace Process aimed 
at maintain the independence and integrity of the coun-
try; 2)Impartiality towards the warring parties in Libya; 
3) Possibility to carry out  inspections of vessels on the 
high-seas suspected to be engaged in violation of UN-
SRC 2292 (2016)6 under condition  that intervening 
state made “good-faith efforts to first seek the consent of 
the vessel’s flag state prior to any inspections  aimed to 
respect the national jurisdiction”.  

At this regard it must underlined that, for the first 
time in the history of the UN Security Council, some 
Members 7 expressed their veto against a naval embargo 
of coercive nature applicable erga omnes without con-
sent. However, the new consensual regime is mitigated 
by the fact that the flag States, in accordance with the 
para 3 of same UNSCR, are obliged to cooperate in 
good faith with the intervening State.  In this frame-
work must be seen the standard practice of  four  hours’ 
time limit period default rule8 adopted by Operation 
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Irini applying analogically the art. 8 bis of SUA Lon-
don Protocol 20059. In the future, as an alternative to 
the visit and search, in order to avoid the boarding at 
sea  of a  vessel  suspect to be engaged in violation of  an  
embargo regime,  flag States could adopt  the system  
of “Navicert”10, certificates (under condition to be rec-
ognized by EU)  granting that the ship is not carrying 
prohibited goods11.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-turkey-germany/germany-angers-turkey-with-attempt-to-police-libya-arms-embargo-idUSKBN-
28315K.
9	 Text in https://www.congress.gov/110/cdoc/tdoc8/CDOC-110tdoc8.pdf
10	 See San Remo Manual on International Law Applicable to Armed Conflicts at Sea, IIHL, CUP, 1995, 200
11	 The question must be seen in the context of the difficulties to visit a vessel at sea in case of inaccessible cargo that could impose its diversion in 
a port. 

In conclusion, the free flow of maritime trade in the 
Mediterranean Sea requires a secure environment. Pro-
tecting the legality of the maritime domain is the main 
task of the mission performed in disrupting arms, oil and 
migrants smuggling, by Operation Irini, in accordance 
with the principles and values of the European Union, 
in the interest of both the international community and 
the Libyan people.
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The Euro-Mediterranean relations have been tra-
ditionally marked by the geographic proximity, 
interdependence and numerous interests and 

challenges that the two regions share. The Mediterranean 
Sea accounts only for one per cent of the world’s oceans 
yet generate twenty per cent of the related economic 
value, and that makes it a global and fundamental eco-
nomic crossroads. Moreover, people to people contact 
between the two shores of the Mediterranean have been 
traditionally always considerable, and yet this is one of 
the less integrated regions in the world. 

Between the two shores of the Mediterranean exist 
some of the widest economic despairing among neigh-
bouring countries and regions globally. It is enough to 
say that the wealth generated by each member of the 
population in the South is thirteen times lower than in 
the North. The impact of COVID-19 has worsened this 
ratio. The pandemic is hitting very hard the economies 
of the Mediterranean. The major socio-economic shock 
caused by COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the 
numerous pre-existing social, economic and institution-
al vulnerabilities. Fragile economies have been further 
weakened, and we witnessed an increase of political and 
social tensions. Socio-economic reforms have become 
necessary now more than ever. 

The EU has rapidly demonstrated its solidarity and 
has put together a short-term collective response to the 
crisis. EU institutions and member states mobilised 
support for over 2.2 billion euros, focusing on health, 
economic and social sectors. This is not fresh money, it 
is an adjust of the ongoing assistance programme that 
was already there. However, it has shown the capacity to 
react quickly to the needs. It is worth recalling that the 
southern Mediterranean is a region where the European 
Union has consistently invested both politically and fi-
nancially over the last ten years. EU cooperation in the 
southern Mediterranean covers a wide range of sectors, 
bilateral and regional cross borders under the overall 
framework of the European Neighbourhood Policy with 

the considerable support of the European Neighbour-
hood Instrument which has mobilised almost 8 billion 
euros for the period from 2014 to 2020. 

When considering COVID-19 pandemic, the chal-
lenge that we have in front of us is how to help countries 
severely hit by the crisis to recover from the socio-eco-
nomic emergency. From that perspective, a green recov-
ery is a conditio sine qua non to achieve this objective. 
We have the opportunity to build an enduring economic 
recovery, from countering the impact of the pandemic 
to fighting the effect of global warming in the region. In 
this regard, sustainable blue economy is an example of 
a more resilient economy. Climate change and environ-
mental degradation have become a global emergency, es-
pecially in the Mediterranean region. According to some 
models, the Mediterranean region will be 2.2 degrees 
warmer by 2040, and such a negative trend will act as a 
threat multiplier exacerbating political, social, economic 
and security challenges. That is why implementing the 
2030 agenda for sustainable development and the Paris 
Agreement remains vital to be better equipped for future 
economic shocks. 

It is to be said that there is no trade-off between eco-
nomic growth and environment. On the contrary, build-
ing resilience, and at the same time creating jobs and 
growth, while mitigating impacts and adapting to cli-
mate change, means attracting investments that can be 
mobilised in key green sectors such as renewable ener-
gies, low-carbon transition, electrification or hydrogen. 
We must take into account that the EU is the region’s 
first economic and trade partner. Given this, the geo-
graphic proximity and the interdependence between the 
two shores, it is easy to say that we have a joint interest in 
further strengthening our economic cooperation. 

Based on the lessons learned from the pandemic, an-
other crucial aspect is represented by the importance of 
creating diversified short value-chains in view of a sus-
tainable economic recovery as well as the importance of 
cooperation in the fields of health innovation and re-
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search, with the aim of improving the livelihood of our 
citizens. This is the reason why it is important to continue 
on the path of the necessary political and socio-econom-
ic reforms in creating the right conditions for attracting 
investments in the region, starting with good governance 
and rule of law. We must tackle first the main problems 
for the future of the region, such as youth unemploy-
ment or migration. It is a global challenge which is close-
ly linked to the underlying socio-economic conditions. 
Well-managed migration and mobility of people could 
offer substantial benefits for all, for complicated desti-
nations and transits as well as for migrants themselves. 

On the 23rd of September, the European Commission 
proposed a new pact on migration and asylum, based on 
the concept of managing migrations. Discussions among 
the member states have started, but they are difficult, 
and there is still a lot of work to do to reach a shared 
vision and a course of action. I do not want to go into 
the details of these negotiations, but let me stress that it 
is crucial to bear this dimension in mind, and it is also 
vital to work to have a positive impact of migration on 
both sides of the Mediterranean. 

Finally, our region cannot prosper without stability, 
security, peace and good neighbourly relations. Improv-
ing and delivering on security is an essential prerequisite 
for achieving long-lasting resilience for countries and 
their societies. To this end, the European Union follows 
a comprehensive approach which focuses on conflict 
prevention, counter-terrorism, fight against radicalisa-
tion and security sector reform. The High Representa-
tive of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and Vice-President of the Commission Josep Borrell has 

painstakingly referred to the EU work in the region to 
support UN efforts, particularly in Libya, to make ef-
fective use of the EU instruments in an integrated way. 
I want to conclude by highlighting the importance of 
regional cooperation. A profound reflection on how to 
renew our partnership with the southern neighbours 
started last May, and it is ongoing. 

We are preparing a joint communication on the ren-
ovated cooperation with the southern neighbourhood 
that we should approve at the beginning of 2021. As we 
are speaking, a ministerial meeting is taking place be-
tween the EU and our southern partners in Barcelona. 
This meeting has been organised back to back with the 
fifth annual regional forum of the Union of the Mediter-
ranean, which is gathering in Barcelona also the minis-
ters of foreign affairs of the forty-two member countries. 
It is also the occasion for the celebration of the 25th an-
niversary of Barcelona Process. Among the objectives of 
declaration, which is under negotiations, there is a com-
mitment to a sustainable blue economy, with a particular 
focus on the field of marine and maritime governance, 
the fight against pollution and protection of biodiversity. 

The Union for the Mediterranean has been already 
working on these topics for a long time. On the 2nd of 
February 2021, in Malta, there will be the second min-
isterial on the blue economy of the Union for the Med-
iterranean. This is certainly a challenging time but it is 
also a time of opportunities to create a new social, eco-
nomic and political environment in the Mediterranean. 
This is what we are aiming to, and this is the focus on 
which we need to concentrate our efforts.
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In my intervention, I would like to stress the situation 
of media in the Mediterranean region. In this area 
there is a multitude of outlets that report news from 

the Mediterranean and at the 24-hour service, where I 
work, we receive at least once a day news coming from 
the region. Our 24-hour channel has to be faster than 
the competitors. However, the most important issue is 
not the coverage but the cherry picking of the news. 

We live in an infodemic era which means we are 
stressed by an excessive amount of information about a 
given problem that makes it difficult to find solutions. 
Besides, another peculiarity of today’s media system is 
the weaponisation of the news. I will give you some ex-
amples. 

Libya is probably the country with the higher density 
of social networks in the world; the 90% of the popu-
lation in the country has a smartphone. In Libya bat-
tles also rage on social media; fighters often have in one 
hand a gun, in the other a smartphone, and they use 
their camera in propaganda wars. Facebook has become 
the main online battleground where opposite sides post 
images or videos real or fake, it does not matter. Photos 
of wounded or dead fighters are immediately posted to 
prove supremacy in the battlefield. 

Today is certain that both sides of the Libyan conflict 
have weaponised the media to promote their narrative. 
In my point of view, this will have consequences in the 
years to come. Of course, disinformation is not the main 
issue in Libya. Disinformation represents an interna-
tional problem that is capable of affecting us all. 

Let’s take France as an example. Few months ago we 
have assisted to an issue between Islam and secularism. 
President Macron speech on secularism in defence of the 
cartoons published by Charlie Hebdo was weaponised by 
Erdogan who called upon the whole Muslim communi-
ty to boycott French products. This called reached even 

1	  “Islam” is not in crisis, liberalism is, Asd Dandia, ALJAZEERA, 7 November 2020

Pakistan. I doubt that Pakistani people buy champagne 
or camembert, but Muslim people followed the boycott 
and spread the information on social media. Aljazeera 
TV called Macron speech “France’s weaponisation of 
laïcité to discriminate against Muslims”1. 

As you may see, the speed of the message’s spread and 
fast reactions to it could easily lead to the distortion of 
the information. The distortion is not important; de fac-
to there is a trench war of messaging among internation-
al actors. They use this trench war of messages as a proxy 
war, as recently happened in Nagorno-Karabakh or in 
the MED where Russia and Turkey are fighting a proxy 
war. Russia is coming back on this international scene 
with its navy located in Tartus, in Syria. The port is offi-
cially classified as a material and technical support point 
and not as a base. 

Turkey’s agreement with Libya last November brings 
the north African coast closer to Anatolia. This political 
rapprochement with Tripoli consolidates Ankara’s aims 
on Libya offshore oil fields. If I can say, proxy war and 
trench war on messages go hand by hand in the Med-
iterranean region, already brutally hit by the tensions 
among Sunni and Shiite Muslims. 

This fragile context is a fertile ground for news wea-
ponisation. Therefore, media have to concentrate their 
action more on debunking fake news and control the 
speed of information spreading which can be in the years 
to come a threat for our democracies. 
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The United Nations Support Mission in Libya 
(UNSMIL) has made substantial progress in 
the search for peace and stability in Libya, par-

ticularly during the past few months. A ceasefire agree-
ment was signed in Geneva on the 23rd of October and 
started immediately to come into effect. As the truce on 
the ground continues to hold, the ceasefire consolidat-
ed many confidence-building measures that have had a 
real impact on the ground and it responded to the Sec-
retary General’s call for a global ceasefire related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Following the Geneva agreement, I joined both del-
egations of the 5+5 Libyan-led Joint Military Commis-
sion (JMC) in Ghadames, in southern Libya, from the 
2nd to the 4th of November, as they endorsed the terms 
of a Libyan-led and UN-supported ceasefire monitoring 
mechanism to be initially established in central Libya 
with its headquarters to be in Sirte. The UNSMIL team 
also joined the 5+5 Commission in Sirte between from 
the 10th to the 13th of November.

Key outcomes of both meetings included: a plan to re-
open the coastal road from Misrata to Sirte; moves to de-
ploy a Libyan joint security force to the “buffer zone”, as 
well as the withdrawal of foreign forces and mercenaries 
from the area; the establishment of the JMC headquar-
ters in the Ouagadougou Conference Centre in Sirte; 
the operationalisation of the sub-committees under the 
umbrella of the 5+5; the continuation of detainees’ ex-
changes and a full resumption of oil production and do-
mestic flights throughout the country. 

On the 16th of October, I joined a meeting with the 
Chairman of the Nation Oil Corporation (NOC) and 
the Eastern and Western Commanders of the Petroleum 
Facilities Guards (the PFG) in Brega, the birthplace of 
oil in Libya, to discuss the unification and restructuring 
of this protection force. The Commanders of the PFG 
presented their proposal for a new force’s structure and 
I urged them to capitalised on the current momentum 
while adapting an incremental approach.

On the 9th of November, I convened the first in-per-
son session of the Libyan Political Dialogue Forum in 
Tunis, on the basis of the Berlin Conference’s conclu-
sions, endorsed by the UN Security Council Resolution 
2510. The dialogue concluded on the 15th of November, 
with participants adopting the political roadmap to Pres-
idential and Parliamentary elections to be held on the 
24th of December 2021, including the establishment of a 
legal committee to agree on constitutional arrangements 
for the interim phase.

The Libyan have achieved many positive steps on all 
fronts of the intra-Libyan tracks: political, military and 
economic. But the situation in the country remains ex-
tremely fragile and volatile. There is no time for com-
placency, and limiting external negative interferences 
in Libya through material, financial or political sup-
ported spoilers is a key element of the political course 
that members charted in Berlin. This is the reason why, 
during my last Security Council briefing, I appealed to 
all stakeholders, including to those who provide security 
on the ground, to engage in fostering an environment of 
trust, so that all strata of the society, specifically women, 
youth and internally displace persons, can fully exercise 
their franchise in the upcoming elections.

While the Joint Military Commission seeks to opera-
tionalise this ceasefire agreement, the two sides have not 
yet begun to withdraw their forces. The Government of 
National Accord (GNA) and the Libyan Arab Armed 
Forces remain stationed at their positions. In addition, 
after the ceasefire agreement was signed, military cargo 
flights continued to set up fortifications and military 
outposts, equipped with air defence systems between 
Sirte and Al-Jufra.

I have urged the UN Security Council to support this 
historic moment by ensuring enforcement of relevant 
resolutions pertaining to the arms embargo. Violations 
of the arms embargo must stop to prevent spoilers or any 
foreign interference from jeopardising efforts made by 
Libyan parties to reach and to hold the ceasefire.
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Operation IRINI continues to play a critical role in this 
sensitive phase of Libya’s history, implementing the Securi-
ty Council’s mandate and monitoring violation of the arms 
embargo. The efforts of IRINI will definitely reinforce 
UNSMIL’s own efforts to facilitate a return to legitimacy 
and national sovereignty through a political solution.

This year, more than 11.000 migrants and refugees 
trying to reach Europe have been intercepted at sea and 
returned to Libya, which is, by all definitions, not a safe 
port for return. The numbers already far surpass the total 
for 2019. Hundreds have paid the ultimate price, with 
more than 900 migrants and refugees drowning or pre-
sumed drowned in the Mediterranean in 2020. On the 
12th of November, three deadly shipwrecks, recorded in 
one day, claimed over 100 lives. Migrants and refugees 
remaining in Libya have faced an upsurge in grave pro-
tection risks and violations of their human rights. As of 
the 8th of November, more than 2.000 migrants and ref-
ugees are in official detention centres in Libya.

SHADE MED’s mandate to de-conflict and, where 
possible, coordinate military and civilian resources, mili-
tary and civilian operations and industry, remains critical 
to saving thousands of lives and disrupting the network 
of human trafficking that is the key revenue for illegal 
armed groups and criminal organisations operating in 
Western Libya.

The number of COVID-19 cases and deaths in Libya 
continues to increase month on month. The first two 
weeks of November saw a 22% increase in the number 
of COVID-19 cases, with Libya’s biggest cities, Tripoli, 
Benghazi and Misrata, witnessing the largest increas-
es. With limited testing capacities and poor mortality 
surveillance, the numbers are a fraction of what health 
experts suspect to be the true scale of the problem.

Despite all this, I remain optimistic about the way 
forward in Libya, and yet clear-eyed about the many 
challenges that lay ahead. Ten years of war cannot be 
solved in one week of political talks, but we hear more 
now the language of peace, rather than the language 
of war. I have witnessed in the past several months the 
potential for a paradigm shift and how Libyan military, 
political and economic leaders view their role in chart-
ing the country’s path forward. From one of a transac-
tional power-sharing arrangement, in which the riches 
are divided up among a privileged few, to one of shar-
ing responsibilities in order to save the country from 
further conflict. Only shared responsibilities, nurtured 
by patriotism and the love of country, can lead to the 
shared security and prosperity for which so many Lib-
yans yearn. Libyans deserve the support, but not the 
interference, by the many international actors, as they 
seek to forge a sovereign political future.
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It is both personal and professional pleasure to give 
you a brief introduction of how Italy view the Med-
iterranean region and have the chance, at the same 

time, to streamline and point out how Italy should pay 
attention to the Mediterranean. 

As the Policy Director, I had several opportunities 
to talk about the Mediterranean region and to talk 
about the South in general as well as the growing in-
terests, challenges and threats that affect the Mediter-
ranean Sea. In my opinion, SHADE MED is of par-
amount importance for all the stakeholders involved 
today, and for Italy as a whole. It is a unique forum 
precisely; it gathered not only state and non-state ac-
tors but also civilian and military institutions, private 
companies as well as whoever is seriously interested 
in the Mediterranean Sea to share his point of view. 
SHADE MED is a tremendous opportunity where to 
share ideas and proposals freely. If I am not mistaken, 
the event is in its fifth edition, and after all this time, 
it has always managed to renew itself and maintain 
its focus on many issues central to the Mediterranean. 

The high-level speakers present both in-presence 
and virtually prove the vital role that the Mediterra-
nean plays for our community. My expectation for 
this forum is, of course, to collect some proposals and 
ideas in order to enhance our ability to streamline the 
Mediterranean system itself. I believe, and also the in-
stitution that I represent, that we have a unique op-
portunity to debate about the security of the Medi-
terranean and to share ideas for strengthening it and 
creating a safer space, and I want to stress that it is in 
our interest to do this. In addition, I want to congrat-
ulate with the organisers not only for the format but 
also for the choice of topics that helps us widening our 
discussion. 

I want to start outlining the Italian role in the Med-
iterranean, how we see this strategic area, what we are 
doing, and what we consider it is worth to be done. 
Let me start recalling that the Mediterranean is not 

only the centre of our strategic landscape, but also 
our top priority in terms of geopolitical projection. 
The so-called Mare Nostrum, the Mediterranean Sea, 
is where we live. For this reason, I think nothing is 
more important than this for us. On the contrary, the 
international community is not showing the attention 
it deserves, according to the Italian point of view. It 
is particularly true for the new phenomena that are 
arising from this area and the South in general. Hav-
ing said that, I want to thank again IRINI’s personnel 
and its Commander, Rear Admiral Fabio Agostini, for 
their efforts in organising this forum of utmost im-
portance, especially in these times of uncertainty for 
the region.

Without considering its military aim, operations 
IRINI remains central for Italy to create connections 
between different stakeholders in the region. We be-
lieve that IRINI is a kind of cross-cultural tool that en-
ables the dialogue among different actors in this area, 
making them able to talk and understand each other’s 
while coordinating their actions. I want to recall what 
I was mentioning a few moments ago about the in-
ternational institutions and the fact that they do not 
seem to pay enough attention to the South and phe-
nomena affecting the region. Of course, I am referring 
in particular to terrorism, illegal migration, and gen-
eral instability that hit the region and the Mediterra-
nean in general, and have a tremendous impact on our 
security. 

In this problematic context, Operation IRINI plays 
a key role, tackling the smuggling of goods and traf-
ficking of human beings, and also creating conditions 
for a safer and more secure environment. As an Ital-
ian representative of Defense, let me point out that 
the location of IRINI Headquarters in Rome is not 
only a tangible sign of our country’s commitment and 
attention towards the Mediterranean itself but also 
towards a European mission protecting and securing 
the rule of law and the freedom of navigation in the 
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Mediterranean that are unquestionable principles to 
be protected. What is this context in terms of geostrate-
gic approach? How do we see the Mediterranean from a 
geopolitical point of view? 

The Mediterranean amounts approximately to only 
one per cent of the water surface. However, its role is 
of higher importance, as you perfectly know, and it 
goes beyond this limited percentage. The Mediterra-
nean Sea is the connective tissue between different sys-
tems, different communities and different interests. It 
is undeniable that a significant number of crises arises 
from the Mediterranean basin: the Daesh threat, Lib-
ya’s instability, the Syrian civil war, Lebanon’s fragili-
ty, foreign terrorist fighters return, Western Balkans’ 
instability, the migration crisis and much more is at 
stake. I started to expose what we consider just the 
tip of the iceberg. Each of those threats that affect the 
security of our community arises from the south shore 
of the Mediterranean. Nowadays, the Mediterranean 
Sea conundrum is composed of different and complex 
geopolitical challenges. It is an area that represents a 
historical crossroads of three faiths, with due conse-
quences, an area of tremendous importance for mi-
grants and energy routes, that exacerbate tensions, and 
a place where natural resources, mostly gas, are pivotal 
elements in the relations among countries. 

The Mediterranean region is an area where all the 
states that belong to it, even fragile or failed ones, play 
their own game. This adds complexity to a system 
where conflicting agendas put the security of the region 
at risk. Given these premises, it is evident that the only 
way we have to enhance the security of MED systems, 
providing an improvement to the safety of the entire 
Mediterranean community, is through open dialogue 
among countries, sharing best practices and informa-
tion to solve these issues within the international law 
frame, through negotiations and diplomatic tools. 

I am proud to say that Italy is hugely committed to 
support this approach. The Mediterranean region rep-
resents from thirty to thirty-five per cent of the Italian 
military efforts, and we will probably see an increase 
in the years to come. If we think about the Mediter-
ranean, we must take into account that the area is 
surrounded by 22 countries. This gives instantly the 
idea of how much complex is to find a shared view for 
all those countries on how to handle this important 

crossroads of three continents such as Africa, Asia and 
Europe. In addition, it is necessary to recall that the 
demographic imbalance South - North will represent 
one of the long-term strategic problems in the Medi-
terranean region, partially generated by missed access 
to a satisfactory lifestyle by a wider part of the south-
ern population. The Mediterranean is the principal 
maritime gateway between East and West. Crossing it 
from north to south, we can see a combination of dif-
ferent landscapes. It is a space embedded between the 
eastern and western world, including the area between 
the arctic sea and the Gulf of Guinea. We may have 
a different idea on how wide we should consider the 
Mediterranean geographically speaking. 

Each time we debate about this, there is an increas-
ing tendency in widening the Mediterranean, not only 
in a geographical way but also in terms of the strategic 
and geoeconomics impact of the Mediterranean struc-
ture and systems. When considering conflicts that 
have an impact on Mediterranean security, we must 
take into account also the Sahelian region. Of partic-
ular interest is the triangle that involves Burkina Faso, 
Mali and Niger, and Libya and Tunisia. North Africa 
and Sub Saharan region are regions of growing insta-
bility, and for these reasons, we are trying to advocate 
for a shared view to prevent or solve the conflicts in the 
area. We are trying to do this at the EU and NATO 
level mainly, but also at the UN level. We think that 
only through dialogue and full regional co-operation, 
we can provide and strengthen the stability of the area. 
From the Italian point of view, this is the only way to 
provide long-term stability for our Mediterranean. I 
want to add just a few words on the pandemic. 

Nowadays, it is impossible to speak about security 
without considering the impact of the pandemic and 
its impact on human security. Well, even though I will 
not enter in many details, I think it is evident that 
the pandemic hit severely the European continent. We 
have just a few data on North Africa, some insights 
from our French friends that they experienced, and are 
still experiencing, important problems due to the pan-
demic. The pandemic hit severely also the Middle East 
region, and so, therefore, there is a combination of 
phenomena. The Italian point of view on that is that 
probably COVID is not necessarily producing new 
strategic phenomena, but it is boosting and speeding 
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up phenomena that were smouldering under the ashes 
and are now magnifying the consequences of threats 
and challenges that were latent. It is pretty clear to 
us that terrorist groups continued to reorganise even 
under these conditions, and that terrorism represents 
the main threat on the southern shore of the Mediter-
ranean. 

Despite this, we must recall that climate change is 
still producing effects, and those effects are impacting 
countries previously weakened by the pandemic. This 
combination of factors might provoke in those coun-
tries even worst consequences compared to the threats 
posed by terrorism. I touched a bit on demograph-
ic imbalance. In this regard, we must bear in mind 
that the impact of the pandemic on the demography 
of the region is related to the number of measures 
taken to face the breakout. The pandemic also put 
at risk the way we maintain channels of communi-
cation open to protect our population. Many coun-
tries closed the borders, physical ones at least, creating 
problems to maintain close relations and the ability 
to interact with neighbouring countries. Unfortunate-
ly, not all the twenty-two countries that I mentioned 
before have the same level of access to digitalisation, 
and therefore the capacity to keep working together, 
worsening a bit the differences between the two shores 
of the Mediterranean. This is another reason why I 
consider this SHADE MED conference so important. 
Even under the pandemic restrictions, it is allowing 
continuing discussing the importance of the Mediter-
ranean region for our security. 

It is evident that in this context there is an increased 
risk that state and non-state actors could exploit the 
situation to gain strategic influence in the area. In this 
regard, I want to stress that only through cooperation 
and mutual understanding we may find a solution. 
Also, I want to give you a third angle from where to 
see the Mediterranean and I want to take into account 
the strategic competition in the area. I mentioned the 
Libyan conflict, and of course, I am not here to give 
any specific view on that. Let me say that instability, 
due to the internal conflict, and its consequences are 
hitting severely, both Libya and its population. This 
represents the biggest concern in our view. Moreover, 
in the Eastern Med, we can see disputes for the energy 
resources that may create the conditions to increase 

tensions. There are concerns because sophisticated de-
fence systems and weapons are available even for non-
state actors that are active in the Mediterranean area 
or close to it, impacting heavily on our security. We 
continue to monitor the situation. There are a lot of 
worries about the increasing number of conflicts in 
that part of the Mediterranean. I previously said that 
the Mediterranean is a crossroads between east and 
west, and also between north and south. It is an open 
space by definition, although not one of the biggest, it 
is one of the most important water surface for us. It is 
at the centre of what we consider one of the most crit-
ical strategic competition, and there is an increase in 
the number of actors involved, not necessarily coming 
from the Mediterranean Sea, trying to gain influence 
in the Mediterranean region. 

Many of them try to reshape the balance of the area 
by using a mix of tools and measures. Among them, 
there are assertiveness, military, or economic mea-
sures, but most of the time they play in the so-called 
grey zone where the international law is a little bit 
less clear in its applicability. The overlapping interest, 
therefore, of multiple actors, and even the brutality 
of their actions, may blur the lines producing an in-
creased complexity in this system. I think we have a 
growing problem in this regard. On these bases, what 
is the role for defence? Of course, I am delivering my 
speech as a General on behalf of the Italian Defence 
General Staff. So, let me provide you with the point 
of view of Defense both in general terms and in the 
Italian Defence General Staff terms. 

I mentioned to inform you that we are due to re-
ceive the approval from our Government for what 
concerns the Italian commitment abroad in terms of 
missions and operations for the year 2021. I previous-
ly stressed how important it is for us the Mediterra-
nean system and the Mediterranean Sea. It is far more 
the most important not only for our Navy, even for 
our country as a whole. We look at the Mediterranean 
in a kind of systematic way, trying to integrate and 
produce a whole country approach, so working closely 
with the Minister of Interior, with the Minister of For-
eign Affairs, with our institutions, even not necessari-
ly national institutions, to support this approach. We 
think we are playing a crucial role in this security sce-
nario. Also, we are playing a vital role, sometimes very 
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difficult, within the EU and the Alliance as well. Let 
me recall, for example, that in NATO we have been 
approving a new concept for deterrence and defence 
and for the first time the Alliance, instead of having a 
look only at the Eastern flank in a kind of bilateral di-
rection of confrontation, is considering challenges and 
threats, but even opportunities, deriving from the oth-
er strategic direction. We are now talking about 360 
degrees approach, and I am proud to say that Italy was 
among the countries that played a crucial role calling 
NATO for more attention to the Mediterranean and 
the Southern flank in general. 

What is a consequence of all that? Within NATO 
we have been establishing the NSD-S Hub that should 
provide the Alliance with the ability to understand dy-
namics and threats arising from the southern shore of 
the Mediterranean, in order to equip us with tools to 
better play our role in this region. International insti-
tutions are undertaking substantial reforms such as the 
new concept for deterrence and defence mentioned 
previously. Also, even on the EU side, there is an in-
creasing attention on strategies towards the south. We 
heard of different ideas coming from the European 
leaders, but, of course, I am not going to provide you 
with any opinion on that. I want to underline that 
now more than ever it is time to outline the impor-
tance for Europe to develop a strategic thinking and a 
leading security and defence role. It should be done, of 
course, not in contrast with other security providers, 
but coordinating efforts and actions with them. I have 
seen initiatives like G5 Sahel developing concrete ac-
tivities to connect the southern with the northern part 
of the Mediterranean, therefore improving the capac-

ity to work together and to maintain our channels of 
communication open and much more. 

It is pretty clear to us that our ability to put on the 
same path different international institutions, not nec-
essarily doing the same thing, coordinating their agen-
das, helping each other’s developing security policies it 
is fundamental for the stability of the Mediterranean 
system. By definition, our resources and our capabil-
ities are limited and we must maintain the ability to 
work together. We, as a defence institution, must de-
velop the capacity to face those emerging threats main-
taining a non-escalator approach. Therefore, we must 
reduce tensions, and we need to develop the ability to 
handle those complexities in the best way. In conclu-
sion, Italy welcomes this SHADE MED initiative as 
well as other opportunities to discuss the security in 
the Mediterranean. On this occasion, the high-level 
speakers who intervened, provided different angles, 
different points of view, interests and perspectives. 

Dialogue is the key to obtain long-term positive re-
sults and the best strategy to move forward to main-
tain the Mediterranean a safe and stable area for all the 
twenty-two countries encompassing it. COVID-19 
pandemic affected the region severely, increasing in-
equalities, exacerbating tensions and magnifying 
threats posed by state and non-state actors. We must 
develop a long-term approach, such as what we dis-
cussed today to be prepared to face the threats posed 
by different actors and their consequences. We see 
many positive steps, but we must remain vigilant and 
keeping attention to the Mediterranean. There is a lot 
of work to do to stabilise the region and the Mediter-
ranean is worth all our efforts.
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Operation EUNAVFOR 
MED IRINI update

We all have a com-
mon interest in 
the security and 

stability of the Mediterranean. 
But there are going to be chal-
lenges for cooperation in the 
area: our command-and-con-
trol mechanisms, geography, 
the readiness of our forces, the 
need to generate or preserve 
such readiness. This notwith-
standing, I think that, by work-
ing together, we are going to 
be able to overcome these chal-
lenges.

I would like to talk about the 
region from the broader perspective of the multiple hats I 
wear. My job is unique, I have three distinct Commands. 
As US Commander, I command US Naval Forces both 
in the US European and US African Command theatres: 
collectively, that is from the North Pole to South Afri-
ca, and from the middle of the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Eastern Mediterranean, as well as the Balkan coasts, the 
Black and the Caspian seas. As a NATO Commander, I 
am the Commander of the Allied Joint Force Command 
Naples, with the Operational Level Command of sea, air 
and land forces over the southern portion of the Europe-
an continent, as well as the Mediterranean and the Black 
seas. It is an absolute privilege to be part of NATO.

The first slide pictures a lot of European navy opera-
tions on a randomly-picked day, and one can see indi-
vidual nations’ flags, a NATO-flagged operation, as well 
as a lot of bilateral operations - as per each and every day. 

This shows that NATO forces have a consistent pres-
ence throughout the region. And if one of our adversar-
ies took just about any day on the calendar and looked 
at our NATO forces, whether they are flying as national 

missions, standing NATO maritime groups, or bilater-
al operations, it would clearly see us all as NATO and 
European partners working together, painting a pretty 
credible deterrent picture. The way in which we work 
together, multi-nationally and jointly between our land, 
sea and air forces, on a routine basis, shows that we are 
ready to defend our territories, if we are called upon.

And this is key, since we are facing such a dynamic stra-
tegic environment: we have seen a resurgence of aggressive 
actions carried out by Russia, and China has been grow-
ing its influence in our area of responsibility (AOR). To 
be added to that, there is the ever-present threat of terror-
ists: there are many non-state actors out there that will go 
out of their way to harm us, our Alliance, or our partners. 
All those things together represent both challenges and 
opportunities that we can address together as an Alli-
ance, as partners, in any manner in which we want to 
work together.

One of the big elements of the realignment we are 
doing within NATO is to take a strategic look at our 
deterrence activities, whose comprehensive picture - al-
though there are a lot of individual nations, a lot of al-
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lied efforts, and a lot of 
organisations working 
together - is not always 
necessarily organised 
and coherent. We are 
thus in the process of 
finalising a strategic 
deterrence initiative 
that will set a frame-
work for me, as a Joint 
Force Commander, 
to write more specific 
plans that will concern 
both pre-planned and 
pre-emptive, proactive 
deterrence activities, 
while also making us 
reactive in showing up 
when our adversaries 
do something. As an 
Alliance, we are working to adapt our military capabil-
ities in this sense.

Notably, this is very consistent with what has already 
been mentioned as a 360-degree approach to security: 
now that the world has gotten smaller for a number 
of different reasons, we have to look in all directions. 
Activities that happen in the African continent or in 
the Middle East are undoubtedly going to have an im-
pact on the European territory if we do not pay close 
attention to them, working to influence any of those 
activities that could ultimately threaten Mediterranean 
or European countries.

Narrowing the focus on the Mediterranean, there are 
various blue forces throughout the area. From NATO’s 
Operation Sea Guardian and NATO’s activities at JFC 
Naples, to EUNAVFOR MED Operation IRINI, and 
the United Nations Maritime Task Force for the In-
terim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), all are working to-
wards common goals: security, stability and prosperity 
for the Mediterranean, the MENA region and beyond.

There is some absolutely phenomenal work being 
done. But we tend to be reactive, we tend to focus on 
hotspots, on deterring a single actor, or confronting 
a particular situation - and that is not wrong, each of 
these operations is effective and important. Yet, in order 
to get ahead of emerging challenges and conduct some 

operations to influence or, if necessary, react to them, 
we have to bring along a component of flexibility and 
agility, rather than focusing on what is a relatively static 
deterrence posture. The question then becomes: how do 
you make that happen?

There is no doubt that our combined efforts are hav-
ing a positive impact in the region and, as a US Com-
mander, as a NATO Commander, I am not concerned 
about whose flag is flying over the operation: what I care 
about is that the adversary is deterred by our operations. 
And it really first comes from the way we message our in-
tentions and talk about our activities, together and with 
each other, publicly. Our potential adversaries should 
understand that this is an integrated effort in the aggre-
gate. 

And we can build on this concept. We do not have 
to have all the regional forces operating under NATO’s 
Operational Command. We can achieve the same effect 
even if each one of them is operating and supporting 
capacities of its own organisation, and yet, with a shared 
understanding of the goals that we have in common for 
a particular set of operations: to keep the seas free and 
open, deter aggression from our adversaries, prevent ma-
lign influence in the region and, most importantly, pre-
serve peace and stability for the Mediterranean region. 
Of course different organisation will have their different 
focal points, but the aforementioned positive outcomes 
can bring us together where work overlaps the single or-
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ganisations, where opportunities may be found in the 
vicinity of each other, and where we can bring our forces 
together in new and unique ways.

The Balkans offer a great example in this sense. 
NATO is present in the area with its stabilisation force, 
the Kosovo Force Mission; the EU has also been there 
with its European Union Force in Bosnia Herzegovina, 
currently with Operation Althea, as well as with the law 
mission EULEX; and the United Nations too with the 
UN Mission in Kosovo. All these missions are import-
ant and working together in the aggregate to provide re-
gional stability in the Balkans, setting a great example 
of cooperation: even though each of the organisations is 
focusing on different specific contributions, the greater 
objectives converge in that larger common goal that is 
peace and stability in the region.

If one applies such concept back to the Mediterra-
nean, all the operations, activities and missions of var-
ious stakeholders have slightly different focal points, 
approaches or geographic focuses, but we have the same 
kind of common goals. This is the definition of cooper-
ative security.

With such common set of goals, we know that we can 
achieve positive effects in static hotspots as we are doing 
today, and we can also apply the same principle to future 
hotspots.

This is where the C2, the command-and-control of 
different organisations, sometimes has been an obstacle 
for us, but it does not have to be. While NATO has a 
standing command and control structure, the United 
Nations and the EU do not have a comparable struc-
ture: for very good reasons, in these organisations things 
have to be worked through at a political level for each 
specific operation; there are differences in how the 
Headquarters are brought together, how the missions 
are approved in the respective political processes. It 
is a deliberate process, it has merits, but it is not fast. 
NATO it is not exactly a pick-up game either: our op-
erations have to be agreed upon by all the Allies in the 
North Atlantic Council, then we have to figure out how 
we are going to get the forces to support the operation 
and any follow-on processes. And yet, since we do have 
that command and control structure already in place and 
we do have standing NATO forces, that saves some time. 
Still, it is not a race, and in many cases our differences 
proved to bring together a better product in the end.

In the Horn of Africa, for instance, NATO forces 
came in first with Allied Protector, using the standing 
NATO maritime group, and the EU then followed with 
Operation Atalanta: from 2009 to 2016, NATO’s Oper-
ation Ocean Shield worked closely with EU Operation 
Atalanta as well as the US combined Task Force 151 and 
individual countries’ contributions to the operations. 
That international naval force deterred pirates from at-
tacking ships and ultimately helped contribute to the 
suppression of piracy in the Horn of Africa maritime 
region.

We have to recognise how and where we can nest our 
capabilities together to achieve our common goals.

If one turns that back to NATO’s strategic deterrence 
initiative in our operating areas and looks at how each 
of our member nations are being faced with the same 
resource constraints and, overall, the same security con-
cerns, this brings together the opportunity for teaming.

There are areas that are not so well covered by an allied 
or a bilateral effort. The Black Sea region is in my joint 
operating area as a NATO Commander, but we do not 
have permanent forces there. We have a lot of them in 
the Mediterranean, but nothing comparable in the Black 
Sea. Therefore, I would envision that, under this new 
strategic deterrence initiative, I would be able to use my 
joint coordination authority for NATO components as 
the NATO MARCOM, NATO AIRCOM. Or, under 
my US hat, to benefit from the bilateral arrangements 
we have with the Black Sea maritime nations and bring 
together joint and combined activities in the area in or-
der to meet each other’s specific objectives, while at the 
same time achieving the greater goals of peace and sta-
bility. Those formal linkages are absolutely important, 
both for solving current problems and preparing for fu-
ture challenges, but it is also crucial that we can dispose 
of some mechanism enabling us to coordinate routinely 
talk about these issues and activities.

Moving to the South, there are a lot of NATO and na-
tional bilateral training and capacity-building initiatives 
in the African continent, the Middle East and the Gulf 
region. But are they coordinated? Are they organised? 
And what does the overall effort look like in the view of 
the partners that we are trying to help? Is it coherent? 
We often bring our expertise to those nations in an in-
coherent fashion, and I think that the NATO Strategic 
Direction South Hub can perhaps set a foundation for a 
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stronger coordinating mechanism for this sort of efforts 
in Africa. Ultimately, we could put something similar 
together for the Mediterranean region as a whole.

We are looking at the African continent for multiple 
reasons. Terrorism is a threat, and refugees and migrants’ 
flows from the Middle East and North Africa are suscepti-
ble to exploitation and infiltration by terrorists and other 
nefarious actors. Moreover, we have further transnational 
threats. Russia has already been mentioned, and there are 
increasingly aggressive military operations carried out by 
China in the region as well: they are in Africa probably to 
a greater extent than they are in Europe and we are not 
acting fast enough. We need to do more in Africa, because 
all of us will benefit from enhanced security and stability 
in the South, from where, notably, a lot of nations have 
been reaching out.

It is now known that Chinese deals in the area often 
come with a heavy cost in terms of financial resources 
and even, sometimes, at territorial costs. Therefore, we 
have to be there, as NATO, as European and Mediterra-
nean nations, and be a partner of choice. 

For what concerns my US Commander hat, we are 
demonstrating our abilities to work along with other 

actors in the Mediterranean through an exercise series 
called Phoenix Express. 

It focuses on safety and security and it highlights a 
great example of our collective security efforts, since 
we have had so many thoughtful contributions from so 
many nations.

EUNAVFOR MED coordinates the Libyan Coast 
Guard and Navy’s capacity-building efforts, and it was at 
this very forum, SHADE MED, that in November 2017 
my staff learned from the discussions that there was not a 
mechanism in place to assess the training effectiveness for 
the Libyan Coast Guard, beyond operations at sea. And 
that is where Phoenix Express stepped in.

My staff worked along with the EUNAVFOR MED’s 
team and got together with both the Libyan Coast Guard 
and the Navy, asking if they would consider observing or 
even participating in the exercise. The Italian Cost Guard 
and others in the European Naval Force Mediterrane-
an had done a great job in developing the Libyan Coast 
Guard and, by the time we asked, they were ready to do 
much more than observe.

A few weeks later, they came out to observe Phoenix 
Express 2018, and then actually participated in the 2019 
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exercise. We had great interactions with them during the 
planning processes and in the exercise itself.

It is a perfect example of how maritime partnerships 
enable nations to share responsibilities and collectively 
respond to challenges and threats: a more capable Liby-
an Coast Guard and Navy is going to be able to help its 
country to improve its own maritime stability, security 
and governance, as well as to enforce the UN Security 
Council Resolutions banning weapons and oil smug-
gling.

We all benefit from working side by side, with an in-
vitation or even a conversation: something we can do at 
forums just like this that lead to strengthened relations 
and tangible results. Even small changes across a theatre 
like ours will help us move forward.

Peace and stability in the Mediterranean are going to 
require enduring naval presence to enforce the interna-
tional order and law. And to achieve enduring effective 
naval presence, we need to have partnerships working 
towards common goals. We all have to continue to in-
novate and look at new ways of doing business. We live 
in a really complex security environment that is going to 
test our forces, we have to be ready to deter and we need 
to strengthen our cooperative relationships as we ensure 

that our naval forces are prepared to work together to 
achieve commons goals: deterring aggression and malign 
behaviour, keeping the sea free and open, and preserving 
peace and stability.

I, in turn, would ask you what more can we be doing? 
How else can we work together to ensure that we are not 
duplicating efforts, but rather optimising our resources? 
I look forward to partnering with each of you and your 
organisations in any way that I can and in any of my 
Command hats, and I know that my entire team does as 
well. We have accomplished some phenomenal things so 
far and I know we can do even more.
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Operation EUNAVFOR MED IRINI update

The Libyan peace process aims at resolving the 
civil war in Libya. Among the numerous meet-
ings, last January’s conference in Berlin involved 

many world powers, international and regional organi-
sations, and representative of countries, all committed 
to find a peaceful solution to the Libyan armed conflict. 
To make this happen, on the 17th of February 2020, the 
Foreign Affairs Council of the European Union decided 
to launch a new operation focused on the implementa-
tion of the United Nations Security Council Resolutions 
(UNSCR) on the arms embargo on the coast of Libya 
through a satellite and maritime assets, while closing the 
former EUNAVFOR MED Operation Sophia. 

Operation IRINI was launched on the 31st of 
March 2020 and, despite COVID-19 pandemic, it ef-
fectively started its activity at sea on the 4th of May. In 
addition, on the 10th of September the first inspection 
activity took place at sea and full operation capability 
was declared. 

Operation IRINI is now the most important com-
mand defense and security policy military operation 
of the European Union. Its political vision was provid-
ed by the High Representative of the Union for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy, Mr. Joseph Borrell, at 
the launching of the operation. It reflects the role of 
European defense within the European Union and the 
holistic approach agreed at the Berlin conference. The 
military instrument alone cannot resolve any conflict. 
IRINI is not the only tool to contribute to the end of 
the long Libyan conflict, involving political, military, 
economic and humanitarian track, as clearly stated 
yesterday by Mr. Borrell and Ms. Turco Williams. 

The initial mandate of the Operation is set for one 
year, until the end of March 2021. IRINI’s tasks are 
the same than the previous EUNAVFOR MED op-
eration, but in a different order. The arms embargo 
has become our main duty, together with the capacity 
building and training of the Libyan Coast Guard and 

Navy, the gathering of information on illicit smug-
gling, and the disruption of the business model of 
human trafficking networks. These tasks have been 
translated in terms of effects in our operational plan. 
The requested effects are:

•	 Understanding the occurrence of arms, pe-
troleum and human smuggling networks by 
exploiting data provided by our assets, intelli-
gence and satellite sources;

•	 Disrupting the maritime supplies of arms to 
Libya and monitoring the weapons trafficking 
connected to air and overland. IRINI’s presence 
exercises also a consistent deterrent effect, in-
fluencing international supporters of the Libya 
war parties. 

•	 Contributing to the European comprehensive 
capacity building process in Libya, by support-
ing the development of the capacities of the 
Libyan Coast Guard and Navy;

•	 Assisting law enforcement agencies in their ac-
tions against migrants’ smugglers and traffickers 
by monitoring their activities.

To deliver these effects, as of November 27th 2020, 
the Operation counts on three maritime ships from 
Italy, Greece and Germany. The Hellenic frigate 
ADRIAS hosts the fourth Commander and his staff, 
then there is the Italian ship Fulgosi, and the Ger-
man frigate Hamburg. To support these ships, we 
add three others assets: two ships from Italy and one 
from France. We can also rely on a continuous basis 
on three maritime patrols and reconnaissance aircrafts 
from Poland, Luxemburg and France, and one early 
warnings aircraft from Greece. This latter is particu-
larly important as it is able to provide advanced air 
detection capabilities to find possible air embargo 
breakers, as well as the French AWACS that supports 
IRINI on a regular basis. The Italian Navy provides 
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us with very interesting surveillance and monitoring 
capabilities. All these units help to build up the mar-
itime situational awareness and performing maritime 
interdiction operations. 

Operation IRINI acts in full compliance with the 
international law and relevant United Nations Security 
Council resolutions. Especially important is resolution 
2292, 2016, that authorises offshore inspections and 
port diversions of suspected embargo breakers. This 
resolution was extended until the 5th of June 2021. Ac-
cording to our analysis, embargo breakers could have 
different pattern of life. Actors in Tripolitania receive 
arms in particular, but not only, via maritime routes; 
while, the so-called Haftar army receives arms most-
ly via aerial and land routes. Operation IRNI is not 
against anybody or any country. It has to impartially 
implement the UNSCRs on the embargo on Libya in 
its area of operations, regardless the actors involved. 

One of IRINI’s secondary tasks regards the gather-
ing of information on oil smuggling. This is not less 
important than the previous task, in particular for Lib-
yan economy. Libya has the richest oil fields in Africa 
with a possible exploitation of 2 million barrels per 
day. A decade of civil war has greatly reduced the legal 
exportation of oil from the country to 1% of the en-
tire world market, opening the way to illegal traffick-
ing. Actually, production and export of oil in Libya is 
not granted, but it is predictable that the smuggling 
phenomenon will not end soon. IRINI’s mandate is 
not executive on this matter, thus we cannot perform 
inspections of vessels suspected to be involved in oil 
smuggling. 

As another task, IRINI contributes to the disman-
tling of the migrants smuggling business model, us-
ing only real assets. Concerning migration flows, the 
Operation has not produced any pull factor effect 
on migration since its activation. In 2020, the main 
route used by migrants to reach Europe is the Central 
Mediterranean, which represents more than 40% of 
the overall flows. From the 1st of January 2020 to last 
week, compared to the same period in 2019, has been 
reported an increase of nearly 60% in the number of 
migrants departed from Libya. This is due to a num-
ber of factors, such as the absence of mid-term vessels 
targeting specifically human traffickers; the reduced 
control of the country’s coasts by the Libyan Coast 

Guard because of the civil war; the COVID-19 situ-
ation; and the conditions of Libyan detention centers 
that unfit to accommodate too many migrants. 

Despite some interruptions of activities at sea, the 
Libyan Coast Guard and Navy remain reliable actors 
in addressing migration flows in their area of respon-
sibility. At the end of 2019, as for the first semester 
of 2020, they saved more than 15% of the migrants 
departed from Libya. It means that the most effective 
method to dismantling human trafficking still lies on 
the training of Libyan authorities, to make them able 
to perform their duties, including the self-managing 
of events that happen in their area. This task is how-
ever pending on Libya GNA political agreements. The 
Libyan Coast Guard and Navy confirmed their will to 
continue with the training, on the track of the success 
of the past ones during Operation Sophia. A special 
committee composed by Libyan authorities, EU and 
also IRNI representatives is now investigating the best 
possible way to resume this activity. 

Operation IRINI is considered a prominent actor 
in the Mediterranean Sea by a number of national and 
international stakeholders. It is developing a wide net-
work of partners but unfortunately some agreements 
are pending. Key for the security in this area is the re-
lationship with NATO. The EU and NATO expressed 
their interest in working together to achieve common 
security and stability goals in the Mediterranean. This 
should be extended to Operation IRINI; such an 
agreement would have fundamentally positive con-
sequences for the region, and for NATO itself, since 
many armed groups and militia rise from outside the 
Alliance partner countries. This also would show how 
impartially IRINI is currently working with the most 
critic members of NATO.

To conclude, let’s have a look to the results of the 
Operation. From the beginning, IRINI investigated 
about 1400 ships and 120 flights, and monitored 16 
ports and 25 airports. We carried out 59 consensu-
al visits – the friendly approach – on board of motor 
vessels. Finally, IRINI boarded and inspected 5 mer-
chant vessels and, among them, three were in route to 
Tripolitania and two to Cyrenaica. Only one motor 
vessel was diverted to a European harbor, preventing 
the delivery of fuel for military jets to Benghazi. The 
Operation prevented also a motor vessel to perpetrate 
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the transfer of oil from Tobruk, in Cyrenaica, in co-
ordination with the United Nations Panel of Experts. 
Since the beginning of IRINI, 17 special reports have 
been delivered to the United Nations with evidence of 
arms and oil trafficking. 

IRINI was created to implement the Berlin pro-
cess through the UNSCRs on arms embargo. After 
six months of its beginning, although it started in full 
pandemic, the Operation had reached its full opera-
tional capacity. In spite of the limited numbers of as-

sets, IRINI has already demonstrated its effectiveness 
and impartiality, achieving some results in terms of 
inspections at sea, collecting information and different 
effects both in the arms trafficking and others smug-
gling. 

For the future, IRINI is ready to do its part in the 
ceasefire agreement signed in Geneva the 23rd of Octo-
ber 2020. Indeed, it has developed strong monitoring 
skills, not only at sea, but also in air and land. Our 
impartiality is a sign of professionalism and credibility.
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Thanks and introduction 

I want to thank Admiral Agostini for the opportunity 
to speak here today.  The SHADE MED Forum is 
a critical venue to address the broad maritime se-

curity concerns of the Mediterranean and I am glad to 
see that this Ninth SHADE MED was preserved, even 
if in virtual form.  It is really important that we conduct 
these types of discussions on a consistent basis if we are 
to adequately address the multitude of challenges we all 
face within the maritime environment.  MARCOM will 
certainly do its part and I am grateful for the opportuni-
ty to speak to you all today on what NATO is doing at 
sea, especially the efforts of our Operation Sea Guardian. 

 Fabio, thanks for the commitment you have displayed 
in addressing many of these challenges and the forum 
you have again provided for us to share some of our 
own.  Although our missions are independent of each 
other, the value we gain through this shared awareness 
cannot be overstated and is truly invaluable to those we 
ultimately serve.   

 As both the Secretary General and the EU High 
Representative have often stated, the European Union 
remains an essential partner for NATO. I look forward 
to using this opportunity as a way of improving our ef-
fectiveness in that crucial domain in which our lines of 
communication so often cross, and where our interests 
in emerging and enduring challenges and threats un-
doubtedly intersect.    
 
Covid 19 and impact on Maritime Actors 
Regarding COVID-19, we are all acutely aware of its 
massive impact on daily life in general, not only in terms 
of economic consequences on our nations and citizens, 
but simply by the manner in which we are able to carry 
out the day-to-day operations of our organisations. The 
cyclical nature of the crisis, the slight return to normal, 
then spikes, the mitigation measures, and all the factors 
we continue to address as they emerge, make this an un-
precedented time.  

 We have had to adjust things like: the protection of 
our workforce, the restructuring of our procedures and 
processes to adapt to teleworking, and the calculated ap-
proach to bringing everyone back together in a safe new 
working environment as we are permitted to do so. And 
if those organisational challenges weren’t already difficult 
enough, we have to do them whilst ensuring our oper-
ations at sea continue with safety measures to limit and 
minimise risks to our deployed personnel. 

The difference between us and those we protect is that 
when the world is placed on pause -- when major cor-
porations, schools, government organisations, and local 
communities take a pause – we cannot.

And we cannot, because even as we acknowledge the 
devastating impact of COVID around the world, we 
also know the risks of weakening our deterrent posture 
and the real continuation, if not acceleration, of terrorist 
actions and terrorist-related criminal activity over the 
past year.  And so, our mission continues.    

 In these fraught times, I would also challenge that 
we may very well face a new host of threats.  Threats 
different from those we’ve become accustomed to.  
I’m sure we have all experienced this first-hand on the 
ground-level of every day citizens… those out of work, 
those struggling to provide for their loved ones. And 
that is in a part of the world where trillions are being 
spend to cushion the economic blow of the pandemic.  
In other parts of the world and across the Middle East 
and North African regions, as well as in the Sahel, those 
supports are much weaker if they exist at all, feeding des-
peration and possibly fueling violence and crime.  On 
the extremist front, there have been calls from terrorist 
leaders to use the pandemic as an opportunity to carry 
out attacks. These are unprecedented times, and we need 
to remain aware of the potential impact of all of this on 
the maritime front. 

 Now, more than ever, we need to ensure our ability to 
safely monitor and influence the maritime environment 
is unmistakable.  This is not something we can falter on.  
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We must maintain our awareness and we must maintain 
our readiness to ensure we do not provide that gap… 
that window of opportunity… for those who wish to 
disrupt that safety which we work to preserve. 

 I’m pleased to share with you how Operation Sea 
Guardian is contributing on that front.  
 
OSG focus, facts, and achievements  
As we transitioned from operation Active Endeavour to 
Operation Sea Guardian a little more than four years 
ago, we saw the scope of our operations widen signifi-
cantly.  At the centre of it all, remains maritime situa-
tional awareness (MSA). Stated simply, that means we 
need to know and understand what is going on at sea.  
Who is doing what, and why? MSA remains the key 
component on which the successes of our other lines of 
effort rely.  And I am sure Fabio would say the same for 
his operations. 

Operation Sea Guardian is a non-Article V maritime 
security operation aimed at working with Mediterranean 
stakeholders to maintain maritime situational aware-
ness, deter and counter terrorism and enhance capacity 
building.

Our current tasks include maritime counter-terror-
ism, supporting maritime situational awareness and 
contributing to partner capacity building.  If directed, 
the operation can also act to uphold freedom of navi-
gation, conduct interdiction tasks, counter proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction and protect critical 
infrastructure. 

Last year through direct and associated support, we 
had the contribution of more than 260 ships and sub-
marines, amassing more than 7,500 collective days at 
sea. Beyond that, we had more than 5,500 flight hours 
of support above. And while those numbers may seem 
remarkable - they are necessary - and that is exactly what 
it’s going to take, consistently, and collectively each year 
as we move forward.   

Our commitment to cooperation goes beyond those 
numbers, however. It goes beyond simply the Allies 
working alongside one another.  

 A main objective of Operation Sea Guardian is to assist 
our partner nations in the Middle East and North Africa 
in improving their own maritime security capacity. In an 
ideal world, OSG would not be necessary, it is not col-
lecting information or acting on the seas for its own sake. 

 We are looking at how we adapt our operations, our 
interactions, and our partnerships to help other military 
and non-military stakeholders achieve a better level of 
MSA, and a better understanding of the patterns of life 
in the Mediterranean for themselves.  That requires ef-
fort on multiple fronts, all of which inevitably overlap to 
a certain degree. 

Over the past year, we have worked with Algeria and 
Tunisia as part of NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue 
Programme, improving the interoperability of our forces 
and reinforcing partnerships that face similar threats and 
challenges.  We’ve conducted exercises with the Geor-
gian Coast Guard and recognise that they as a nation 
have demonstrated a willingness to participate in OSG, 
and we support those capacity-building efforts as they 
look to become an operational partner.  

 We continue to offer opportunities and encourage 
more participation in OSG to Allies and partners.  And 
with each pledge for support, with each commitment, 
that crucial picture of our maritime environment gets a 
bit clearer. 

 Just over a year ago, Israel became the first NATO 
partner to participate in an OSG exercise, called Crystal 
Sea.  It’s worth mentioning that Crystal Sea represents 
the exercise standard for medical capacity building in 
the Med, and we encourage other partners within the 
JOA to take advantage of the benefits such an exercise 
provides.  

 COVID-19 has unfortunately impacted our capacity 
building efforts.  While we’ve seen continued success 
through our exercise programmes, face-to-face engage-
ments and in-port training sessions have become quite 
difficult to accomplish. However, we will continue to 
work on solutions that enable us to achieve the same 
goal those opportunities provide.  Some of this will be 
accomplished through more distanced-interactions, 
or through virtual means, but ultimately the objective 
remains, so we must adapt our methodology to see it 
through.  As I mentioned before, we do not have the 
luxury to take a pause, even in the face of a pandemic.  
So we must press forward and work toward a solution. 

 This is all about shaping our MSA through collective-
ly enhancing our ability to do so. Information sharing is 
at the top of that endeavour. 

 This means more intense efforts among the Allies and 
deepening cooperation with partners. It means more 
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deliberate interactions and more dialogue with those 
stakeholders who can best 

contribute to that comprehensive MSA picture Gov-
ernments, Military and Law Enforcement, the Shipping 
Community, Academics, and others, to discern and 
preserve ground truth on the threats to the maritime 
environment, their pattern, and their trends.   

 This includes more interagency cooperation, more 
cooperation with international organisations, and a col-
lective understanding of the vital importance of the NA-
TO-EU relationship with regards to our mutual interest 
of maritime security. 

 We will continue to do some of this through the 
NATO Shipping Centre, proactive engagements 
through our ship-hailings, key leader engagements, but 
ultimately, through fruitful cooperation with those who 
have a true vested interest in maintaining a safe maritime 
environment.    

 As the world advances in the fields of technology, 
communication, and information sharing, we must 
remain relevant and adapt to these ever-evolving disci-
plines.  Not only that, but provide solutions that account 
for the information challenges we face at sea, individual 
nation capabilities, and our existing ability to interface 
across the entirety of the maritime enterprise.   
 
Maritime information exchange 
Launched just earlier this year, the Maritime Informa-
tion Exchange program is one way we at MARCOM are 
working toward providing a solution.   

What it does is provide a 24/7, cloud-based system 
that allows individuals and organisations to access the 
programme from any internet-connected device and 
provide information to help shape the maritime picture. 

 This real-time information exchange will enable 
NATO and non-NATO nations, Law Enforcement 
Agencies, International Organisations, NGOs, shipping 
companies and others to collectively provide informa-
tion across a common platform utilising multiple ap-
plications like: Teams, Outlook, Shared Calendars, and 
Chat. These are all Microsoft-based programmes that 
many of us are already familiar with, so its functionality 
should almost be intuitive for most.   

The cooperation of non-NATO actors and the en-
gagement of all relevant stakeholders is crucial in order 

to build an effective sensor and non-sensor network sup-
porting OSG and enabling regional maritime security.   

 The success of this programme will be built on par-
ticipation, yes, but more importantly, it will be built 
on trust.  Trust that we build throughout the maritime 
enterprise by maintaining a level of transparency and 
dialogue, whereby users will unquestionably see and ex-
perience the benefits of this network.  

 Beyond that, the functionality of the programme was 
designed to account for those times where we encounter 
low bandwidth at sea. Users can still provide updates off-
line and the programme will synchronise the inputs once 
the minimum bandwidth requirement is re-established.  

 Communication, networking, information sharing 
are all essential individual components.  It’s when we 
combine these efforts that we will really begin to see 
benefits of creating such a network.  
 
Closing Remarks 
As we all know, our mission at sea is not one-dimen-
sional. We have to operate on, above, and below that 
domain—and do so effectively on a continual basis—
if we hope to achieve the level of MSA the success of 
our missions require.  And the need for awareness and 
de-confliction across those fronts is imperative.     

 I appreciate the opportunity you have provided here 
to allow us to share our perspectives, our maritime efforts 
and challenges, and acknowledge the collective interest 
we all have in this critical mission of keeping our seas 
free and safe. 

 As productive as the talks are at this level, I would 
encourage a similar interaction at the working group lev-
el, to provide our teams the same opportunity to learn, 
share, and de-conflict.  I believe the outcome of such an 
event would result in increased levels of efficiency and 
effectiveness throughout the scope of our operations. 

 Thank you for your time. 
 

Keith E Blount, CB OBE
Vice Admiral, GBR-N 
Commander Allied Maritime Command 
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Frontex has been operating in the Central Medi-
terranean since 2009. At the time we had an op-
eration that was called Hermes and targeted flows 

of migrants from Tunisia and Libya. Our scope was then 
extended, with Operation Aeneas, to Egypt and Turkey, 
and we continued to remain in the area even later on, 
with other operations named in various ways: Operation 
Triton, for instance, and, since February 2018, Opera-
tion Themis (the latter operating in an area close to Ital-
ian territorial waters, south of Lampedusa).

Besides, we have been cooperating closely with 
several military operations: the 
Italian Operation Mare Nostrum, 
launched in 2013 and coming to 
an end in 2014; EUNAVFOR 
MED Operation Sophia, since 
2015, working closely with Ad-
miral Credendino; and, since 
March 2020, Operation IRINI.

In this framework, we have re-
cently worked on an arrangement 
that allows us to establish stan-
dard operating procedures, but 
cooperation has never stopped: 
we are continuing to share our 
experience, operating and de-con-
flicting the use of our assets, dis-
tributing imagery from satellites 
and intelligence.

When it comes to the situation 
we are dealing with in terms of 
migration in the Central Medi-
terranean, the first slide shows the 
comparison between last year (in 
blue) and this year (in green).

This year, in the months of 
January and February, the overall 
migratory situation in the area, 
including Eastern and Western 

Mediterranean, was very intense and higher than 2019. 
But later in March, April and May, when the COVID-19 
pandemic and the related travel limitations and restric-
tions started to set in, we witnessed a sharp decrease 
in the number of illegal border crossings everywhere. 
Migration flows and illegal border crossings by sea then 
began to resume in June, and yet, they never reached the 
levels they had in the previous years.

With all this being said, though, the Central Mediter-
ranean witnessed less of a decrease than the other areas 
of the basin, as the following image shows.
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There are two figures: on the top, the illegal border 
crossings registered this year until mid-November, and 
below the same figure during the previous year, along 
with the percentage of increase and decrease. 

Three main facts stand out. Firstly, when it comes 
to the situation at sea, there is an increase of migration 
flows in the Central Med by more than 150%, two and 
half times the level reached the last year. However, we 
are not anywhere close to the levels we had in 2014, 
2015 and 2016, when we registered more than 150.000 
illegal border crossing per year.

To remain on the overall picture, another novelty is 
the increase in the Western African route, targeting the 
Canary islands from West Sahara and South Morocco, 
which is 10 times more travelled this year than it was 
last year, with lots of casualties due to the difficulties 
in crossing the ocean from Morocco, Senegal and 
Mauritania.

The third new figure concerns a sharp decrease in 
illegal border crossings in the Greek islands and, in par-
allel, an increase of departures directly from the Turkish 
coast (from Izmir, Antalya and Bodrum) towards Italy, 
especially towards the shores of Calabria. 

In the third slide, we can narrow down the analysis 
to focus more on the Central Mediterranean.

In this area, we have an overall increase of the mi-
gration flows of 155%, with the increment in the route 

targeting Italy being of about 200%, while the route 
affecting Malta has witnessed a 36% decrease.

This increase’s main cause is the spectacular rise in 
successful sea crossings from Tunisia, which has be-
come the most frequent starting point: since the 16th 
of November, we registered more than 13.600 migrants 
from Tunisia targeting both the Pelagie islands of 
Lampedusa and Pantelleria, as well as the West coast of 
Sicily. Despite the cooperation of the Turkish Navy and 
Coast Guard, a lot of migrants are successfully reaching 
the Italian territory, and this is a cause of concern.

In the past, the first country of departure for mi-
grants targeting Italy and Malta was Libya, which still 
remains an important starting point: from there, this 
year we registered more than 11.000 migrants - yet a 
lower figure than the one concerning Tunisia.

As mentioned before, Turkey too has become a 
country of great concern for the flows targeting Italy, 
most of which are targeting the coast of Calabria, Sicily 
and Apulia.

There is then another flows’ starting point in Algeria, 
in the area of Annaba, with more than 1.000 people 
targeting the South and West coasts of Sardinia.

When it comes to nationalities, the most important 
one is Tunisian (almost 95% of the people coming 
from Tunisia are Tunisian nationals), while the sec-
ond on is Bangladeshi, departing mainly from Libya. 
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Besides, especially in the routes concerning Turkey, 
other frequently recorded nationalities are Afghani 
and Iraqi.

We see different modus operandi as well, with the use 
of wooden boats mostly from Tunisia and rubber boats 
especially from Libya.

The cooperation between the Tunisian and Libyan 
Coast Guards remains an important factor for con-
trolling and managing the flows so that they do not 
reach the levels of 2014, 2015 and 2016.

For what concerns some of the Operation Themis’ 
results, until mid-November this year, more than 
32.000 illegal migrants were apprehended and 3.250 
were saved in search and rescue activities. 

In addition to illegal migration, Frontex has the 
ability to detect cross-border crimes: among the drugs 
we contributed to seize, there are 1.6 tons marijuana, 
tobacco, hashish, and more than 200 kilos of cocaine. 
With our aerial assets, we have also spotted incidents 
related to pollution, as well as to illegal fishing. In total, 
our assets and experts led to the arrest of 90 people 
smugglers and 12 smugglers of illicit goods.

Moving forward to the kind of support Frontex offers 
in the context of joint operations at sea, what we try 
to do with Operation Themis in the Central Mediter-
ranean is to provide increased technical assistance to 
the operations we coordinate at sea borders, in order to 
detect and tackle migration flows, but also cross-border 
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crimes, working as well on the 
enhancement of Coast Guards’ 
coordination.

Deemed to continue until the 
end of January 2021, Operation 
Themis involves the overall de-
ployment of about 65 people on a 
monthly basis, two aircrafts, two 
helicopters, two Coastal Patrol 
boats and 11 mobile offices for 
finger printing and the identifica-
tion of migrants.

The Operation is closely 
linked also to other operations in 
the area, as Operation Poseidon 
(taking care of the Eastern Medi-
terranean). Yet, as mentioned be-
fore, migration flows continue to 
affect the Central Mediterranean 
and, for this reason, we have to 
maintain and enhance the co-
operation with both Operation 
Poseidon and the new operation 
we launched in Montenegro.

The sixth slide describes more 
in detail the scope of Frontex 
operational support.

It spans from border surveil-
lance with aerial and maritime assets, to border checks at 
border crossing points (like ports), and we are also trying 
to establish a daily updated situational picture, while con-
tinuing to exchange information with our partners, as Italy, 
participating members, and other operations, as EUNAV-
FOR MED Operation IRINI.

Another task is to detect cross-border crimes, including 
trafficking in human beings, drugs and goods. Besides, 
we are screening fingerprints and registering all migrants 
landing on the European Union’s territory illegally. We 
provide debriefings too: we interview migrants to under-
stand the reasons why they are leaving their countries, 
how they choose the routes, which is the modus operandi, 
what can we expect about the future. Last but not least, 
we cooperate with third countries (migrants’ countries of 
transit and origin), as well as with the European Union 
and other bodies as EUROPOL or EASO. We actively 

collaborate also with Italy, other organisations such as 
INTERPOL, and operations active in the area, as IRINI.

The last slide points out the perspectives and profiles 
we will implement next year.

This year, we have been recruiting standing corps 
members. The standing corps is going to be a new 
tool, the first European Union’s body of border guards 
and coast guards, who will be recruited, trained 
and deployed by Frontex to support border con-
trol and border surveillance at the external borders. 
When at full speed in 2027, it will be a force of 10.000 
people that will be flexibly deployable to support mem-
ber states in their activities to control external borders. 
12 profiles with different specialisations will be available.

The people in the first branch are currently terminat-
ing their training and will be deployed at the beginning 
of next year. It will be the first and forerunner example 
of a future EU military force.
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Operational Update
LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

The scenario is the central Mediterranean. The 
red line represents the responsibility of the Ital-
ian Coast Guard for the search and rescue activ-

ities but over the last years our chain of search and rescue 
assets arrived in the Libyan area. 

Why our chain in this moment is not in the area of 
Libya? To explain this point, we have to take into con-
sideration the international legal framework that was 
created to manage normal rescue situations, such as in 
case of merchant vessels or pleasure boats but not migra-
tion flows. In those case, the international legislations, 
for example the International Convention on Maritime 
Search and Rescue, Hamburg, 1979, or, the Internation-
al Convention for The Safety of Life at Sea, Solas, 1974, 
calls the first Rescue Coordination Centre the organisa-
tion that first receives the distress call. This organisation 
has charged with two main tasks, as in the IAMSAR, vol. 
II, Cap. 3.6: try to acknowledge alert and maintain the 
contact with the unit in distress and advise other units 
in the vicinity. At the same time, it is essential to iden-
tify the competent authority able to perform the rescue 
operation. 

Before 2018, in the coastline closed to Libya there was 
not a competent authority for search and rescue activities. 
In 2018, the Libyan Coast Guard was constituted and 
the country’s government declared its search and rescue 
region. However, the Italian Maritime Rescue Coordina-
tion Centre was no more in charge of rescue operations 
in that area. De facto, the IT-MRCC remains responsible 
for the rescue operations in that area because all the trips 
coming from African coasts can quickly turn out to be 
distress situations and our organisation is active 24/7 to 
maintain a situational awareness, gathering data concern-
ing all flows in center Mediterranean. It collects data from 
IRINI, Operation Themis, RPAS and other actors in the 
area. These data have to be continually shared with all the 
organisation involved in the Mediterranean. 

STATISTICAL REPORTING 
The history of migration flows to Italy started the 8th 

of August 1991 with an Albanian ship named Vlora that 
arrived in Bari with 20 thousand people on it. 

Nowadays, flows from Libya toward Italy amount to 
9.837 and the number the Libyan Coast Guard saved 
amounts to 9.200. This means that the Libyan Coast 
Guard represent a concrete organisation having control 
of the search and rescue region they declared. At present, 
the majority of flows toward our country come from the 
Tunisian coast but the Libyan flows have a peculiarity 
because we have to add around 2.102 people toward 
Malta that makes Libya again at the first place. Tunisians 
however remain the first nationality to come to Italy.

“Challenges for cooperation in the Mediterranean 
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FOCUS ON THE ACTUAL SCENARIO

This year, 752 large wooden boats and 89 rubber 
boats were used to transport people. Small boats were 
preferred, more performing and with few people on 
board. However, at the same time, the quality of rubber 
boats that smugglers are using is worsening day by day. 

Only in the last months we assisted to three shipwrecks 
due to the broken bottom of the boats. 

Another issue is the large number of undetected ar-
rivals. In 2020, 3 thousand people arrived undetected 
from Tunisia to our coasts. This constitutes a challenge 
for the future because all migrants must be controlled to 
prevent terrorism and also risks caused by COVID.
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NATO SDS Hub presentation

Starting from a glance at the genesis of the Hub, I 
will present our mission, vision and concept, and 
I will then analyse how the Mediterranean area re-

sults to be the effect scenario of intrinsic instability down 
in the South - from the Horn of Africa, to the Gulf of 
Guinea and, of course, the Sahel region. To be added to 
that, of course, are migration flows, human trafficking 
and all other criminal activities.

First of all, the Hub has a blended identity: we are 
absolutely not an intelligence entity, and we were cre-
ated to enhance the regional understanding through a 
frank and direct dialogue with the main actors within 
the civil society and international organisations in the 
South.

South for us is mainly North and Sub-Saharan 
Africa, along with the Middle East. To sum up our 
mission in a statement, I will take advantage of what 
was mentioned by our Secretary General Jens Stol-
tenberg at the Brussels Summit in 2018: “to protect 
our territories, we must be willing to project stability 
beyond our borders”. And this is what we are trying to 
do, promoting any kind of possible cooperation with 
partners in the South, also through the engagement of 
regional and international organisation.

Notably, this was already foreseen in Article 2 of 
NATO’s founding Treaty, in which the signatory 
countries committed themselves “to contribute to the 
further development of peaceful and friendly interna-
tional relations by strengthening […] free institutions 
and promoting conditions of stability and well-being” 
through cooperation with our partners.

Our mission appears thus pretty simple in words: 
the achievement of a comprehensive regional un-
derstanding, not through traditional channels or 
military assessment (traditionally accomplished by 

J2/Intelligence), but just engaging the international 
actors in the South in order to enhance situational 
awareness and decision-making for NATO policies 
and activities. Moreover, we are also mandated to 
contribute to the coordination of activities of NATO 
Allies in the South.

Recently, for instance, we were able to engage with 
Niger (not a NATO partner yet) thanks to EUCAP 
Sahel, with the aim to better understand the dynamics 
and the governance structure of the country, and we 
ended up electing it as a possible case study on how to 
control possible issues related to radicalisation.

For what our vision is concerned, we aspire to be a 
comprehensive source of information, and that is also 
our aim: sharing information on common challenges 
and opportunities. We do not want to teach anything 
to anybody, and our will is to collect and put on the 
table global challenges we need to focus on and look 
at from a different perspective - the African and the 
Middle Eastern perspective, exchanging best practices 
in order to provide possible shared solutions and tack-
le common threats.

Our concept is indeed to connect, consult, coordi-
nate, to better promote cooperation.

We try as well to be a “Virtual Docking Station” 
between NATO, our partners, and the variety of re-
gional and international organisations, such as the 
European Union, the African Union, and the United 
Nations, that are major and relevant actors down in 
the Southern region.

Narrowing down the focus of my presentation, the 
Horn of Africa stands out among our areas of interest, 
to which we have dedicated studies and projects in 
collaboration with regional partners, such as the In-
stitute for Peace and Security Studies (IPPS) in Addis 
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Ababa. In fact, we continuously benefit from local 
think-tanks and experts in our attempts to enhance 
common understanding, learning from their perspec-
tive how we can tackle issues like piracy, criminal flows 
of weapons, or human smuggling  all trends that are 
going to represent a challenging set of threats, and 
whose effects are going to be reflected also in areas 
further north, as the Mediterranean itself. 

If one thinks at the main actors within the Horn of 
Africa’s region - Somalia, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Djibouti, 
Yemen -, other actors should also be kept in mind: 
Sudan, Egypt, but also China, that has a huge base 
in Djibouti, and Russia, that struck an agreement 
with Sudan to establish a new base close to the port, 
thus taking part in the global competition for influ-
ence unfolding in the region and in the very busy Bab 
el-Mandeb Strait. It is also worth mentioning that 
Egypt and Russia have been recently fulfilling a joint 
training exercise in the Blacks sea, called Friendship 
Bridge-2020.

All this, just to provide an idea of the complexity of 
the regional geopolitical scenario and of how much it 
can drive effects and repercussions in specific parts of 
the world.

Moving to the other side of the African continent 
and looking West, I would like to draw the attention 
to the phenomenon of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea. 
It represents one of the richest areas in Africa, from 
biodiversity to resources, but unfortunately, it is most-
ly known for the significant security challenges that 
threaten the domestic and regional stability (for exam-
ple, 82% of the world’s maritime kidnapping cases). 
Piracy and armed robbery are increasing in this part of 
the world and the UNSC Resolution 2039 purposely 
called for international actors and organisations to 
provide support and enhance regional security.

The factors of instability in the Gulf of Guinea then 
drive repercussions and malign effects into the land-
locked developing countries as well, for instance with-
in the Sahel region (in Mali, Niger, Chad, Burkina 
Faso). One can only imagine how difficult is for those 

countries that do not excel for employment, gover-
nance and stability, to place their goods within the 
international trade, to enhance and to maintain their 
export within the maritime line of communication.

In this regard, besides the challenges these countries 
are dealing with at the maritime level (this year, 2020, 
they spent about $250 million in Contracted Mari-
time Security), they also have to face an increase of 
insecurity along internal land roads and railways. Such 
trends too, unfortunately, are going to drive further 
unemployment, food insecurity and other crises.

The Sahel constitutes another area of great instabili-
ty. Notably, COVID-19 only exacerbated the regional 
deep-rooted volatility, often worsening food insecuri-
ty, increasing basic goods’ pricing, and undermining 
local governance in specific areas.

The Lake Chad Basin’s shrinkage during the past de-
cades and the related crises arisen are just some exam-
ples of how the already fragile governance structures in 
the area are subject to fast-paced changes affecting the 
region’s stability and security. In an interesting study 
conducted by the Hub along with various regional 
partners (among them, the IPPS, the Policy Center 
for the New South in Rabat, and the Kofi Annan In-
ternational Training Peace Centre in Accra), research 
shows that, differently from what we tend to think, 
the main drivers of instability in the Sahel are not only 
religious and linked to radicalisation, but also mostly 
related to youth’s marginalisation on both the ethnic 
and economic sides.

As already mentioned, migration is of course one of 
the main forces influencing the stability of the Medi-
terranean region, and its root causes could be indeed 
detected in the landlocked countries in the Sahel and, 
further south, in the Horn of Africa and in Sub-Saha-
ran nations.

In this regard, we are always in close contact with 
our partners, trying to identify, among other destabi-
lising subjects and trends, terrorist groups: how active 
and effective they are in North Africa and the Sub-Sa-
helian region. I am very proud to mention that this 
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year, in September, we were able for the very first time 
to work with the AU’s African Centre for the Study 
and Research on Terrorism (ACSRT), based in Al-
geri, in order to identify terrorist patterns, trends and 
TTPs, combining our different sources and databases. 
This is only one single practical example of effective 
cooperation with the African Union that is going to 
foster our trust and capabilities to discuss with them 
common challenges.

Last but not least, we cannot avoid addressing de-
mography. While my country, Italy, is rapidly aging, 
with the average age being around 50 years old, the 
Sahel is conversely one of the youngest region in the 
world, with an average age of about 19 years old. Be-
sides, according to projections, its population will be 
almost doubled in 2040. This youth bulge can with-
out any doubt be an opportunity for both African 
countries and European aging nations, but can also 
represent a demographic bomb if not controlled.

Drawing to the conclusion, I would like to stress 
once again that we share all our documents on an open 
website, exchanging the information and perspectives 
we gain through joint studies and projects.

Another precious collaboration the Hub benefited 
from, was a great event organised with FemWise-Afri-
ca, the biggest all-female network linked to the African 
Peace and Security Architecture, working to enhance 
the UNSCR 1325 promoting the role of women in 
mediation and conflict resolution. It was a fruitful 
occasion to better understand a continent in which 
NATO does not have operations, and also to promote 

joint studies and projects in the fields of security and 
governance.

To conclude, since its creation in 2017, the Hub 
has been identified as a unique tool with strategic 
effects. Once again, our aim is to better understand 
regional dynamics, through regional perspectives: 
challenges, possible threats, but mainly opportunities 
for cooperation.

Event during this COVID era, that of course has 
changed our modus operandi limiting the physical en-
gagement, we have been able to keep our momentum 
alive and, through both virtual training courses and 
webinars, to expand our regional network, promot-
ing NATO as a regional partner, able to contribute to 
projecting security and stability while respecting the 
African and Middle Eastern points of view.

As our Commandant Admiral Burke previously 
mentioned, we are also working with our partners in 
the South in order to help them find African solutions 
to African problems.

We aim to be a focal point for NATO Allies and 
partners, but also for other international organisations 
actively involved in the region, on different NATO’s 
areas of cooperation, trying to enhance coordination 
among the Alliance and other international efforts. 
Our final goal is to increase the expertise on regional 
dynamics through an enhanced understanding, while 
integrating the regional perspective into NATO’s 
mindset.
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CMRE in Brief

The history of the Centre started in 1959 in 
response to the first Soviet launch of sub-
marine-launched ballistic missiles, and goes 

through the fall of Berlin wall, to the renewed focus on 
naval mine warfare after the Gulf War, and then to the 
September 11, with support to defense against terrorism 
and maritime critical infrastructures protection.

Today, CMRE has adapted to current NATO priori-
ties, the reinforced Maritime Posture, the new emerging 
underwater threats, such as the potential use of stealth 
unmanned platforms equipped with nuclear weapons 
and the risks posed to underwater cables connections. 
Therefore, CMRE looks at Unmanned Maritime Sys-
tems, the exploitation of Big Data in support of decision 

making and use of machine learning and artificial intel-
ligence. (fig. 1)

Finally, CMRE also addresses the High North in or-
der to study the climate change problems and how this 
could affect our maritime operations. 

The CMRE is an executive body of the NATO Sci-
ence and Technology Organization (STO). STO was 
established in 2012 under the NATO Agency reform.

The complementary executive STO body is the Col-
laboration Support Office, which is the former NATO 
Research and Technology Agency located in Paris.

The STO, supported by the Office of the Chief Sci-
entist at the NATO HQ in Brussels, is a NATO entity 
which provides advice to the Secretary General and the 
North Atlantic Council (NAC) on Science and Technol-
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ogy aiming to maintain NATO’s scientific and techno-
logical advantage. Specifically, NATO STO seeks to:

•	 Accelerate Capability Development
•	 Deliver advice to the Alliance
•	 Build capacity through cooperation
The CMRE is governed by the Science and Technolo-

gy Board (STB), where all NATO Nations are represent-
ed. The STB is chaired by the NATO Chief Scientist, 
currently Mr. Brian Wells.

It could be noticed a singularity of the CMRE role 
in NATO. It is the unique research lab in NATO and it 
addresses maritime research. (fig. 2)

Mission of CMRE is providing research and technol-
ogy support to NATO and to Nations in the maritime 
domain. Currently, the CMRE is directed by Dr. Cath-
erine Warner since Nov. 2017. 

As you can see in the triangle of the picture, CMRE 
execute basic and advanced research in the maritime 
domain and is able to engineer some science solutions, 
interoperable by design, at prototype level and test them 
in the operational environment (up to TRL 5/6 – Tech-
nology Readiness Level). 

CMRE operates under a customer funding regime. 
CMRE’s portfolio is 70% funded by ACT (NATO Mili-
tary Budget), and around 20% our portfolio is funded by 
Nations (government and/or industry) and international 
organizations, such as the European Union (H2020 and 
EDF/PADR Programmes).(fig. 3)

CMRE major Research Programmatic Themes address 
current NATO maritime priorities (NMW and ASW) 
and Information Superiority in the maritime domain.

CMRE applies science and innovative technologies to 
prepare the Alliance for the emerging challenges in the 
maritime warfare.

In the traditional NMW, CMRE focuses on Autono-
mous Naval Mine Countermeasures, aiming to develop an 
integrated mine countermeasures system using autonomous 
vehicles and reports back on the estimated performance of 
individual systems and the overall residual risk.

In ASW, CMRE addresses Autonomy for Antisubma-
rine Warfare, in order to transform NATO’s antisubmarine 
warfare (ASW) strategy from conventional assets to intelli-
gent Maritime Unmanned systems (MUS).

In the C2 area, CMRE works on Data Knowledge for 
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Operational Effectiveness, thus increasing the ability of 
NATO to reach information superiority, processing useful 
information from a large number of heterogeneous sources 
through efficient and advanced techniques and methodolo-
gies.

For the traditional METOC, CMRE focuses on Envi-
ronmental Knowledge for Operational Effectiveness, aiming 
to provide environmental conditions awareness to support 
ASW/MCM and other NATO operations, also in the ex-
treme Artic regions.

Finally, the mission of the Maritime Unmanned System 
Enabler (MUSE) is to assist NATO in preparing for the 
unmanned and autonomous system future in the maritime 
domain. (fig. 4)

In few words CMRE focuses to Autonomy and how 
to transform conventional assets to intelligent Maritime 
Unmanned systems and enhance information superiori-
ty to support future maritime operations which will rely 
more and more on autonomous systems.

CMRE also looks at ethics and legal aspects related to 
autonomy, in the sense that the human factor is always 
in the center of the loop.

Autonomy means that systems have not automated 

tasks but they are really autonomous, thus supporting 
us in taking decisions or even taking decisions for some 
portions of operations, so that the warfighter can focus 
on what really counts. Otherwise autonomous systems 
can do dirty jobs (such as countering a naval minefield) 
and thus allowing warfighters to minimize the risk. So, 
autonomy can be defined as the ultimate form of putting 
data to work. (fig. 5)

From Science to Operational Engagement
The following slides explain how the results of the 

CMRE PoW are injected into the maritime operational 
domain and which are the added benefits to warfighters.

A famous quote by Helmuth von Moltke, says in brief 
“no plan survives the battlefield”. He basically saw that 
the Napoleonic “deterministic” battle plans were outdat-
ed by at that time technology. He surpassed the basic 
approach to plan in a very deterministic manner. Instead 
battle plans, according to von Moltke, have become way 
more “adaptive” and this concept hasn’t changed today. 

Therefore, an adaptive mission with different com-
mand levels in different areas and different lines of bat-
tles requires a new approach on operational planning. 

Figure 5 - Autonomy
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This is today critical if we think about the new technolo-
gies based on Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learn-
ing to exploit the big amount of data available, what we 
call Big Data.

Such an approach will rely heavily on data science 
support. And, as explained before, autonomy is the ul-
timate form of putting data to work. And this is what 
CMRE does.

The adaptive approach of operational planning is re-
flected in the well-known OODA loop (Observe, Ori-
ent, Decide, Act), which is the basic concept of Com-
mand and Control, developed by Col. John Boyd, an US 
Air Force military strategist.

In the maritime domain, we are more used in the 
Monitor, Assess, Decide and Direct loop, which is a dif-
ferent way to interpret the OODA concept.

Command and Control (C2) is the cyclical process 
of analysis, planning, execution and assessment of any 
military operation.

At each level, the prevailing situation must be ex-
amined for opportunities and threats (monitor/MSA), 
solutions and actions need to be conceived (decide/plan-
ning) and executed (direct/execution) and subsequently 

evaluated in terms of whether they have produced the 
desired results and effects (assessment). This is no dif-
ferent in maritime operations than in any other form of 
military operation. (Fig. 6)

In order to support such adaptive operational plan-
ning and the decision-making process, the CMRE has 
developed a set of prototype tools which support and 
enhance the execution of maritime operations.

For the MSA function,
•	 There is a toolset aiming to provide a flexible and 

scalable data fusion based on multi-target track-
ing from multiple sensors (such as Radars, Sat-
AIS, etc.) with the integration of classified infor-
mation;

•	 a toolset on Maritime traffic knowledge discovery 
provides long-term vessel prediction and mari-
time traffic graph based on machine learning.

Then for the analysis and assessment functions,
•	 a further toolset provides an enhanced maritime 

anomaly detection, when the AIS system could be 
both turned-off or spoofed;

Figure 6 – Command and Control OODA Loop
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•	 A Pattern of Life toolset provides a behavior anal-
ysis of the merchant traffic based on historical AIS 
data;

•	 A Port analytics tool offers the visualization of 
specific queries on merchant traffic to/from spe-
cific ports and according specific rules set-up by 
the user.

For the planning and decision-making functions,
•	 CMRE developed a tool supporting the deci-

sion-making phase when dealing with both sen-
sors and human information and partially reliable 
conflicting sources;

•	 CMRE has also developed War-gaming tech-
niques that simulate aspects of maritime warfare 
at the tactical and operational levels.

Let’s now explain the sentence “From human to Arti-
ficial Intelligence” in the title of the slide.

Today we could see a fast evolution of technology in 
support of maritime operations. The data available from 
various sensors are growing at a fast pace and today we 

talk about Big Data. 
We want to run “What If ” scenarios in order we can 

predict the effects of our decisions, and therefore we can 
use modelling and simulation techniques derived from 
science. And finally, with machine learning and AI ca-
pabilities, we would like getting a decision support so 
that we can achieve a strong influence on what “Will 
be”. (Fig. 7)

Now, let’s have a look on some practical examples on 
what CMRE data science does for warfighters.

CMRE provided a technical demo at the 2019 Inter-
national Maritime Exercise (IMX). IMX is a large mul-
tinational exercise aiming to maintain regional security 
and stability, freedom of navigation and the free flow 
of commerce in the U.S. 5th Fleet area of operations, 
around the Arabian Gulf. The exercise also serves to im-
prove interoperability among maritime security partners. 

The goal of the CMRE contribution was to mitigate 
the problem of the abundance of maritime traffic data 
which overwhelms to end-users, leading them to rely on 
summary statistics and representative Patterns of Life 
(POLs).  

Figure 7 – CMRE Main Prototype Tools for C2 and MSA
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The objectives were to provide operators with infor-
mation layers that reject noise, highlight important fea-
tures in the data, and contribute to achieving a better 
understanding of maritime traffic patterns.  

CMRE was able to contribute and enhance the Com-
mon Operational Picture with traffic patterns automat-
ically extracted from historical AIS data.  Moreover, 
AIS density maps and traffic volume analytics in ports/
straits in the area of the exercise have been delivered and 
integration of AIS density maps with SeaVisionÒ was 
achieved. (Figg. 8-9-10)

Addressing the pandemic topic of SHADE MED 
2020 conference, I would like to show how the analytic 
tools based on historical and real-time data elaborated at 
CMRE have been tested to support the effect of current 
pandemic in various scenarios.

The analytic tools based on historical and real-time 
data elaborated at CMRE have been tested to assess the 
impact of pandemic lockdowns on global passengers 
shipping mobility.

As reference, the image at top left shows the impact 
of lockdown to passengers’ air traffic. These are real data 
taken from the FlightRadar source. You can notice the 

80% drop of the air traffic in March 2020.
CMRE analysts have elaborated the historical AIS 

passengers’ ships data for the first semester of the years 
from 2016 to 2020. You could note the increasing trend 
of passengers’ traffic from 2016 to 2019 and the expect-
ed traffic’s increase for 2020, not considering the pan-
demic scenario. The real situation is a traffic drop, which 
very critical in the April to June timeframe.

I would like to highlight that this explicative graph-
ical representation is based on Big Data analytics, i.e 1 
trillion AIS messages from 50000 passengers’ ships! Such 
analysis would be not possible using current legacy ana-
lytic tools. (Fig. 11)

A further very effective application of CMRE predic-
tion tools is nowadays being carried on in cooperation 
with University of Connecticut (USA) and University of 
Salerno (Italy).

During the course of an epidemic, one of the most 
challenging tasks for authorities is to decide what kind of 
restrictive measures to introduce and when these should 
be enforced. 

In the picture you can see an operational curve – what 
we call “Risk” (which is the accuracy of the detection 

Figure 8 – IMX 2019
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Figure 9 - snapshot of the CMRE Port Analytic tool for the September 2019 timeframe in the Al Shuai-
ba Port, in Kuwait. The columns are color-coded according the ship category. E.G. cargos are brown 
colored, passengers purple colored, tankers are green. Etc.

Figure 10 - Some traffic density maps of ships traffic, divided for ship’s categories, which were auto-
matically computed from AIS data according the user-defined port shape.
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Figure 11 – Covid-19 Impact on Passengers’ Ships Traffic

of the infection trend, a sort of false alarm level) versus 
mean delay for decision - for 14 Countries, where ω pa-
rameter is related to infection rate and it depends on the 
specific Nation. 

E.G. If we take the Italian case (the yellow curve on 
your far left), if we want to accept an acceptable level of 
accuracy, i.e. 10-4, we need to decide for proper restric-
tive measures in maximum 6 days in order to prevent the 
exponential escalation of the infection rate.

From this study, it turns out that countermeasures 
against the second epidemic wave have not always been 
taken in a timely manner. (Fig. 12)

To conclude the overview of the CMRE tools, I would 
go back to support to maritime operations.

CMRE is working on innovative prediction tech-
niques based on neural networks in order to furtherly 
enhance the performance of the route prediction tech-
niques.

In this slide you can see a 3 hours prediction of the 
tankers traffic routing in north-east of Denmark. The 
grey tracks are the density maps for the considered rout-
ings. The blue track is the true ships routing while the 
green track is the predicted routing, dynamically associ-

ated to the uncertainty range. 
At the waypoint, you can note three different rout-

ing options. You can see how the neural prediction tool 
learns from the current scenario and dynamically adapts 
the prediction algorithms, increasing the confidence lev-
el. The results are self-evident.

Of course, there are pro and cons in using a modelling 
prediction tool or a neural network one. The modelling 
tool can be used everywhere but with larger error mar-
gins, while the neural prediction tool needs a deep learn-
ing phase according the area of interest. (Fig. 13)

NATO EU Cooperation Framework
Now I would like to provide few words on the NATO 

and EU cooperation framework for assessing a future 
potential cooperation between CMRE and EU OHQ, 
reflecting the past CMRE support to MARCOM.

At Strategic Context, we know that:
•	 The two organizations share same common values 

and strategic interests. I would recall that 22 EU 
Member States are also NATO Nations;

•	 The 2003 “Berlin Plus” arrangement set the basis 
for cooperation in operations. Moreover, in 2003 
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Figure 12 – Detection of the Pandemic Wave with CMRE MAST Tool

Figure 13 – Route Prediction using Neural Networks. A Danish Example
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a Security Agreement was signed;
•	 The 2010 NATO Strategic Concept underlined 

the determination to improve NATO-EU strate-
gic partnership;

•	 After the 2018 Summit, the new NATO EU Joint 
Declaration confirmed the importance of coop-
eration in defense capabilities in order to ensure 
coherence and avoid unnecessary duplications.

In the area of Cooperation in S&T and Capability 
Development, we know that:

•	 The EU briefed NATO on the EDIDP and 
PADR, and Science and Technology Board decid-
ed to declassify most recent priorities which were 
share to EDA staff;

•	 There is the NATO EU Capability Group which 
meets twice per year for an update of common 
areas of cooperation, such as air transport lift, 
C-IED and military medicine;

•	 I recall the synergies between the NATO Defence 
Planning and EU CSDP (Common Security and 
Defense Policy);

•	 Current CMRE participation to H2020 and 

PADR projects (Ocean2020).
Finally, a quick overview on Cooperation in the Mar-

itime Operations
•	 2016 SNMG2 support to FRONTEX in the Ae-

gean Seas;
•	 As outcome of the 2016 joint declaration, the 

NATO Sea Guardian cooperated with EU Oper-
ation Sophia;

•	 Same cooperation is for NATO Ocean Shield and 
EU Operation Atalanta;

•	 Finally, this SHADE MED conference is a further 
important brick in cooperation.

Therefore, doors are open for further cooperation and 
to put into practice the recent NATO EU Joint Decla-
ration.(Fig. 14)

Take Away (Fig. 15)

Figure 14 – Cooperation Framework
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Figure 15 – Take Away Points
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Concluding Remarks 

It is with a great pleasure that I want now to propose 
some brief concluding remarks for this SHADE 
MED 2020 conference. I want to start by thanking 

the three working groups, who did their utmost in order 
to exchange thoughts and improve mutual understand-
ings between the various actors who took part in them.

A number of good ideas have emerged which I am 
committed to implement, where possible, and to pro-
pose to Brussels where necessary. 

Another thanks is for my staff here at the HQ, they 
did an outstanding job to make this conference work 
even in this unusual way, preventing or solving in real 
time any technical or organisational issues. 

In such a time of forced social distancing, it is a further 
challenge to bring forward this SHADE MED confer-
ence, as nothing can substitute interpersonal contacts. 
Yet, a remarkable number of participants have stayed 
online to follow our programmes and discussions.

We have counted a total of 250 participants that have 
contributed approximately from 30 nations and 50 or-
ganisations. Among them, very prestigious speakers 
joined us to enrich our discussions through their unique 
point of view, that for sure animated the debates. 

A further encouragement came from the way the 
EU is addressing operations in the Mediterranean Sea. 
With Operation IRINI being a one of the tools within 
a toolbox of initiatives agreed upon the Berlin confer-
ence regarding the conflict in Libya.

For all the sceptics who would like to express doubts 
about the capacity of the EU to product concrete re-
sults, I believe that what we are doing to bring peace 
to the Libyan people is now showing concrete results, 
although you cannot solve a decade-long conflict in 
just a couple of weeks, as Mrs Williams said. 

As the HRVP Mr. Borrell said, IRINI is a clear 

demonstration of the EU commitment to create con-
ditions for a sustainable solution to the conflict in Lib-
ya and to bring back peace and stability to the region. 
Adding also that we have a responsibility to work to-
gether for the security and stability of the Mediterra-
nean. 

A Forum such as SHADE MED can bring an add-
ed value by creating a space to exchange views and best 
practices and coordinate our efforts.

Gen. Graziano has hugely stressed Operation IRI-
NI as a security provider to the region stability. He had 
repeated that IRINI achieved considerable results even 
during and despite the pandemic, proving its ability 
to go through crises and discontinuity. Adding further 
to the context where IRINI operates, Amb. Stefano 
Sannino has rightly reminded us that southern Med-
iterranean is a region where the EU has consistently 
invested over the last ten years. It has been done taking 
into account the proximity and interdependences be-
tween the two shores of the region. For these reasons, 
we must improve the cooperation between the flanks 
of the Mediterranean region in many areas that go 
from socio-economic to environmental issues. 

The Mediterranean has been the cradle of filth for 
many civilizations at least for thousand years and have 
seen too many conflicts already. 

It is time now to address fragmentation and insta-
bility on its shores by enhancing cooperation as a fun-
damental means to solve divergencies.

The EU provided a positive example resulting from 
sixty-three years of cooperation with its people has 
first and foremost managed to abolish war as a means 
to solve its differences. Accordingly, we are trying to 
do our best in order to propose similarly peaceful solu-
tions of cooperation to address issues in the Mediter-

“Challenges for cooperation in the Mediterranean 
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ranean and beyond. 
The contribution we have tried to provide through 

our SHADE MED conference this year is that, in-
deed, we can achieve our objectives, and that solutions 
accommodating all different interests can always be 
ultimately found if cooperation truly works. 

As emerged from today’s speeches, cooperation and 
coordination among all the actors involved in the 
Mediterranean is therefore of paramount importance 
to achieve what we all want to achieve in the region, 
long-lasting stability and consequently developed 
prosperity.

Therefore, I hope all the participants to this con-

ference would conclude with me that at SHADE 
MED we have managed to provide an accurate 
representation of all the actors that cooperate for 
the stability of the Mediterranean region, and the 
results of the debates leave us with a little bit pos-
itive thought and wisdom on how we can peaceful 
address the challenges we are facing in our common 
Mediterranean Sea. 

My best wishes to each and every one of you from 
operation peace that is EUNAVFOR MED IRINI.

Thank you for your attention and to have been here 
with us until now. 

See you at the next edition, hopefully in-presence.
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