
The Green Barrier of the Mediterranean: the Future of Mediterranean Climate Resilience

In a world growing hotter day by day, the Mediterranean has emerged as a critical battleground
in the fight against the climate crisis. The Mediterranean region faces an especially acute climate
crisis, warming 25% faster than the world average, with summer temperatures rising 40% more
rapidly.1 In recent years, this accelerated warming has driven increasingly severe and frequent
heat waves, droughts, and wildfires across the basin. The summer of 2023 was particularly
alarming: June shattered historical heat records, only to be surpassed by July, and subsequently
by August’s extreme temperatures in cities like Valencia (46.8ºC on August 10) and Agadir
(50.4ºC on August 11).2

Given the Mediterranean’s shallow and semi-enclosed nature, the mare nostrum is at an elevated
risk for increasing sea temperatures, posing danger to its aquatic ecosystems and the
communities relying upon them.

Given these alarming trends and the risk of breaching the Paris Agreement's 1.5ºC temperature
target well ahead of projections, it becomes increasingly urgent to initiate ambitious,
collaborative projects across the Mediterranean centered around our collective battle for a
resilient and sustainable ecosystem.

In 2007, the African Union adopted a bold plan to bisect the Sahel region with a “Great Green
Wall”, aiming to halt desertification in its tracks by creating a contiguous strip of greenery just
south of the Sahara. According to the Panafrican Agency for the Great Green Wall, the project
achieved 17.8% completion as of 20203, with the aim of restoring 100 megahectares (1 Million
km2) of greenland, sequestering 250 Million tons of Carbon, and creating 10 million green jobs.4

However, the future of this project is dubious, with reports of survival rates of planted biomass
being inflated,5 not to mention the significant regional instability following military coups in
Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, and ongoing conflicts in Sudan.

Nonetheless, this pilot program has shown the feasibility of implementing ambitious
transnational projects.

5 Hance, J. (2024, July 20). Progress is slow on Africa’s Great Green Wall, but some bright spots
bloom. Mongabay Environmental News.
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A Vision for the Mediterranean

Inspired by the Great Green Wall of Africa, a similar initiative is envisioned for the
Mediterranean basin, encompassing regions from southern Europe (including Greece, Italy, and
the Iberian Peninsula, as well as the Provence region of France and the Adriatic coast), to North
Africa (Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco north of the Atlas mountains) and the eastern
Mediterranean (southern Anatolia, the Levant, and the coast of Libya and Egypt).

The Mediterranean Basin; Source FAO6

This Green Barrier for the Mediterranean would create a contiguous belt of indigenous
vegetation consisting of restored and protected forests and woodlands, wrapping around the
Mediterranean sea, creating a buffer against desertification and soil degradation, thereby
mitigating the effects of climate change.

Planting indigenous and endemic species can combat past and ongoing desertification by
restoring soil quality, enhancing water retention and regulating surrounding climates. Such trees
and shrubs improve soil structure and aeration, preventing its erosion, boosting its nutrient
content, and creating a more resilient environment. Furthermore, by providing shade and
increasing moisture levels through transpiration, these plants naturally cool the environment,
reducing evaporation rates and stabilizing local microclimates. This Green Barrier would
revitalize and protect the ancient ecosystems of the Mediterranean basin which have been vital
for the coastal communities of North Africa and Southern Europe for millennia, and are
threatened with climate-based disruption and even collapse.

6 FAO. (2013). State of Mediterranean Forests 2013.



According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) up to 30% of Mediterranean
semi-arid land is now affected by desertification, with a loss of up to 7.4% of GDP due to land
degradation.7 Specifically, countries with pre-existing food insecurity are most vulnerable to
agricultural devastation due to environmental degradation, as evidenced by a stark decline in
animal husbandry in Tunisia and Morocco (-35%) and cereal production in Jordan and Syria
(-40%) as of 2020.8 Establishing a green barrier can help mitigate these effects, restoring
moisture to arid lands, thus reversing desertification and contributing to the stabilization of rural
economies and sustainability of future economic growth.

Olive, Cork and Carob

While overall forest cover around the Mediterranean has been slowly and steadily increasing
over the past 25 years, this has not been uniform when comparing its northern and southern
shores. Not only is reforestation lagging behind significantly in drier areas of the basin, but
forested areas are becoming increasingly threatened by overexploitation, increasing temperatures
and aridity. These factors could lead to the collapse of Mediterranean forest ecosystems as
coastal tree and shrub species fail to adapt to increasing temperatures, paving the way for smaller
and drier grass species that exacerbate the risk of wildfires.

Similarly, slow-growing indigenous tree species like olive trees and cork oaks are gradually
being replaced by imported species that pose problems to sustainable development. Eucalyptus
for example, while known for its fast growth, is a highly flammable and hot-burning tree due to
the high oil content in its leaves and bark.9 Furthermore, its shallow root system and large canopy
outcompete native species, while failing to restore soil aeration or water retention.10

The proposed Green Barrier for the Mediterranean must therefore adopt a comprehensive
strategy that prioritizes the planting of native and endemic species. These species are uniquely
adapted to the region's rocky soils and harsh climatic conditions, with deeper root systems that
improve soil structure, enhance moisture retention, and reduce erosion. By focusing on native
vegetation, the Green Barrier can help restore and protect Mediterranean ecosystems, ensuring
their resilience in the face of ongoing climate change.

The map below shows the 27 ecological regions of the Mediterranean Basin, each defined by its
unique indigenous species and ecological characteristics. Native species in these regions are
crucial given their natural adaptation to the local climate and environmental conditions, making

10 Davidson, J. Ecological Aspects of Eucalyptus Plantations. Food and Agriculture Organization.

9 Guerrero, F., et al. (2022). Drivers of Flammability of Eucalyptus globulus Labill Leaves:
Terpenes, Essential Oils, and Moisture Content. Forests.

8 idem.
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them more resilient to the impacts of climate change, and more effective in stabilizing
ecosystems, improving soil health and enhancing water retention.

Terrestrial Ecoregions of the Mediterranean Basin (WWF, 2006; cited in CEPF)11

Olives, carobs and cork oaks, for example, are three well-adapted native trees of the
Mediterranean basin, requiring little water and able to thrive in the rocky and calcareous soils of
the region. They also provide three high-value crops that support local economies and can be
processed into a huge number of high revenue generating products. Carob is especially valuable
thanks to its dual nature as feed for livestock, and as a high-value good on both international
health-food markets and domestic consumption markets. Cork can also play a significant role
economically, thanks to its versatility of use and perpetually high demand, and environmentally
thanks to its strong potential for carbon sequestration. Given that cork oaks store carbon in the
bark which is harvested every 10-15 years, a harvested cork oak absorbs 3-5 times as much
carbon as a wild, unharvested one.12 Specifically, for every ton of cork that is harvested, the cork
oak fixes 18 tons of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.13 As such, cork is not only a renewable
resource that can easily be exported, but it is also a strong tool in the fight against climate
change.

13 Rives, J., Fernandez-Rodriguez, I., Rieradevall, J., & Gabarrell, X. (2012). Environmental
analysis of raw cork extraction in cork oak forests in southern Europe.

12WWF. (2006). Cork Screwed? Environmental and Economic Impacts of the cork stoppers
market.

11 BirdLife International. (2017). Ecosystem Profile: Mediterranean Basin Biodiversity Hotspot.
In Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund.



Portugal has long been the primary producer of cork products, with North African cork
production falling for over a century due to the destruction of natural cork woodlands in favor of
agricultural land.14 There is great potential for revitalization of cork oaks in North Africa,
supplying stable economic stimulus to rural communities relying on agriculture. Tunisia and
Algeria specifically have a valuable opportunity to restore historical cork forests, especially in
the northern strip of temperate land between the cities of Algiers and Bizerte. Cooperation and
knowledge sharing between countries with shared ecological areas can accelerate forest
restoration and facilitate the implementation of revitalization efforts.

Area of Cork Oak Coverage in 1893 and 2012.15

Mediterranean Cooperation

In fact, cooperation between different Mediterranean countries is the single most important
requisite for the realization of any such restoration effort. While there has been a gradual
increase in Mediterranean forest cover in recent years thanks to respective national action
programs, the true potential of these initiatives lies in coordinated, cross-border collaboration and
information and capacity sharing. Algeria, for example, successfully restored almost 53.000
hectares out of the 80.000 planned by 2030 since joining the 2017 Agadir Commitment, which
aims to reforest 8 Million hectares of Mediterranean forests. These projects have contributed to
the Algerian Green Dam, a project instated in the 1960s to halt the northward advancement of
the Sahara. Nonetheless, these projects have largely failed to consider forestry expertise to ensure

15 idem.
14 FAO. (2013). State of Mediterranean Forests 2013. In FAO.



the planting of appropriate and resilient species, instead planting the slow-growing and
hotly-burning Eucalyptus.16 Additionally, much can be learned from Algeria’s project, including
its failure to include local communities, herders, and farmers in the planning or implementation
of the project, instead resorting to resources from the national armed forces.

The Algerian Green Dam.17

Considering the similarities in the climates and ecological biomes of northern Algeria and
Tunisia, there is a high value to knowledge sharing and practical cooperation between the two
nations to extend the Algerian Green Dam into Tunisia and beyond. This highlights the concept
of forest diplomacy, coined by former French ambassador and expert in cross-Mediterranean
relations Bernard Valero to describe the necessity of engaging a unified Mediterranean front on
“a trajectory of innovative cooperation”.18

Looking ahead, the 8th Mediterranean Forests Week this upcoming November presents a pivotal
opportunity to advance forest diplomacy. Bringing together stakeholders from across the
Mediterranean basin including the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM); the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and its Committee on Mediterranean Forestry Questions – Silva
Mediterranea and the International Association for Mediterranean Forests (AIFM), among many
non-governmental organizations, this event will focus on enhancing regional cooperation and
sharing best practices for forest management and restoration. The week will provide a platform

18 Valero, B. (2023, December 4). Pour une barrière verte méditerranéenne : une utopie
nécessaire.

17 Saifi, M. (2015). The Green Dam in Algeria as a tool to combat desertification. In
Environmental Science.

16 Sahara and Sahel Observatory. (2008). The Great Green Wall Initiative of the Sahara and the
Sahel. In Sahara and Sahel Observatory (Introductory note No. 3).



for dialogue and collaboration among governments, civil society, and local communities,
aligning with the principles of forestry diplomacy.

However, it is essential that this forum avoids the shortcomings of previous Mediterranean
Forest Weeks, which concluded with commendable yet largely fruitless recommendations. For
the upcoming session to truly make a difference, it must prioritize actionable strategies,
enforceable commitments, and measurable targets to ensure that promises are translated into real
progress and that forest restoration efforts are effectively advanced across the region. The Union
for the Mediterranean should play a central role in this effort, unique in its position thanks to its
membership, which includes all Mediterranean states as well as all EU states. Its broad
membership positions the UfM as a principal force for collective action. With assistance from
inter-territorial programmes like Interreg Euro-Med and in cooperation with various national and
sub-national authorities, the UfM can ensure that national forestry action plans are harmonized
and effectively integrated. This collaboration is crucial for realizing the ambitious vision of a
Green Mediterranean Barrier, which requires a unified front to restore and protect the region's
diverse ecosystems while addressing the needs and contributions of all Mediterranean countries,
especially those on the southern shore of the basin.
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