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Introduction  

The Mediterranean Sea is the world largest semi-closed sea between the three 

continents Africa, Asia and Europe. Surrounded by 21 countries, the 

Mediterranean region has unique cultural heritage and cultural landscapes given 

that it is home to some of the oldest human settlements in the world. Despite 

their diversity, the regional has been strengthened by centuries of commerce 

and communication (UNEP, 2005). With about one third of the world’s total 

merchant shipping, it is one of the world’s busiest shipping routes (220,000 

merchant vessels of more than 100 t cross the Mediterranean Sea each year) 

(UNEP, 2005). In addition, its mild climate makes it home to a large diversity 

of ecosystems and species. With its variety of coastal and marine ecosystems, 

the Mediterranean region supports some of the richest fauna and flora in the 

world and has a wide diversity of habitats. It is recognized as one the 25 top 

global biodiversity hotspots and there are an estimated 10,000–12,000 different 

marine species in the Mediterranean (UNEP, 2005). 

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, the United Nations Environmental Program (2005) has 

recognized that the Mediterranean is also subject to considerable pressures. 

With its rich history and exceptional natural and cultural landscapes, its coasts 

accounted for 31 per cent of global tourist arrivals in 2011 (UNEP, 2005). Urban 

agglomerations on the Mediterranean coasts, along with tourist infrastructure, 

have resulted in the development of large and mega-cities, with consequent 

pressures from the rising population levels and the accumulation of economic 

activities in a particularly fragile environment.  

Sharp income disparities still exist among countries, and in some cases growth 

figures conceal deterioration in regenerative natural capital. That raises 

questions about the ability of Mediterranean economies to create the millions of 

new jobs projected to be required by 2020 to accommodate new entrants into 

the labor force, while keeping current unemployment rates stable (UNEP, 

2005).  

Mediterranean agricultural products, as well as Mediterranean diets, have a 

global reputation, but depend entirely on the sustainability of rural landscapes, 

resources and decent working conditions. The recent interest in the commercial 

exploitation of hydrocarbons and minerals under the Mediterranean seabed also 

poses increased risks for the Mediterranean environment.  

The riverine systems that are the main source of nutrients and their related 

human activities have a significant impact on the health of the Mediterranean 

Sea. Because it is a closed sea, in which water renewal is limited by the narrow 

connection to the ocean, it is particularly sensitive to pollution.  

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

The major drivers of environmental degradation listed are coastal development 

and sprawl, chemical contamination, marine litter, marine noise, invasive non-

indigenous species, and, overexploitation of many of the commercially 

exploited fish stocks. The principal impacts of these drivers are chemical 

contamination of sediments and biota, alteration of marine food webs, 

alterations in hydrographic conditions, changes to sea-floor integrity, and 

eutrophication in coastal areas near large rivers and/or cities.  

Also, significant discrepancies in development levels and living standards 

between countries, together with the conflicts in the region, which are already 

negatively affecting investment and development, pose challenges for 

envisaging a sustainable future of the Mediterranean basin. In addition, climate 

change is emerging as a key driver of environmental change in the region. The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has identified Mediterranean 

ecosystems among the most impacted by global climate change drivers (UNEP, 

2005). 

Analysis 

The sustainable development is of key importance for the Mediterranean Sea. 

Thus, next to the Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016-

2025 (MSSD 2016-2025), other regional instruments have been developed, 

such as the Ecosystem Approach Roadmap and the Protocol for Integrated 

Coastal Zone Management in the Mediterranean under the Barcelona 

Convention, as well as the Sustainable Consumption and Production Action 

Plan for the Mediterranean (UNEP, 2005).  

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

The Mediterranean Strategy for Sustainable Development 2016-2025 (MSSD 

2016-2025) was formulated taking into account the outcomes of the UN 

Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) which put particular focus 

on the green economy in the context of sustainable development and poverty 

eradication. MSSD 2016-2025 aims to contribute significantly to the long-term 

sustainable development vision of the Mediterranean region, especially within 

the context of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the adoption 

of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations General 

Assembly in September 2015 (New York) (UNEP, 2005). The aim of the MSSD 

2016-2025 is to provide a strategic policy framework, built upon a broad 

consultation process, for securing a sustainable future for the region. The 

Strategy focuses on addressing cross-cutting issues that lie in the interface 

between environment and development. It addresses issues across sectoral, 

institutional and legal boundaries, emphasizing the interlinkages between 

environmental issues and economic and social challenges, rather than specific 

economic sectors such as tourism or agriculture.  

The Strategy follows a structure based on six objectives. The three first 

objectives reflect a territorial approach: 1) Ensuring sustainable development in 

marine and coastal areas; 2) Promoting resource management, food production 

and food security through sustainable forms of rural development; and 3) 

Planning and managing sustainable Mediterranean cities; while the other 

objectives are cross-cutting ones: 4) Addressing climate change as a priority 

issue for the Mediterranean; 5) Transition towards a green and blue economy; 

and 6) Improving governance in support of sustainable development.  

 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

The second Objective “Promoting resource management, food production and 

food security through sustainable forms of rural development”, aims 

specifically for the maintenance of the good status and health of rural 

ecosystems. This is fundamental for both biodiversity conservation and human 

well-being. The sustainable use, management and conservation of natural 

resources, rural development and food production and security are 

interdependent aspects that ensure the well-being of rural communities and 

provide significant inputs to downstream industries, from food processing to 

tourism.  

The Strategy calls for conservation and use of indigenous or traditional plant 

varieties and domestic animal breeds, valuing traditional knowledge and 

practices in rural management decisions. It promotes networks of ecologically 

protected areas, enhancing stakeholder awareness on the value of ecosystem 

services and the implications of biodiversity loss. The Strategy also 

recommends inclusive rural development, poverty eradication, women’s 

empowerment, youth employment, equitable access to basic local services, as 

well as access of local producers to distribution channels and markets, including 

the tourism market (UNEP, 2005). 
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