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Some highlighted topics

Healthy, sustainable and inclusive food
systems are key to agricultural progress
in Mediterranean countries. European
and international strategies — such as
the New Agenda for the Mediterranean
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development — are increasingly fo-
cusing on climate change mitigation,
emissions reduction and more respon-
sible management of natural resources.
The Mediterranean region is characte-
rized by highly diverse agricultural
systems. In North African countries,
irrigated crops prevail, often neces-
sary to cope with arid climatic con-
ditions; in contrast, European Union
Member States have adopted more
sustainability-oriented policies, with
anincrease in environmentally friendly
agricultural practices. This diversity
requires differentiated approaches that
can respond to specific local needs and
promote a shared transition towards
more sustainable agricultural models.

Agricultural areas. Compared to the
total agricultural land in the Mediter-
ranean area — approximately 2.45
million km? — North Africa has the
largest share, with over 40% (more
than 1 million km?). This is followed by
the countries of the European Union
with approximately 32%, the Middle
Eastwith 23% and, finally, the Western
Balkans, which represent a very small
share of around 3%.

Looking at the proportion of agricul-
tural land within individual countries,
significant differences emerge. In the
European Union, Spain and France
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have the highest proportions, both
over 50%, while ltaly stands at around
44%. In the Western Balkans, Serbia
and Bosnia stand out, with signifi-
cant absolute values and proportions
exceeding 40%. In the Middle East,
Syria has an extremely high share of
around 80%, followed by Turkey with
50%. In North Africa, Algeria, despite
having the largest agricultural area in
absolute terms in the entire region, has
a relatively low incidence on its total
area (17.3%), while Morocco — the third
largest country in terms of agricultural
area in the area — has a very high
share even in relative terms (67.9%).
In summary, the Middle East is the
macro-area with the highest incidence
of agricultural land in relation to total
territory (over 50%), followed by the
European Union (around 48%). The
Western Balkans show a slightly lower
percentage, while North Africa stands
outwith a significantly lower percentage
of around 18%.

Over the last twenty years, the pro-
portion of agricultural land in relation
to total land area has remained stable
overall in most of the main countries
in the Mediterranean region. The
most significant decreases have been
recorded in ltaly, Spain, Greece, Ser-
bia and Palestine, while significant
increases have been seen in Slovenia,
Croatia, Syria and Lebanon.

Arable crops are the main component of
Mediterranean agricultural land: in the
European Union, the Western Balkans
and the Middle East, they account for
around a quarter of the total area, while
in North Africa their share is very low,
at around 4%.
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Fig. 1. Agricultural area by type of cultivation. Year 2022 (% of total area).
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Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and World Bank Development Indicators based on FAO data.

Within the EU, Spain and ltaly have
the highest proportions of both arable
land and woody crops in relation to
their total land area: the former exceeds
20%, while woody crops range between
8% and 10%. France, on the other
hand, stands out for its particularly
high proportion of arable crops, which
exceed 30%, the highest in the entire
Mediterranean region.

Within the EU, Spain and ltaly have
the highest proportions of both arable
land and woody crops in relation to
their total land area: the former exceeds
20% slightly, while woody crops range
between 8% and 10%. France, on the
other hand, stands out for its particu-
larly high proportion of arable land,
which exceeds 30%, the highestin the
entire Mediterranean region.

In the Western Balkans, Serbia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Albania have
significant shares of arable land, ran-
ging from 20% to 30%. In the Middle
East, similar values are recorded for
Turkey and Syria, where arable land
covers about a quarter of the territory.
On the North African side, Tunisia and
Morocco show significant incidences,
albeit slightly below 20%.

As regards woody crops, Lebanon,
Tunisia and Palestine are the countries
with the highest proportions in the Medi-
terranean area, all above 10%. Among
the EU countries, Spain remains in a
prominent position with a share of 10%.

Sustainability in agriculture. To pro-
mote a genuine ecological transition,
sustainable agriculture must reduce



the use of pesticides and fertilizers
and limit greenhouse gas emissions.
In the Mediterranean region, fertilizer
consumption per hectare of arable land
has been on a downward trend since
2007-2008, albeit with varying intensity
between countries and macro-areas.
Within the European Union, Portugal
is the only exception, recording an
increase in fertilizer use over the
twenty-year period. Spain shows
substantial stability, while France and
Italy show a more virtuous path, with
a steady reduction in consumption.
France has gone from 227.7 kg per
hectare in 2001 to 119.0 kg in 2022;
Italy from 168.6 to 113.9 kg.

In the Western Balkans, Montenegro
stands out for a sharp increase in fertil-
izer use since 2013, followed, however,
by a reduction in 2022. In the Middle
East, Palestine has high and growing
consumption levels, while Lebanon
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shows a more sustainable trend, with
a significant decrease over the period
considered.

Finally, in North Africa, Egypt rep-
resents the most critical case: over the
twenty-year period, it has maintained
average annual values above 500 kg
per hectare of arable land, placing it
at the highest levels in the Mediterra-
nean area.

Similar to what has been observed
for fertilizer consumption, agricultural
emissions — consisting mainly of
methane and nitrous oxide — are also
a significant source of greenhouse
gases (Figure 2). In absolute terms,
the countries with the highest emissions
generally coincide with the largest
countries in the Mediterranean area,
although they show different trends
over time.

Within the European Union, France
has particularly high levels in 2022:

Fig. 2. Methane and nitrous oxide emissions in agriculture. Year 2022 (thousands of metric tons

CO2 equivalent).
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methane emissions are close to
45,000 thousand tonnes of CO, equi-
valent, while nitrous oxide emissions
are around 25,000. However, both
indicators are down compared to the
beginning of the period observed. Italy
and Spain record lower values and
show a more stable trend: methane
emissions remain virtually constant
between 2001 and 2022, while nitrous
oxide emissions show a slight decline.
In the Middle East, Turkey stands out,
with high emissions of both methane
— close to 28,000 thousand tonnes —
and nitrous oxide, reaching 26,000 in
2022. Both figures have increased by
about 50% compared to 2001.

Among North African countries, Egypt
continues to have the most critical
levels: in 2022, methane emissions will
exceed 12,000 thousand tonnes (down
from around 16,000 in 2001), while
nitrous oxide emissions will remain
stable at around 12,000 thousand ton-
nes throughout the twenty-year period.

Food production, plant and animal. The
food production index developed by the
World Bank measures changes in food
production volumes — including food
crops considered edible and containing
nutrients, calculated as price-weighted
quantities — relative to a base period
(2014-2016 = 100). Its dynamics reflect
political and economic choices, as
well as technological progress in the
agricultural sector.

In European Union countries, there is
a downward trend in food production
between 2001 and 2023. The excep-
tions are Portugal, Spain and Croatia,
which show an increase in the index:

Portugal from 93.2 to 123.2, Spain from
92.3 to 96.0 and Croatia from 76.3 to
87.5 (Figure 3). In contrast, the North
Africa macro-region shows a general
increase in the index, reflecting the
growing importance of food production.
In the Middle East, two distinct patterns
emerge: Palestine remains fairly stable
ataround 120, while the other countries
show a marked upward trend.

As regards the crop production index
(which includes all crops except fodder
crops), within the EU there has been
a particularly significant increase in
Portugal, rising from 87.7 to 137.0
between 2001 and 2023. In contrast,
Malta, Cyprus and ltaly have experien-
ced the most pronounced declines. In
the Western Balkans, Albania recorded
strong growth, rising from 53.2 to
115.7, while in North Africa all countries
showed positive changes, especially
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco.

The livestock production index (inclu-
ding meat, milk and dairy products)
shows more irregular fluctuations in
EU countries, with generally moderate
variations, except for Spain and Croa-
tia, where there has been a significant
increase over the twenty-year period.
In contrast, the trend is markedly
expansive in all macro-regions of the
Western Balkans, the Middle East (with
the sole exception of Palestine) and
North Africa.



Fig. 3. Food production index by macro-region
Period 2004/2023 (2014-2016 =100).
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Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Bank (WB) (WB).
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