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(a) 2021 for all Western Balkan countries, the Middle East, and North Africa 

Source: Eurostat, Istat, World Bank Development Indicators based on United Nations Environment World Conservation 
Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), World Bank Development Indicators based on United Nations Population Division, 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 
 

SOME HIGHLIGHTED TOPICS 

Forested and protected areas 

A basic indicator that characterizes the individual countries concerns territorial extension: the surface area 
of the countries in the Mediterranean region has the highest values in North Africa, with Algeria, Libya and 
Egypt covering more than 2 million, 1.7 million and 1 million square kilometers respectively. Within the 
European Union, the countries with the largest land area are France (with over 600 thousand square 
kilometers), Spain (about 500 thousand square kilometers) and Italy (about 300 thousand square kilometers). 
With respect to this indicator, the forest area represents a significant share especially in the countries of the 
European Union (in which Slovenia stands out with a share that exceeds 60%) and in some of the Western 
Balkan countries (in particular, in Montenegro this share reaches about 60%). 

Within the surface area of territories, protected natural areas constitute marine and terrestrial environments 
that are of significant interest due to their natural, geomorphological, physical, and biochemical 
characteristics, including flora and fauna. The European Commission has adopted the European Biodiversity 
Strategy to 2030, which among its objectives asks member states to protect at least 30% of national territory 
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2024 (a) 2021 2022 2022 2023 2023 2023 2020 2020
Portugal 92.226              36,2 16,9 22,9 32,1 67,9 42,0 6,1 12,3
Spain 505.983            37,2 12,8 28,1 18,4 81,6 17,1 29,0 43,2
France 638.475            31,7 49,8 28,4 18,2 81,8 20,1 26,3 23,0
Italy 302.110            32,5 10,6 21,6 28,0 72,0 10,2 33,6 29,6
Slovenia 20.273              61,4 2,3 40,4 43,9 56,1 .. 1,0 6,8
Croatia 56.594              34,7 9,0 38,5 41,4 58,6 30,3 0,7 1,5
Greece 131.694            30,3 4,5 35,2 19,3 80,7 37,7 10,1 20,5
Malta 316                    1,4 7,4 30,6 5,1 94,9 .. 0,1 81,8
Cyprus 9.253                 18,7 8,6 38,7 33,0 67,0 .. 0,3 37,6
Serbia 77.472              32,4 .. 8,1 42,9 57,1 37,3 5,3 6,0
Kosovo 10.888              .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Bosnia and Herzegovina 51.210              42,7 0,0 4,1 49,7 50,3 21,4 0,3 2,0
Montenegro 13.810              61,5 0,6 13,9 31,5 68,5 .. 0,2 ..
North Macedonia 25.710              39,7 .. 15,4 40,5 59,5 56,7 1,6 38,7
Albania 28.750              28,8 2,8 18,6 35,4 64,6 29,3 0,8 4,7
Turkiye 785.350            29,1 1,8 7,0 22,5 77,5 24,0 61,5 45,7
Syrian Arab Republic 185.180            2,8 0,2 0,7 42,6 57,4 19,4 14,0 124,4
Lebanon 10.450              14,1 0,2 1,9 10,6 89,4 50,6 1,8 58,8
Jordan 89.318              1,1 1,0 4,5 8,0 92,0 21,4 0,9 104,3
Israel 22.070              6,5 0,0 24,5 7,1 92,9 48,8 1,3 110,1
West Bank and Gaza 6.025                 1,7 .. 8,4 22,4 77,6 19,4 0,4 50,3
Egypt, Arab Rep. 1.001.450        0,0 5,0 13,1 56,9 43,1 45,7 77,5 141,2
Libya 1.759.540        0,1 0,6 0,1 18,4 81,6 21,1 5,7 817,1
Tunisia 163.610            4,5 1,0 7,9 29,5 70,5 28,2 3,9 98,1
Algeria 2.381.741        0,8 0,1 4,6 24,7 75,3 8,5 9,8 137,9
Morocco 446.550            12,9 0,7 2,2 34,9 65,1 15,8 10,6 50,7
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and 30% of the sea, and that at least one third of these areas be strictly protected. Terrestrial areas are 
protected by the Natura 2000 ecological network, set up for the territory of the European Union under the 
‘Habitats’ Directive 92/43/EEC to conserve biodiversity and ensure the long-term maintenance of natural 
habitats and threatened or rare species of flora and fauna at Community level; it includes Sites of Community 
Importance (SCI)/Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) and also Special Protection Areas (SPA). France is the 
only country in the Mediterranean area that meets the objectives of the European Strategy for the share of 
marine protected areas, reaching almost 50% (Figure 1). For terrestrial protected areas, the 30% target has 
been reached by five other EU countries: Slovenia, Cyprus, Croatia, Greece, and Malta. Italy is still rather far 
from the targets for marine areas (about 10% of protected areas), while for terrestrial areas it is just over 
20%. In the other macro-regions, the most positive results concern land areas, and in particular Albania in 
the Western Balkans (almost 20%), Israel in the Middle East (with a share close to 25%), and Egypt in North 
Africa (just under 15%). 

Figure 1 - Marine and terrestrial protected areas. 2022 (%) 

 
Source: World Bank Development Indicators based on United Nations Environment World Conservation Monitoring 
Centre (UNEP-WCMC) data. 

 

Urban and rural population 

The latest UN World Social Report is dedicated to rural development and the strategies needed to bridge the 
gap between rural and urban communities (https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/public-
ation/world-social-report-2024/). Rural populations usually have less access to education, health, and 
other services. However, rural development can play a central role in achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals. According to the Report, to bridge the gap between the two communities, it would be important to 
act on three different levers: new technologies for water and land use, sustainable agricultural practices, and 
increased investment in land. 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/public-ation/world-social-report-2024/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/public-ation/world-social-report-2024/
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In the Mediterranean region, Egypt and Bosnia and Herzegovina are the countries with the highest shares of 
rural population, 56.9% and 49.7% respectively (Figure 2). Among European countries, Slovenia and Croatia 
show the shares above 40%. In contrast, the highest shares of urban population are found in Malta, France 
and Spain among the European Union countries, Israel and Jordan in the Middle East and Libya in North 
Africa. From a dynamic point of view, there is a clear decrease in the rural population share over the 20-year 
period, especially in Portugal, Turkey, Jordan, and Morocco. By contrast, this share is only slightly increasing 
in Cyprus. 

In general, the explosive growth of metropolitan realities indicates the demographic transition from the rural 
to the urban world and is associated with the shift from an economy based on agriculture to one based on 
industry and services. Compared to the urban population, the share for large cities (which concerns precisely 
the population living in metropolitan realities) is most representative in the EU countries for Portugal (over 
40%) and Greece (around 38%). Among the Western Balkan countries, North Macedonia reports values 
exceeding 50%. In the Middle East, Lebanon and Israel return the highest values in terms of population in 
large urban realities (50.6% and 48.8% respectively), while Egypt is the North African country with the highest 
share (45.7%). 

Figure 2 - Rural and urban population. 2023 (% of total population) 

 
Source: World Bank Development Indicators based on United Nations Population Division data. 

 

Water resources 

Water resources data are examined using two indicators: annual water withdrawal (assessed by excluding 
evaporation losses from storage reservoirs) and water stress level, which relates freshwater withdrawal to 
available water resources. The smaller the gap between supply and demand, the more vulnerable an area is to 



42     Anna Pia Maria Mirto 
 

water scarcity. A country facing ‘extreme water stress’ indicates that it is using at least 80% of available supplies, 
while one with ‘high water stress’ is withdrawing 40% of supplies. Increased hydrological variability and climate 
change have a profound impact on the water sector through the hydrological cycle, availability, demand, and 
allocation of water at global, basin and local levels. As is well known, proper management of water resources 
is a crucial component of growth, poverty reduction and equity especially in developing countries. 

The total annual freshwater withdrawals are obviously related to the size of the country, and to the 
specificities of each country in terms of overall water availability. Considering these considerations, one can 
read the highest values of the indicator, which concern Egypt (77.5bcm), Turkey (61.5 bcm), Italy, Spain, and 
France (33.6, 29 and 26.3bcm respectively). From the point of view of water stress, on the other hand, the 
Mediterranean countries with the greatest criticality are most of those in North Africa and the Middle East 
characterized by indicator values above 100% of available stocks: these are Libya, Egypt, Algeria, Syria, Israel, 
and Jordan (Figure 3). Also in the extreme water stress typology above the 80% threshold is Tunisia, together 
with Malta as the only case in the European Union. Then there are countries across the Mediterranean area 
that fall into the high-water stress band, presenting values around 40-50%: Spain, Turkey, Lebanon, West 
Bank and Gaza and Morocco. 

One aspect that should be emphasized is that the level of water stress has worsened over the twenty-year 
period, especially in some of the most critical countries already highlighted, which already presented a more 
problematic situation in 2001: this is the case of Libya, Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia, Malta, and Lebanon. 
On the other hand, water criticality has decreased since the beginning of the century in other countries where 
it is still significant: these are Syria, Israel, Morocco, and Spain. 

Figure 3 - Level of water stress (freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available freshwater resources) in 
2020 and difference in percentage points compared to 2001* 

 

* 2002 instead of 2001 for Slovenia and Croatia, 2006 instead of 2001 for Serbia. The real figures for Libya are: 2020 water stress = 
817.1; change from 2001 = 185.1. 

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and WeMed elaborations based on FAO data. 
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