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POLICY STUDY

This publication has been produced with the assistance of the European Union. The contents of this 
publication are the sole responsibility of the authors and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the 
European Union or the European Institute of the Mediterranean.

EuroMeSCo has become a benchmark for policy-oriented research on issues related to 
Euro-Mediterranean cooperation, in particular economic development, security and 
migration. With 116 affiliated think tanks and institutions and about 500 experts from 30 
different countries, the network has developed impactful tools for the benefit of its 
members and a larger community of stakeholders in the Euro-Mediterranean region.  
 
Through a wide range of publications, surveys, events, training activities, audio-visual 
materials and a strong footprint on social media, the network reaches thousands of 
experts, think tankers, researchers, policy-makers and civil society and business 
stakeholders every year. While doing so, EuroMeSCo is strongly engaged in streamlining 
genuine joint research involving both European and Southern Mediterranean experts, 
encouraging exchanges between them and ultimately promoting Euro-Mediterranean 
integration. All the activities share an overall commitment to fostering youth participation 
and ensuring gender equality in the Euro-Mediterranean experts’ community. 
 
EuroMesCo: Connecting the Dots is a project co-funded by the European Union (EU) 
and the European Institute of the Mediterranean (IEMed) that is implemented in the 
framework of the EuroMeSCo network. 
 
As part of this project, five Joint Study Groups are assembled each year to carry out 
evidence-based and policy-oriented research. The topics of the five study groups are 
defined through a thorough process of policy consultations designed to identify policy-
relevant themes. Each Study Group involves a Coordinator and a team of authors who 
work towards the publication of a Policy Study which is printed, disseminated through 
different channels and events, and accompanied by audio-visual materials. 



The European Institute of the Mediterranean (IEMed), founded in 1989, is a think 
and do tank specialised in Euro-Mediterranean relations. It provides policy-oriented 
and evidence-based research underpinned by a genuine Euromed multidimensional 
and inclusive approach. 
 
The aim of the IEMed, in accordance with the principles of the Euro-Mediterranean 
Partnership (EMP), the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and the Union for the 
Mediterranean (UfM), is to stimulate reflection and action that contribute to mutual 
understanding, exchange and cooperation between the different Mediterranean 
countries, societies and cultures, and to promote the progressive construction of a 
space of peace and stability, shared prosperity and dialogue between cultures and 
civilisations in the Mediterranean. 
 
The IEMed is a consortium comprising the Catalan Government, the Spanish 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation, the European Union 
and Barcelona City Council. It also incorporates civil society through its Board of 
Trustees and its Advisory Council. 
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Executive Summary

The food and energy price spikes triggered by the war in Ukraine revealed deep vulner-
abilities of the Mediterranean agri-food system that concern human security of people 
living in the region. The Middle East and North African (MENA) region, the largest food 
importing region in the world, faces systemic challenges on the demand side (population 
growth, urbanisation, dietary changes, macroeconomic constraints in several cases) and 
supply side (scarcity of natural resources such as water and land aggravated by the im-
pact of climate change) with negative future forecasts. Often, the rural population and 
farmers are amongst the food insecure. European countries, while more resilient, are not 
immune; high prices of imported food and inputs impact macroeconomic trends and vul-
nerable segments of the societies.   
 
The existing policies informed by the food security concept emphasising international 
trade and production fell short of addressing the complex food-environment-society 
nexus. The food sovereignty concept, developed by the critics, offers valuable insight 
that could, by feeding into context-dependent local and macroregional strategies, support 
transformative change towards more resilient agricultural and food systems. The ‘Euro-
Mediterranean blueprint for sustainable agricultural and food systems’ should be based 
on six pillars: (1) agroecological transition to preserve soil and agro-biodiversity (sustain-
able agricultural practices including precision, organic and conservation agriculture, more 
resilient crop species, natural resources saving strategies, diversified farm systems); (2) 
promotion of traditional ‘high value’ agricultural and food systems (Mediterranean diet, 
traditional crops and practices, defined as globally important agricultural heritage systems 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO]); (3) support for initiatives targeting the 
agri-food chain (seed conservation for gene diversity, reducing food loss and waste, 
[semi]urban agriculture); (4) promotion of blue foods strategy (expansion of sustainable 
fisheries and aquaculture via investment, regulation, promotion, monitoring and stan-
dards); (5) participatory policy-making (rebalancing power in the food chain, trust-build-
ing, inclusion of a broad range of stakeholders); and (6) macroregional cooperation 
(regional trade integration, common Euro-Med food crisis response facility, cooperation 
on rural development, research and education). 
 
The Euro-Mediterranean region is shaped by changing geopolitics where, apart from the 
traditional North-South relations, East-West relations are coming to the fore. Despite the 
importance of food for human security, interdependencies and certain leverage, regional 
cooperation in agriculture has never been particularly strong; the regional institutional 
framework – the rigid and status quo biased Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) and the 
European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) preoccupied with conditionality and migration 
– has lost its integrational-transformative momentum. The systemic disruptions brought 
about by the cumulative impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine provide an opportunity to make a new case for cooperation where, instead of 
being seen as a problem, agriculture could act as an enabler for climate policy, for farm 
upskilling and rural development as a guarantee of stability and security, and for partner-
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ship in innovation and education providing critical mass and multiplication effects in the 
transition towards sustainable food systems. 
 
There are several European Union (EU) initiatives where (better) involvement of Southern 
Mediterranean countries could spur synergetic effects, such as Horizon, European Politi-
cal Community, and Ukraine Solidarity Lane. Secondly, despite being one of the sectors 
most affected by and affecting climate change, agriculture and food attract only 3% of 
the world’s climate funding. There is some opportunity in modernisation of the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP), the ENP, and the European Fund for Sustainable Development 
(EFSD+), including the External Action Guarantee for transition to sustainable food sys-
tems. The biggest leverage is, however, in reengagement of regional trade negotiations 
(based on common standards and new sustainability conditionality) and the engagement 
of both the public and private sector, including finance, and addressing bottlenecks such 
as logistics. Third, partnership in research, innovation and education can build on the 
existing platforms such as EIT Food and the Partnership for Research and Innovation in 
the Mediterranean Area (PRIMA), and networks such as the Centre International des 
Hautes Etudes Agronomiques Méditerranéennes (CIHEAM). Topics covered could in-
clude food waste, digitalisation, and adaptation to and mitigation of climate change. Fi-
nally, it is important to win the hearts and minds of the people via unifying narratives; e.g., 
by launching a ‘Euro-Med Olive Branch’ initiative modelled after the New European Bau-
haus where food already plays an important role. 
 
The EU’s CAP, the largest agricultural subsidy system in the Euro-Mediterranean, despite 
reforms it underwent in the last 30 years to support trade and socioenvironmental sus-
tainability, has remained more an obstacle than a driver of integrative-transformative strat-
egy in the region. During this period, parallel with the multilateral trade liberalisation, the 
EU’s CAP has become less trade distorting and better oriented towards new objectives 
such as environmental protection and rural development. In this context, attempts were 
made to deepen trade in the region and support policy developments that would mirror 
the CAP. However, the process faced blockades and lack of political will to address 
structural challenges and, in the last 10 years, against the backdrop of various crises, 
largely stalled. In response to the recent food security crisis, calls were made to reverse 
the CAP policy development and support increased production in the EU. While poten-
tially (but not necessarily) delivering in the short run, this contradicts structural challenges 
such as the need to support production on the southern shore and gear towards envi-
ronmental sustainability on the northern shore, and brings long-term economic, social 
and environmental risks. 
 
What should be done instead is to strengthen targeting of CAP payments, e.g., of climate 
and biodiversity objectives, in line with the EU’s Farm2Fork and Biodiversity strategies, 
as well as introducing conditionalities on trade to support development of sustainable 
practices elsewhere. The CAP could along with other agricultural policy instruments in 
the region also play a more direct role in supporting transition towards sustainable food 
systems in terms of regional market monitoring systems, producer and interbranch or-
ganisations, quality schemes, sustainable energy (crop) production on farms, European 
Innovation Partnership (EIP), agricultural knowledge and information systems, and similar. 
The ‘southern shore’ participants in the joint schemes could be funded via an investment 
plan for the southern neighbourhood as a part of the new ENP-South strategy, where 
agriculture and food are currently underrepresented. 
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The growing role of climate and digital agenda through concepts such as Climate Smart 
Agriculture (CSA) brings to the fore the intricate nature of agriculture and food systems 
with complex agroecological and social interconnections and compromises between (a) 
reduction of global greenhouse gas emissions, (b) climate resilience, and (c) increase of 
productivity, wages and employment in the sector. A basic problem in implementing CSA 
across multiple locations is coordinating policies and programmes that detect these 
compromises and allow for prioritising or reconciliation among the three objectives where 
there are conflicts. The adoption of CSA principles by the 5+5 countries (Algeria, France, 
Italy, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Portugal, Spain and Tunisia) shows a differentiated and frag-
mented picture in terms of regulatory measures, incentive programmes, research and 
technological development, in both a climate-specific context and one arising from other 
concurrent environmental and economic priorities. The fundamental difficulties in imple-
menting CSA regionally, such as different priorities, high starting costs and lack of edu-
cation and skills, indicate an absence of incentive structures, coordination and finance, 
and are especially visible in the southern shore of the Mediterranean. 
 
The evidence suggests the following needs: encourage context-driven, climate-smart 
ideas and solutions (investments in ecosystem-based methodologies, cutting-edge tech-
nology, and a supportive environment); adapt water management to promote food se-
curity in the context of CSA (assessing water resources and storage, promoting rainfed 
agriculture, using additional irrigation to manage climatically-related water variability, and 
boosting resilience through sophisticated techs); improve policy coordination and 
strengthen local, national and regional institutions (farmers and farmer associations, 
among other institutions and stakeholders, and government-level coordination); boost 
smallholders’, governments’ and private sector entrepreneurs’ access to funding (besides 
cooperative and national banks, public funding is expected to be the largest source, in-
cluding the Global Environment Facility [GEF], the Green Climate Fund and national pol-
icy instruments like National Adaption Plans [NAPs] and Nationally Appropriate 
Mitigations Actions [NAMAs]; and raise the level of national investments in climate-
friendly agriculture (e.g., carbon financing could help farmers in the early phases of in-
vestments in permanent crops such as trees). 
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Marko Lovec 
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Russian aggression against Ukraine trig-
gered a rise in food and energy prices. 
The Southern and Eastern Mediterra-
nean Countries (SEMC) are among the 
hardest hit (Scmidhuber et al., 2022). In 
SEMCs, price trends are in addition to 
structural challenges on the demand 
side (growing urban populations, 
changing diets, macroeconomic con-
straints) and the supply side (scarcity of 
natural resources, including water, ex-
acerbated by climate change). Rural 
areas and farmers in the region itself are 
often vulnerable in a number of ways. 
European Union (EU) member states, 
while more resilient, are also affected by 
rising prices that impact macroecon-
omic trends and the most vulnerable 
segments of society.  
 
Food security in the Euro-Mediterranean 
region has already been brought into 
focus during food and energy price 
spikes in the late 2000s and early 
2010s. However, despite the strong in-
terdependencies and potential leverage 
of several countries in the region that 
are major food and energy exporters 
(FAO, 2022b), the Euro-Mediterranean 
region has failed to develop a strategy 
for agricultural and food cooperation.  
 
At the global level, there have been re-
newed calls for a coordinated and rules-
based approach to prevent the 
externalisation of food insecurity (FAO, 
2016). There has been growing aware-
ness of the limitations of existing produc-
tion- and trade-oriented food security1 
policies and a better understanding of the 
socioeconomic and environmental dimen-

sions of food security (G7 Presidency, 
2022). Proposed solutions include 
greater market transparency to avoid 
speculation, improving fertiliser use effi-
ciency, and financing development pro-
jects based on public-private 
partnerships specifically targeting small-
holder farmers (FAO, 2022a) 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine 
policy areas that have the potential to 
improve food security in the region. In 
Chapter 1, Desirée Quagliarotti2 chal-
lenges the traditional concept of food 
security by using a variety of perspec-
tives and data that demonstrate policy 
failure. Instead, she explores the pro-
vocative concept of food sovereignty-
that is, greater autonomy in agricultural 
and food systems decision making–ad-
vocated by individual local smallholder 
organisations to see what we might 
learn from it to support the transition to 
sustainable food systems in the region.  
 
The second chapter by Tommaso Emiliani3 
explores how the changing geopolitical en-
vironment – e.g., the growing role of China 
and a more assertive Russia – could serve 
to strategize and strengthen regional co-
operation on agriculture and food. Drawing 
on strategic documents and interviews 
with policymakers and experts, it identifies 
the limitations of existing regional institu-
tional forums such as the Union for the 
Mediterranean (UfM) and the European 
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), as well as 
policy areas such as trade and the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy (CAP), and ex-
plores other forums, actors, and policy 
initiatives.  

1  Food seucrity was defiend at the World Food Summit in 1996 as availability of sufficient quantities of 
food of proper quality, access, efficient utilization of food and related factors and sustainable management 
of the resource base. Existing policies focused mostly on (short term) availability and access via increased 
production, trade and aid.
2  Researcher at ISMED.
3  Strategic Synergies Cluster Manager at EIT Food.



Figure 1. Design of the study 
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The third chapter by Marko Lovec4 focuses 
specifically on CAP as the largest agricul-
tural subsidy system in the region and its 
relationship to multilateral and regional 
trade and development policies, as well as 
environmental and social issues relevant to 
food security in the region. The chapter in-
cludes an assessment of the short- and 
medium-term impacts of changes to CAP 
(exemptions from existing rules, CAP 
2023-2027, and initiatives related to the 
European Green Deal) and ENP-South on 
food security in the region. 

The fourth chapter by Ines Gasmi5 fo-
cuses on the concept of Climate Smart 
Agriculture (CSA), which combines the 
potential of the emerging environmental 
and digital agendas to promote sustain-
able production in the region. To this 
end, an experimental inventory of initiat-
ives in the region and a survey of stake-
holders are conducted, existing 
experiences on institutional, financial 
and policy incentives and barriers are 
collected and summarised, and an action 
plan is proposed.  

4 Associate professor at the Unviesity of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences 

5 Project officer at the Centre for Mediterranean Integration CMI-UNOPS.
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Introduction 
 
Today, the Mediterranean region is 
facing significant challenges in relation 
to food security and nutrition, which are 
expected to worsen further in the 
coming decades. The demand for food 
is expected to increase by the mid-cen-
tury as a result of population growth, ur-
banisation and shift in dietary patterns. 
At the same time, food security is in-
creasingly threatened by the lack of two 
strategic resources for agricultural pro-
duction – fertile land and water –, the 
impact of climate change, and greater 
price volatility and instability in the glo-
bal food market. Furthermore, even 
though the region has made significant 
progress in reducing undernutrition, the 
double burden of malnutrition, which 
refers to both micronutrient deficiency 
(hidden hunger) and over-nutrition 
(overweight and obesity) still affects a 
considerable part of the population.  
 
More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic 
increased global food insecurity in al-
most every country by reducing incomes 
and disrupting food supply chains, con-
ditions worsened by Russia’s unpro-
voked invasion of Ukraine. In the 
Mediterranean countries of Europe, the 
European Union (EU) food system, sup-
ported by a wide range of effective sec-
toral, national and EU policy measures, 
demonstrates a certain level of resil-
ience, but the measures to counter the 
crises have highlighted some structural 
weaknesses in the EU’s food supply 
chain, as well as on the affordability of 
safe and healthy food in the EU itself. In 
particular, the response to the pandemic 
has revealed the limitations in the EU’s 
crisis response mechanism, particularly 
where market support may be needed. 
The EU does not have the necessary 
budget for sustained market interven-
tion. Instead, by easing state aid rules, 

the EU has shifted responsibility to 
member states in supporting their agri-
cultural sectors, leading to unbalanced 
sectoral parity within the EU single mar-
ket. Consequently, there has been a rise 
in popular sentiment supporting local 
food production as a way of ensuring a 
more resilient food system and increas-
ing food security. This call has received 
several high level supports, i.e., from the 
Agriculture Commissioner Janusz 
Wojciechowski as well as President 
Macron in France, who have couched 
this goal in various ways: as a call for re-
shoring production, for reducing re-
liance on global and EU supply chains, 
and promoting shorter supply chains 
(Matthews, 2020).  
 
In the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) countries, the situation is 
somewhat different. Food systems in the 
MENA region are highly vulnerable to 
global shocks due to the presence of a 
series of factors that limit their resilience 
and their ability to adapt in times of cri-
sis. Due to scarce endowment of re-
sources, domestic production of 
water-intensive food has never been 
considered an efficient way of using 
natural resources; and countries, from 
the end of the 20th century, have gen-
erally adopted a trade-oriented food se-
curity strategy based on the 
neoclassical theory of international com-
parative advantages. This makes the 
MENA the most food import-dependent 
region in the world and extremely vulner-
able to international agricultural market 
instability. In addition, high levels of 
political instability, protracted conflicts, 
and the lack of effective long-term food 
security strategies make the situation 
even worse, increasing countries’ vul-
nerability to economic shocks and vola-
tility in global food markets (Abis & 
Demurtas, 2023). What emerges is that 
in the MENA region food security is a 
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very complex issue influenced by the inter-
relationship between multiple variables. As 
a result, an appropriate food security strat-
egy has to go beyond the neo-classical 
economic theory to include relevant politi-
cal, social and environmental concerns 
(FAO, CIHEAM, & UfM, 2021). 
 
These challenges raise the question of 
whether the principles and objectives 
that shaped the Mediterranean food 
systems in the 20th century need revi-
sion in order to simultaneously provide 
enough food, in quantity and quality, to 
meet the nutritional needs of a growing 
population and improve the livelihood of 
small farmers through income gener-
ation and employment creation, in a con-
text of natural scarcity of resources and 
in a scenario of increasing climate 
change impacts, without putting further 
pressure on natural systems (FAO-CI-
HEAM, 2016).  
 
This awareness implies a paradigm shift 
towards food production and consump-
tion systems based on the principles of 
sustainability able to contribute to healthy 
food from a nutritional and environmental 
point of view. Addressing food system 
transformation in the Mediterranean re-
gion is a very complex and dynamic pro-
cess that requires diverse institutional, 
socioeconomic and agroecological con-
straints to be considered in countries and 
territories on all shores of the Mediterra-
nean. This work makes the case for a 
common Euro-Mediterranean food policy 
agenda, which sets a roadmap to enable 
transformative change. A key component 
of such an agenda is the concept of food 
sovereignty at the Mediterranean level as 
a lever to improve the sustainability of 
both food systems and consumption pat-

terns, through which Mediterranean 
countries may achieve food security by 
combining sustainable, context-specific 
domestic food production and effective 
regional cooperation strategies. Through 
a literature review and secondary data 
analysis, the paper is structured into two 
main sections. A general, more theoreti-
cal part, in which specific aspects related 
to food security and nutrition in the Medi-
terranean region and a political economy 
analysis of food security strategies are 
provided, and the concept of food sover-
eignty at the Mediterranean level is intro-
duced.  
 
A second part aims to provide a frame-
work within which to outline a blueprint 
for a common Euro-Mediterranean food 
policy agenda. Finally, for concrete ideas 
to be put forward, specific recommenda-
tions are made, proposing a range of ac-
tions in a number of key policy areas. 
 
The state of food 
security in SEMCs  
 
The MENA region is considered one of 
the most food insecure in the world. 
Three main factors contribute to such a 
view: limited agricultural potential, in-
creasing food demand, and high food im-
ports dependency. 
 
Although Southern and Eastern Mediter-
ranean Countries (SEMCs) differ each 
other in their agricultural potential, in the 
MENA region as a whole there is limited 
scope to increase agricultural production 
extensively through a greater use of in-
puts such as fertile land and water 
(Quagliarotti, 2018; Saab, 2017) (Table 
1).6  

6  To meet the growing food demand, agricultural production can be increased either through the 
expansion of the crop area or increasing yield per unit area, or both. Classified as an arid and semi-arid 
climatic region, MENA countries are affected by a lack of fertile land and water resources, which limits the 
option for cropland expansion.

The MENA 
region is 
considered one 
of the most food 
insecure in the 
world.



Table 1. Agricultural inputs in the Mediterranean region (2020)  
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If resource scarcity constitutes a signifi-
cant constraint for food production, 
even more critical is the level of quali-
tative deterioration. Phenomena such as 
soil erosion, land degradation, salinisa-

tion and water pollution corroborate the 
awareness that the agricultural sector is 
approaching or has already passed its 
ecological limits as a result of decades 
of distortive policies and poor agricultural 

Country 
 

 

 

 

 

Albania 

Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 

Croatia 

Cyprus 

France 

Greece 

Italy 

Malta 

Portugal 

Slovenia 

Spain 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Israel 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Palestinian 

Territories 

Syria 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

European 
Union 
MENA 
Sub-Saharan 
Africa 
World 

Agricultural land  
(% of land area) 

 

 

 

 

42.5 

 

43.3 

26.9 

14.5 

52.1 

45.5 

44.0 

32.4 

42.3 

30.3 

52.3 

17.4 

4.0 

8.7 

68.1 

29.9 

11.6 

65.5 

 

73.9 

75.8 

62.6 

49.1 

 
41.0 
33.4 

 
42.5 
36.5 

 

 

Agricultural land 
(km2) 

 

 

 

 

11,656 

 

22,161 

15,051 

35,239 

285,538 

58,672 

129,991 

104 

38,728 

6,105 

261,426 

413,588 

39,712 

153,503 

303,82 

6,464 

10,292 

6,697 

 

4,449 

139,211 

97,311 

377,62 

 

1,639,615 
3,746,084 

 
10,163,808 
47,338,929 

 

Arable land  
(ha per person) 

 

 

 

 

0.21 

 

0.31 

0.22 

0.08 

0.27 

0.20 

0.11 

0.02 

0.09 

0.09 

0.25 

0.17 

0.03 

0.25 

0.21 

0.04 

0.02 

0.02 

 

0.01 

0.27 

0.22 

0.23 

 

0.22 
0.12 

 
0.20 
0.18 

 
 

Agricultural 
irrigated land  

(% of total 
agricultural land) 

 

 

15.6 

 

 -  

1.1 

20.0 

4.9 

20.2 

19.9 

33.7 

14.5 

0.6 

14.4 

3.2 

 -  

 -  

6.0 

33.4 

8.1 

 -  

 

3.7 

9.4 

3.9 

13.8 

 

 -  
 -  
 

 -  
 -  
 
 

Renewable 
internal 

freshwater 
resources per 
capita (m3) 

 

9,385 

 

10,68 

9,222 

656 

2,981 

5,404 

3,055 

104 

3,695 

9,002 

2,437 

266 

10 

105 

805 

84 

68 

700 

 

178 

421 

363 

2,757 

 

3,043 
513 

 
3,602 
5,658 

 

 

Annual freshwater 
withdrawals, total 

(% of internal 
resources) 

 

 

4 

 

1 

2 

27 

14 

17 

19 

85 

16 

5 

28 

87 

114.1* 

817 

36 

148 

132 

38 

 

37 

196 

90 

27 

 

14 
123 

 
3 
9 
 
 * For Egypt annual freshwater withdrawals, the total is calculated as % of total resources.  

Source: World Bank, 2022.



Table 2. Land degradation caused by water and wind erosion in SEMCs (1000 ha) 

Table 3. Desertified area and the area threatened by desertification in some SEMCs, 
2012 
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practices,7 which have undermined its 
long-term sustainability (FAO, 2011) 

(Tables 2 and 3).8 
 

Physical limits to resource availability 
imply that SEMCs have to rely primarily 
on intensive increases in agricultural 
output, which is improving crop produc-
tivity in terms of yields on existing agri-
cultural land and water resources. As 

shown in Table 4, although cereal yields 
across the MENA region average 
around 2,341 kg per ha, above the aver-
age of sub-Saharan Africa, they are still 
below the 4,072 kg per ha global aver-
age, and since 2000 this gap has been 

Country 
 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Libya 

Morocco 

Syria 

Tunisia

Area affected by water erosion 

 

3,9 

 - 

330 

65 

1,3 

3,6 

1,2 

3,8 

 

Area affected by wind erosion 

 

12 

1,4 

3 

- 

24 

600 

3 

4 

Source: Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and Intergovernmental Technical Panel on Soils (ITPS), 
2015.

7  In many countries, agricultural and trade policies have caused environmental harm by distorting price 
signals through, for example, linking support to agricultural commodities and encouraging farming on 
environmentally fragile land, and lowering the costs of inputs, such as energy and water. 

8 According to the fifth wave of the Arab Barometer survey, Arab societies show significant concerns 
with water pollution. In Egypt, nearly all respondents cite water pollution as a serious or very serious 
problem (96%), roughly nine-in-ten say the same in Libya (93%), Tunisia (94%), Lebanon (90%) and 
Algeria (89%). Rates of concern remain high in Palestine (88%), Jordan (85%) and Morocco (83%) 
(Green, 2019).

Source: Saab, 2017.

Country 
 

 

 

Algeria 

Libya 

Morocco 

Tunisia 

Total area  
(000 of km2) 

 

 

2,382 

1,807 

711 

164 
 

Desertified area 
(000 of km2) 

 

 

1,97 

1,589 

455 

 -  

Area threatened by 
desertification 
 (000 of km2) 

 

230 

381 

195 

105 

Desertified  
area (%) 

 

 

83 

88 

64 

 -  

Area threatened 
by desertification 

(%) 
 

9.7 

21.1 

27.4 

64 



Table 4. Land degradation caused by water and wind erosion in SEMCs (1000 ha) 
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widening.9 Focusing the analysis at 
country level, most SEMCs have cereal 
yields significantly below the developing 

country average, and particularly low 
values are found in Libya, Morocco, Tuni-
sia and Algeria (World Bank, 2022).10  

Country 
Albania 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Croatia 

Cyprus 

France 

Greece 

Italy 

Malta 

Portugal 

Slovenia 

Spain 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Israel 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Palestinian Territories 

Syria 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

European Union 
MENA 
Sub-Saharian Africa 
World 

Area affected by water erosion 

3,175 

2,55 

4,115 

931 

7,232 

3,869 

4,994 

4,008 

2,794 

4,803 

3,603 

883 

7,289 

638 

367 

2,443 

1,728 

2,415 

2,185 

1,149 

985 

2,371 

3,825 
2,041 
1,182 
3,091 

Area affected by wind erosion 

5,209 

6,051 

6,992 

1,955 

6,384 

4,197 

5,627 

4,881 

4,849 

7,393 

4,502 

1,521 

6,188 

672 

743 

3,817 

1,711 

3,101 

2,223 

1,832 

1,327 

3,342 

5,461 
2,341 
1,546 
4,072 

Source: World Bank, 2022.

9 When it comes to agricultural yields, a clarification must be made. Low levels of performance do not always 
mean bad practices or backwardness. Lower yields can be associated with sustainable agricultural practices 
which, by not making use of the technological package of the Green Revolution (high yielding varieties, 
mechanisation, irrigated water, and chemical fertilisers), sacrifice high yields in the short term for the benefit of 
guaranteeing agricultural productivity in the longer term achieved through greater protection of natural 
resources. Furthermore, it is necessary to consider that yields as a measure of agricultural productivity are 
based on a strictly economic perspective that considers only the edible part of crops. Consequently, the other 
vegetable components, despite having a value in many rural realities, are neglected and are not captured by 
the market, giving a distorted measure of agricultural productivity. Finally, the diffusion of hybrid varieties with 
higher yields has contributed to a high loss of agro-biodiversity leading to the disappearance of many local 
agricultural varieties, which are more resistant and with a higher nutritional value. 

10 What is surprising is that the yields are so high in Egypt. The United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) attaché explained in an annual report on the grains sector dated 17 March 2021, that “wheat 
production in Egypt has improved through the development of breeding and cultivation techniques, citing “the 
use of high yielding seed varieties, expanding the amount of certified seeds distributed to farmers, ideal sowing 
time, laser leveling techniques and increasing areas of wheat raised bed cultivation to more than 420,000 
hectares as techniques that have made the greatest contribution to increasing yield over the last six years” 
(Wally & Akingbe, 2021).



Table 5. Cereal production and yields at regional and global level 

Table 6. Demographic indicators in the Mediterranean countries, 2021
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Yield gap in MENA countries suggests 
considerable room for growth and the need 
for a new agricultural paradigm based on a 
mix between agricultural inputs and prac-
tices capable of ensuring long-term sustain-
ability within the bio-capacity of available 
agricultural resources. Moving from chal-
lenges related to food supply to those re-
lated to demand, it should be highlighted 

that in MENA countries the demand for 
food is first triggered by rapid population 
growth. According to the World Bank, the 
MENA population surpassed 472 million in 
2021 with an annual growth rate of 1.7%, 
well above the world average of 0.9%, as a 
result of sustained high fertility rates, suc-
cessful efforts in improving public health, 
and lowering mortality rates (Table 6).  

Source: Sadik, el-Solh, & Saab, 2014.

MENA region 
Cereal area (1,000 ha) 

Cereal Production (1,000 ton) 

Cereal yields (kg/ha) 

World 
Cereal area (1,000 ha) 

Cereal production (1,000 ton) 

Cereal yields (kg/ha) 

1961 
19 

15 

796 

1961 
648 

877 

1,353 

1990 
26 

37 

1,418 

1990 
708 

1,952,459 

2,757 

2012 

26 

46 

1,794 

2012 
703 

2,545,002 

3,619 

Country 
 

 

Albania 

Bosnia and H. 

Croatia 

Cyprus 

France 

Greece 

Italy 

Malta 

Portugal 

Slovenia 

Spain 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Israel 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Palestinian Territories 

Syria 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

Population 
(thousands) 

 

2,811.67 

3,263.46 

3,899.00 

1,215.59 

67,499.34 

10,664.57 

59,066.22 

516.87 

10,299.42 

2,107,01 

47,326.69 

44,616.63 

104,258.33 

6,958.54 

37,344.79 

9,364.00 

10,269.02 

6,769.15 

4,922.75 

18,275.70 

11,935.76 

85,042.74 

Population growth 
(annual %) 

 

 -0.9 

 -0.5 

 -3.7 

0.7 

0.2 

 -0.3 

 -0.6 

0.3 

0.0 

0.2 

 -0.1 

1.7 

1.9 

1.3 

1.2 

1.6 

0.6 

 -0.8 

2.5 

4.3 

1.0 

0.8 

Fertility rate, total 
(births per woman) 

 

1.6 

1.2 

1.5 

1.3 

1.8 

1.3 

1.2 

1.1 

1.4 

1.5 

1.2 

2.9 

3.1 

2.2 

2.4 

2.9 

2.6 

2.1 

3.5 

2.7 

2.2 

2.0 

Life expectancy at 
birth, total (years) 

 

79 

78 

78 

81 

82 

81 

82 

83 

81 

81 

82 

77 

72 

73 

77 

83 

75 

79 

74 

74 

77 

78 



Table 7. Income growth and urbanisation in the Mediterranean countries, 2021
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But population growth is not the only rea-
son behind the current food demand in-
crease: due to urbanisation and rising 
incomes, traditional diet is shifting towards 

consumption patterns based on animal 
products and higher value foods, which 
require more water, land and energy (Table 
7).11 

Source: Compiled by the authors.  

Source: World Bank, 2022.  

European Union 
MENA 
Sub-Saharan Africa 
World 

 

446,946.71 
472,494.99 

1,165,563.99 
7,836,630.79 

 

 -0.1 
1.7 
2.6 
0.9 

1.5 
2.7 
4.6 
2.4 

80 
74 
62 
73 

Population 
growth is not 
the only reason 
behind the 
current food 
demand 
increase

11 For more details on dietary patterns in Mediterranean countries, food consumption and sourcing profiles, 
and the nexus between changes in dietary patterns and the ecological footprint, see Galli et al., 2017.

Country 
 

 

 

Albania 

Bosnia and H. 

Croatia 

Cyprus 

France 

Greece 

Italy 

Malta 

Portugal 

Slovenia 

Spain 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Israel 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Palestinian 

Territories 

Syria 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

European Union 
MENA 
Sub-Saharan 
Africa 
World 

 

 

GDP, current 
US$  

(millions) 
 

18,260.04 

22,571.51 

67,837.79 

27,719.34 

2,937,472.76 

216,240.59 

2,099,880.20 

17,189.73 

249,886.46 

61,526.33 

1,425,276.59 

167,983.14 

404,142.77 

41,879.58 

132,725.26 

481,591.27 

45,243.66 

18,076.62 

 

18,036.80 

21,445.78 

46,840.04 

815,271.75 
17,088,620.74 
3,636,731.83 

 
1,917,904.00 

96,100,091.00 

GDP per 
capita, 

current US$ 
 

6,494.4 

6,916.4 

17,398.8 

30,798.5 

43,518.5 

20,276.5 

35,551.3 

33,257.4 

24,262.2 

29,200.8 

30,115.7 

3,765.0 

3,876.4 

6,018.4 

3,496.8 

51,430.1 

4,405.8 

2,670.4 

 

3,664.0 

1,265.6 

3,924.3 

9,586.6 

38,234.1 
7,696.9 

 
1,645.5 
12,262.9 

GDP growth 
(annual %) 

 
 

8.5 

7.1 

10.4 

5.5 

7.0 

8.3 

6.6 

9.4 

4.9 

8.1 

5.1 

3.8 

3.3 

31.4 

7.4 

8.2 

2.2 

 -10.5 

 

7.1 

1.5 

3.3 

11.0 
5.4 
4.3 

 
4.1 
5.8 

Urban  
population 

(thousands) 
 

1,770.48 

1,612.96 

2,256.66 

812.69 

54,837.82 

8,535.71 

42,141.39 

490.04 

6,885.06 

1,167.85 

38,361.12 

33,132.75 

44,687.20 

5,636.00 

23,924.94 

8,677.99 

9,409.09 

6,030.84 

 

3,790.66 

10,257.06 

8,341.67 

65,116.37 

336,072.33 
313,055.84 

 
487,142.49 

4,433,302.17 

Urban population 
growth  

(annual %) 
 

0.4 

0.3 

 -3.2 

0.7 

0.5 

0.1 

 -0.2 

0.4 

0.8 

0.8 

0.2 

2.4 

2.0 

1.6 

2.0 

1.7 

0.9 

 -0.6 

 

2.8 

5.5 

1.4 

1.4 
0.2 
2.1 

 
3.9 
1.7 



Table 8. Projected MENA meat production and consumption (1,000 MT)
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Over the past 50 years, the composition of 
diet has changed significantly in Arab coun-
tries: while the percentage of calories de-
rived from cereals has declined, the share 
coming from meat, dairy, and vegetable oils 
increased (Nigatu & Motamed, 2015). The 

most dramatic change is related to the in-
creasing consumption of meat. Table 8 
presents a summary of current and pro-
jected poultry and beef production and 
consumption, highlighting that consump-
tion will far overtake production by 2024. 

Meat  
products 
 

Poultry 

Beef and veal 

Average  
2012-2014 

 

6,511 

1,835 

Projected  
2024 

 

7,504 

1,938 

Production Consumption

Average  
2012-2014 

 

8,324 

2,912 

Growth rate (%)  
2013-2024 

 

1.3 

0.5 

 

Projected  
2024 

 

10,303 

3,583 

Growth rate (%)  
2013-2024 

 

1.9 

1.9 

Source: Nigatu, Motamed (2015). 

The need to feed a growing population 
and to address a growing demand for ani-
mal-derived proteins, which puts further 
pressure on scarce natural resources 
(fertile land and water), requires a better 
connection to be made between the 
topics of fish and food security and nutri-
tion. Three fundamental aspects stand 
out to illustrate the importance of fish for 
food security and nutrition in the MENA 
region: the protein and nutrient content 
of fish as food; the role of fisheries and 
aquaculture activities as a source of in-
come and livelihoods; and the relative ef-
ficiency of fish to produce/transform 
proteins.12 
 
Despite the relative decline of cereals in 
MENA food consumption patterns, how-
ever, wheat remains the dominant staple 
grain, accounting for up to one third of 
the calories consumed in the region 
(Table 9). Economic (costs and public 
subsidies) as well as socio-cultural fac-

tors (religion, beliefs, food preferences, 
gender discrimination, education, and 
women’s employment) all have a notice-
able influence on food consumption pat-
terns in this region. In particular, the still 
significant relevance of cereals in diet 
patterns is not only a product of their nu-
tritional or financial properties. Due to 
their ties to health, customs and com-
munal relations, these commodities con-
tinue to be omnipresent elements in 
everyday life, lying at the heart of social 
identities and functioning as an articula-
tion of entrenched traditions and cultural 
idioms that develop over time (Martínez, 
2018). 
 
As a result of both demand and supply 
side factors, MENA countries are af-
fected by low levels of food self-suffi-
ciency rates for most food commodities. 
Regionally, import dependence is most 
marked for cereals, sugar, oils and fats; 
dairy products, meat and eggs show a 

12  To detect the potential contribution of fisheries and aquaculture in helping to improve food security both 
from a quantitative and qualitative point of view, please see HLPE, 2014.



Table 9. Projected MENA consumption for major crop commodities (1,000 MT)

Table 10. Self-sufficiency ratio in total food commodities and cereals in SEMCs (%)
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higher level of self-sufficiency, while self-
sufficiency has been achieved only in 
fruits and vegetables, and fish (Saab, 
2017) (Table 10). As data shows, the 
food self-sufficiency ratio in 2014 did 
not change significantly from its level in 

2005. This indicates that Arab countries 
as a whole did not make substantial 
progress in the past several years to-
wards their strategic attempt of enhanc-
ing food security based on domestic 
food production. 

However, food self-sufficiency constitutes 
only one aspect of macro food security. 
Even in a case of high food imports de-
pendency, a country may still be food se-
cure if it exports enough goods and 
services to finance its food imports. An 
indicator traditionally used to capture this 
side of food security is the ratio of total 
exports to food imports, whose values re-
flect the country’s capacity to earn 

enough foreign exchange from exports to 
finance its imports: the higher the ratio of 
total exports to food imports, the higher 
the level of food security in a country. As 
data shows, this ratio is low for all Arab 
countries, underscoring the high vulner-
ability to the trends and fluctuations of in-
ternational food prices and supplies 
(Table 11) (World Bank, 2017; Breisinger 
et al., 2010). 

Crop 
 
 

Wheat 

Rice 

Barley 

Corn 

Average  
2012-2014 

 

93,347 

13,505 

3,071 

4,252 

Projected  
2024 

 

106,287 

15,815 

3,533 

5,108 

Food use Feed use

Consumption

Average  
2012-2014 

 

7,158 

0 

26,251 

35,407 

Growth rate (%)  
2013-2024 

 

1.2 

1.4 

1.3 

1.7 

Projected  
2024 

 

6,998 

0 

28,327 

43,751 

Growth rate (%)  
2013-2024 

 

 -0.2 

0.0 

0.7 

1.9 

Source: Nigatu, Motamed (2015). 

Country 

 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Syria 

Palestine 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Tunisia

2005 
 

56.3 

73.2 

85.2 

81.5 

53.5 

84.0 

45.0 

89.6 

72.0 

2011 
 

53.1 

61.0 

80.6 

72.3 

70.0 

79.0 

43.1 

80.4 

68.5 

2014 
 

66.6 

74.7 

84.3 

79.3 

75.2 

88.0 

38.3 

100 

89.5 

2019 
 

 - 

 - 

 - 

-  

 - 

 - 

-  

 - 

 -

2005 
 

5.1 

18.1 

74.0 

20.0 

30.0 

69.6 

11.0 

46.1 

48.0

2011 
 

3.7 

11.0 

58.0 

10.1 

32.0 

56.3 

7.1 

59.1 

47.0

2014 
 

3.7 

14.0 

48.0 

9.5 

21.6 

66.0 

9.5 

68.0 

42.4

2019 
 

0.0 

6.5 

63.5 

 -  

29.9 

52.2 

6.1 

51.1 

36.9

Food self-sufficiency ratio Cereal self-sufficiency ratiose

Source: Saab, 2017, Fao, Faostat, 2020. 



Table 11. Food trade balance and structure of merchandise exports in several SEMCs, 
2016 (%) 

Table 12. Global Hunger Index (GHI) in several Mediterranean countries

Policy Study n. 30

Towards a Renewed Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation on Sustainable Agri-Food Systems for Food Security in the Region26

Focusing the analysis on household and in-
dividual levels, Table 12 provides more de-
tailed information about the micro aspects of 
food security in Arab countries, showing 
how the Global Hunger Index (GHI) has 
changed since 1990.13 According to the 
GHI, in many SEMCs the level of hunger 
has decreased since the 2000s, and most 
of the countries are considered low or mod-
erate hunger, ranging from 6.1 for Tunisia to 
12.3 for Egypt (IFPRI, 2022). Despite these 

improvements, GHI scores for several coun-
tries could not be calculated due to the lack 
of data necessary to develop all GHI indica-
tors. Nevertheless, the hunger and undernu-
trition situation in some of these countries is 
cause of significant concerns, particularly for 
Libya and Syria, where conflict and political 
instability have damaged supply chains, li-
mited access to agricultural input and dim-
inished agricultural production, not allowing 
the population to meet daily food needs. 

Country 

 

 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Palestine 

Syria 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Libya 

Morocco 

Tunisia 

Total  
exports/  

food imports 
4.7 

2.4 

1.2 

8.9 

8.7 

6.9 

11.1 

8.1 

11.2 

Food 
 

18.6 

26.2 

27 

 - 

1.1 

21.8 

 - 

21 

14.2 

Agricultural raw 
materials 

0.4 

0.6 

0.9 

 - 

0 

2.6 

 - 

0.8 

0.6

Fuels 
 

0.1 

1.1 

0.2 

 - 

94 

16.3 

 - 

0.9 

7.2 

Ores and 
metals 

8.8 

9.3 

8.4 

 - 

0.3 

4 

 - 

6.5 

1.4 

Manufactures 
 

72 

62.6 

63.6 

 - 

4.6 

53.9 

 - 

70.8 

76.5 

Merchandise exports 

Source: World Bank, 2017. 

Source: von Grebmer et al., 2022.

13 The GHI is a multidimensional index that combines three equally weighted indicators: (1) the proportion of 
undernourished as a percentage of the population (reflecting the share of the population with insufficient 
dietary energy intake); (2) the prevalence of underweight children younger than five (indicating the proportion 
of children suffering from weight loss); and (3) the mortality rate of children younger than five (partially 
reflecting the fatal synergy between inadequate dietary intake and unhealthy environments).

Country 
 

Albania 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Croatia 

Algeria 

Egypt 

Morocco 

Jordan 

Lebanon 

Tunisia 

Turkey 

 

 

2000  
(1998-2002) 

20.7 

9.3 

<5  

14.5 

16.3 

15.8 

10.8 

11.6 

10.3 

10.1 

 
 

2007  
(2005-2009) 

15.8 

6.6 

<5  

11.4 

17.2 

12.4 

7.5 

11.2 

7.6 

5.8

2014 
(2012-2016) 

9.2 

<5  

<5  

8.7 

14.6 

9.6 

7.4 

8.7 

6.7 

<5  

2022  
(2017-2021) 

6.2 

<5  

<5  

6.9 

12.3 

9.2 

10.6 

10.5 

6.1 

<5  

% change since 
2014 
 -32.6 

 -  

 -  

 -20.7 

 -15.8 

 -4.2 

43.2 

20.7 

 -9.0 

 - 
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Achieving food security in the Mediterra-
nean region is one of the major challenges 
of the coming decades. In order to tackle 
future food security challenges, we must 
understand the past. 
 
The historical evolution of 
food security strategies in 
the Arab World 
 
Centuries ago, the MENA region was 
considered the breadbasket of the 
Roman Empire: “From fertile, silt-fertilised 
farmland by the Nile, from ingeniously ir-
rigated fields in the Tigris and Euphrates 
River valleys, from the rich soil of Leba-
non’s Bekaa Valley and from other areas 
in the Fertile Crescent, ancient farmers 
supplied much of the world with grain, 
vegetables and fruit” (Lawton, 1978). 
Today, paradoxically, the region imports 
about 50% of its food requirements, 
sadly highlighting how once fertile and 
food-producing countries could become 
the world’s major food importer when 
conflict outbreak, adverse climatic con-
ditions and increasing human pressure 
contribute to destroying strategic natural 
resources for food production − land fer-
tility and water −, threatening the produc-
tion of basic foodstuffs (Harrigan, 2014).  
 
The causes of this deep transformation 
have their roots in the creation of that 
great multi-ethnic and multi-religious 
power known as the Ottoman Empire. 
During the 17th century, the agricultural 
production in much of the Arab world 
shifted towards export-oriented cash 
crops such as cotton, wine, silk and 
opium, at the expense of local food pro-
duction.14 Agricultural trade flows intensi-
fied with the progress made in the 
communication and transport systems 

that reduced trade costs and improved 
market access. 
 
If during the Ottoman period food secur-
ity was mainly guided by criteria of econ-
omic convenience that led to opting for 
the production of cash crops at the ex-
pense of food self-sufficiency, with the 
outbreak of the two world wars food se-
curity strategies began to be shaped on 
more geopolitical connotations. Trade 
blocs and constraints during the First and 
the Second World Wars, followed by the 
1972-1974 world food crisis, highlighted 
the Arab states’ geopolitical vulnerability 
in terms of excessive reliance on imports. 
Consequently, also driven by the decision 
by some countries at the forefront of Arab 
nationalism, such as Syria and Egypt, not 
to depend on grain exports from the 
United States (US), which had a mon-
opoly on the grain sales, food self-suffi-
ciency took the place of a trade-based 
strategy (Harrigan, 2014; Blanc, 2022). 
This change was also influenced by na-
tional policy objectives, since in Arab 
countries “sedentarization, land distribu-
tion, and control of water were important 
tools of political power and nation build-
ing” (Woertz, 2013). Large-scale water 
infrastructures and land reclamation pro-
jects increased in many countries. Fur-
thermore, Arab regimes began to 
increase agriculture subsidies to acquire 
political consensus and to use trade tools 
such as tariff and non-tariff barriers to 
protect the agricultural sector from for-
eign competition. The higher domestic 
food prices resulting from agricultural 
protectionism were mitigated by expens-
ive subsidy programmes. 
 
The early 1980s saw the birth of the so-
called Washington Consensus, supported 
by international organisations, whose vision 

14  For a more detailed analysis on the historic trajectories of agricultural development in the Middle East, 
see Babar and Mirgani (2014).
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was based on the principles of free mar-
ket.15 In this new historical scenario, price 
distortions and protectionism were not 
considered an economically efficient way 
to increase farmer income and guarantee 
food security since other political tools 
could achieve the same results with less 
distortions and at lower costs. Particularly, 
in Arab countries interventions in the agri-
cultural sector were considered fiscally 
costly and sub-optimal in the allocation of 
the scarce internal resources. The impact 
of economic neoliberalism resulted in a 
greater emphasis on a trade-based ap-
proach and a shift from water-intensive 
crops for domestic consumption, such as 
cereals, towards higher value, less water-
intensive crops, such as fruit and veg-
etable, for both the domestic market and 
export. Despite a greater degree of trade 
openness, most Arab countries only par-
tially shared this vision and continued to 
protect domestic producers from foreign 
competition in several strategic crops.16 
 
The outbreak of the 2007-2008 and 2010-
2011 global food crises forced some Arab 
states to adopt a more extensive approach 

to food self-sufficiency, resulting in what 
Harrigan has called “macro food sover-
eignty” (Harrigan, 2014). This new vision is 
based on a combination of domestic pro-
duction and overseas land acquisitions in 
natural resources-rich countries in order to 
both mitigate states’ vulnerability to the in-
stability and volatility of international agri-
cultural markets and reduce the pressure 
on internal land and water resources.17 
 
Today, the fallout of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
intertwining with internal factors of vulner-
ability, are putting food security at further 
risk in several ways. Food self-sufficiency 
no longer seems like a plausible option. 
Lack of water and climate change impacts 
are negatively affecting domestic produc-
tion potential. At the same time, as the lar-
gest grain-importing region in the world, 
interruptions of trade flows and food price 
spikes are hitting MENA countries un-
evenly, such as during the global food 
crises. 
 
As it emerges from the approaches 
adopted by MENA countries to achieve 

15  The Washington Consensus policies inspired a wave of reforms that significantly transformed the policy 
landscape in less developed areas. These reforms were introduced and propagated through the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank Stabilisation and Structural Adjustment Programmes. 
In exchange for loans with very low interest rates, the IMF asks countries to institute painful economic 
reform policies (conditionality) that aim to cut government expenses and raise revenue so that countries 
can pay the IMF back relatively quickly. The Washington Consensus policies constituted a complete shift 
in paradigm and a completely new approach to development, the effects of which significantly affect some 
Arab countries where adjustment plans were engaged due to their heavy debt caused by policy failures 
and corruption.
16  As Harrigan argues, this approach was influenced by both the trade theory of comparative advantage 
and the virtual water trade concept, a term coined by Tony Allan in the 1990s to indicate the amount of 
water used to produce a commodity. According to the World Bank, vegetable and fruit productions yield 
six times more value added per drop of water than wheat production and 10 times more than beef 
production. Nevertheless, because farmers do not pay for the true cost of water, 40% of irrigated land is 
dedicated to growing cereals in the Maghreb, 51% in the Mashreq, and 73% in Gulf Cooperation 
Countries (GCC) countries (Allan, 1998; Harrigan, 2014).
17  This new political strategy has been mainly followed by the Arab states of the Persian Gulf that have 
acquired large tracts of agricultural land in foreign states in Africa and Asia, and particularly in Arab 
countries in the Nile Basin. The Gulf countries have adopted explicit policies to encourage their citizens to 
invest in food production overseas as part of their long-term national food security strategies. Such 
policies cover a variety of instruments, including investment subsidies and guarantees, as well as the 
establishment of sovereign funds focusing exclusively on investments in agriculture overseas (Quagliarotti, 
2013).

As it emerges 
from the 
approaches 
adopted by 
MENA countries 
to achieve food 
security, a 
strategy relying 
purely on one 
option has high 
costs and fails 
to provide an 
effective 
response
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food security, a strategy relying purely on 
one option has high costs and fails to pro-
vide an effective response. In most coun-
tries, food security is a complex issue 
influenced by social, political, economic, 
and environmental variables that require 
a multifaceted and holistic approach to 
be reached. The current and dramatic 
crises point to the need for a more resil-
ient, local and diverse Mediterranean 
food system to accelerate the transition 
towards sustainability and to better pre-
pare for future crises.  
 
Towards a concept of 
Mediterranean food 
sovereignty  
 
The challenges of the 21st century raise 
the question of whether the principles and 
objectives that shaped the Mediterranean 
food system in the 20th century need revi-
sion in order to simultaneously provide 
enough food, in quantity and quality, to 
meet the nutritional needs of a growing 
population and operate within planetary 
boundaries, which are the absolute envi-
ronmental limits for natural resource use 
and emissions that need to be respected 
to avoid major and potentially irreversible 
earth system change (Rockström et al., 
2009; Steffen et al., 2015).  
 
To face these challenges, on 20 May 2020, 
the European Commission (EC) unveiled 
‘A farm to fork strategy for a fair, healthy and 
environmentally friendly food system’, with 
the ultimate objective of making the EU 
food system a global model of sustainabil-
ity at all stages of the value chain (Euro-
pean Commission, 2020). However, in 
2020, the coronavirus crisis, and later the 
Ukraine war, highlighted some structural 
weaknesses in the EU’s food supply chain, 
as well as on the affordability of safe and 
healthy food in the EU itself, and food se-
curity came to the top of the political 

agenda. In November 2021, the Commis-
sion presented its communication on a 
contingency plan for ensuring food supply 
and food security in times of crisis (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021). Along the same 
lines, the French Presidency of the Council 
of the European Union (January-June 
2022) introduced sovereignty and food 
self-sufficiency with the purpose of achiev-
ing a more consistent definition of goals 
and enforcement of rules in the EU and 
preserve the EU’s food sovereignty, includ-
ing in terms of reciprocal production stan-
dards (French Presidency of the Council of 
the European Union, 2022).  
 
As has been pointed out, in the MENA re-
gion governments have also started to 
focus on the concept of ‘food sovereignty’ 
as opposed to ‘food security’, highlighting 
their propensity to rely less on international 
markets for their food requirements. This 
approach implies both a greater level of do-
mestic food production to be achieved by 
improving agricultural productivity within 
countries and acquiring farmland abroad in 
land, water and labour-abundant countries 
to directly source food and bypass global 
markets. In the coming decades, even if 
MENA countries significantly increase their 
domestic food production and their direct 
access to food through overseas land in-
vestments, they will still rely on imports for 
part of their food supply, particularly cer-
eals. Hence, there is a need to introduce 
measures and tools that both strengthen 
their position in international food markets 
and reduce their vulnerability to price and 
supply shocks. 
 
Against this backdrop, creating a common 
Euro-Mediterranean food sovereignty pol-
icy agenda, which sets a roadmap to face 
food system crises in the region is crucial. 
The idea of a concept of food sovereignty 
at the Mediterranean level stems from the 
belief that the weakness that characterises 
current food system is linked to the dichot-
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omy between food as a biological phenom-
enon, food as an economic factor, and 

food as a fundamental right protected by 
the United Nations (UN) (Table 13).  

This is to say that in the case of food there 
are incompatibilities between system and 
product and that the attributes of food that 
our economic system tends to value and to 
encourage, such as mass producibility, 
cheapness, uniformity, heavy processing 
and transport over long distances, are not 
necessarily the attributes that work best for 
the people eating that food, or the culture 
in which that food is consumed, or the en-
vironment in which it is produced. Hence 
the need to develop a food sovereignty 
framework at the Mediterranean level 
which, starting from the evolution of the 
concepts of food security and food sover-
eignty, considers all dimensions of food.  
 
A key component of such an agenda 
should be a vision of Mediterranean food 

sovereignty, which goes beyond the one-
dimensional concept of food self-suffi-
ciency or macro food sovereignty to 
embrace a multidimensional idea that inte-
grates: 
 

•  food sovereignty in its double mean-
ing: as the capacity of states to de-
fine their own food policies 
autonomously and as a policy option 
able to support small-scale agricul-
ture; 

•  the right to food and the concept of 
food security in all its dimensions, as 
envisaged in the 1996 definition; 

•  the principle of comparative advan-
tages as a tool to amplify synergies 
and complementarities between 
countries (Table 14).  

Food as a commodity 

 

 

At every level, the modern 

food system has become a 

miniature version of the indus-

trial economy. Food is consid-

ered a commodity, which is 

handled like any other raw ma-

terial or consumer product: 

produced wherever costs are 

lowest, shipped to wherever 

demand is highest, managed 

via the same contracts, and 

other instruments used for 

other commodities, trans-

formed by the same technol-

ogies and business models of 

other manufactures, and dis-

tributed via the same distribu-

tion channels of other 

consumer product. 

Food as a biological factor 
 

 

For all that food system has evolved 

like other economic sectors, food itself 

is fundamentally not an economic phe-

nomenon. Food production may follow 

general economic principles of food 

supply and demand; it may create em-

ployment, earn trade revenues, and 

generate profits; but the underlying 

product has never quite conformed to 

the dictates of the modern industrial 

model. Physically, food is so unsuited 

to mass production that we have had 

to re-engineer our plants and livestock 

to make them more readily harvested 

and processed. Furthermore, farming 

and food-processing methods incur 

such enormous ‘external’ costs that 

the long-term sustainability of the sys-

tem is seriously compromised. 

Food as a fundamental  
human right 

 

Despite the progress made in 

terms of agricultural productivity, 

nearly a billion people remain 

food insecure, and when hunger 

has been banished, populations 

struggle with the so-called diet-

related diseases, such as obes-

ity, heart disease, diabetes and 

hidden hunger. Furthermore, the 

same methods that have al-

lowed this abundance such as 

intensive agriculture and breed-

ing have degraded the produc-

tive capacity of natural systems 

to such an extent that we do not 

know how to respond in the fu-

ture to an ever-growing demand 

for food. 

Source: von Grebmer et al., 2022.



Table 14. Definition and dimensions of food security and food sovereignty

31Towards a Renewed Euro-Mediterranean Cooperation on Sustainable Agri-Food Systems for Food Security in the Region

Concept 
 

Food security 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The theory of  

comparative 

advantage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Food sovereignty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Definition 

 

Food security exists when all people at all times have physical, so-

cial and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to 

meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life. From this definition, four main dimensions of food se-

curity can be identified: physical availability of food; economic and 

physical access to food; food utilisation; stability of the other three 

dimensions over time. For food security objectives to be realized, 

all four dimensions must be fulfilled simultaneously (FAO, 1996). 

 

Comparative advantage is a key principle in international trade and 

forms the basis of why free trade is beneficial to countries. Ac-

cording to this theory, countries that specialise in their comparative 

advantage in free trade are able to realise higher output gains by 

exporting the good in which they enjoy a comparative advantage 

and importing the good in which they suffer a comparative dis-

advantage. In particular, the Heckscher–Ohlin model builds on 

David Ricardo's theory of comparative advantage by predicting 

patterns of commerce and production based on the factor endow-

ments of a trading region. The model essentially says that coun-

tries export the products which use their relatively abundant and 

cheap factors of production, and import the products which use 

the countries' relatively scarce factors 

 

The concept of food sovereignty originated with small-scale pro-

ducers organised as the transnational social movement La Vía 

Campesina (LVC) and was launched globally at the 1996 United 

Nations World Food Summit, which focuses on the rights of 

people, rather than corporations and market institutions, to control 

how and what kind of food is produced. LVC's seven principles of 

food sovereignty include: food as a basic human right, the need 

for agrarian reform, protection of natural resources, reorganisation 

of food trade to support local food production, reducing multi-

national concentration of power, fostering peace, and increasing 

democratic control of the food system (Claeys, 2013). A further 

step toward a common international agenda for food sovereignty 

was the Declaration of Nyeĺeńi, which states: “Food sovereignty 

is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 

produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, 

and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems. It 

puts those who produce, distribute and consume food at the heart 

of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets 

and corporations. It defends the interests and inclusion of the next 

generation. It offers a strategy to resist and dismantle the current 

corporate trade and food regime, and directions for food, farming, 

pastoral and fisheries systems determined by local producers. 

Weakness 

 

It does not consider where and 

how food is produced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is a model based on strictly 

economic criteria even if 

through greater efficiency in 

the use of resources it can in-

directly contribute to greater 

protection of scarcer re-

sources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The concept of food sov-

ereignty, while not excluding 

food trade, does not attach im-

portance to the role of food im-

ports and exports in feeding 

populations.  
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The concept  

of macro  

food sovereignty 

 

Food sovereignty prioritizes local and national economies and mar-

kets and empowers peasant and family farmer-driven agriculture, 

artisanal fishing, pastoralist-led grazing, and food production, dis-

tribution and consumption based on environmental, social and 

economic sustainability” (Forum for Food Sovereignty, 2007). 

 

The term macro food sovereignty reflects the idea that sovereign 

states aim to increase their power and control over their access 

to national food supplies formulating food security strategies that 

incorporate political and social considerations rather than just eco-

nomic considerations. The new Arab food sovereignty is manifest 

in two distinct recent policy thrusts. Firstly, a drive to produce more 

food domestically and, secondly, especially for the richer countries 

in the region such as the Gulf states, new initiatives to acquire 

land in third party host countries in order to directly produce food 

to ship home and so by-pass global food markets (Harrigan, 

2014). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both of the new approaches to 

macro food sovereignty are 

controversial. Growing more 

food domestically, especially 

cereals, does not represent a 

sensible use of scare eco-

nomic resources such as lim-

ited water and arable land in 

many Arab states. Land acqui-

sition overseas, often referred 

to as “land grab”, is also con-

troversial. It can involve dis-

placing local people from their 

land as well as jeopardise food 

security in the host countries. 

Accordingly, Mediterranean food sover-
eignty should be considered as a lever 
through which Mediterranean countries 
may improve the sustainability of both food 
systems and consumption patterns and 
achieve food security by combining sus-
tainable, context-specific domestic food 
production, and effective regional cooper-
ation strategies. 
 
A common Euro-Mediterranean food policy 
agenda should apply the principles of food 
sovereignty and comparative advantages 
both at national and regional levels to en-
sure resilient food security for 550 million 
inhabitants of the region. 
 
To put forward tangible solutions, a set of 
shared priorities that emerge as common 
to most countries in the region (what to 
transform) and the main actions to achieve 
them (how to transform) are recognised: 
 
1. Encourage agroecological transition 
to preserve soil and agro-biodiversity 
by: 

• Promoting sustainable agricultural prac-
tices (precision, organic and conser-
vation agriculture, agroecology, etc.) to 
protect productive natural resources; 

• Opting for more resilient species of 
crops, going back to species that have 
always been part of the Mediterranean 
diet and are less demanding and more 
nutritious in order to husband re-
sources; 

•  Developing diversified farming systems 
such as polyculture, agroforestry, aqua-
ponic, etc. 

 
2. Promote the Mediterranean diet by: 

• Strengthening the historical, cultural, 
gastronomic and food heritage, the 
cornerstone of a strong common cul-
tural identity across the Mediterra-
nean region; 

• Encouraging traditional Mediterra-
nean agriculture as a major source of 
traditional and local knowledge and 
expertise; 

• Promoting neglected and underuti-
lised crops, which have the potential 

A common Euro-
Mediterranean 
food policy 
agenda should 
apply the 
principles of 
food sovereignty 
and comparative 
advantages both 
at national and 
regional levels to 
ensure resilient 
food security for 
550 million 
inhabitants of 
the region
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to contribute to food security, nutrition, 
dietary and culinary diversification, 
health and income generation, as well 
as the provision of environmental ser-
vices. 

 
3. Support food security and sover-
eignty by: 

• Combining in situ and ex situ seed 
conservation strategies to maintain 
total genetic diversity; 

• Reducing food loss and food waste, 
defining measures and sharing best 
practices; 

• Developing climate-smart agriculture 
and improving the resilience of the ag-
ricultural sector to climate risks 
through nature-based solutions 
(NBSs), sustainable uses of water re-
sources, integrated agricultural sys-
tems, and drought tolerant crops; 

•  Promoting Globally Important Agricul-
tural Heritage Systems (GIAHS) to fa-
vour sustainable land-use systems, 
improve biocultural richness, and in-
crease landscape diversity; 

•  Developing urban and peri-urban agri-
culture and short food supply chains 
to provide sufficient healthy food for 
the urban market and strengthen the 
sustainability of local food systems. 

 
4. Promote blue foods as a strategy to 
promote local healthy and sustainable 
food and improve food security and 
nutrition by: 

• Improving sustainability of fisheries 
and aquaculture (including in local 
markets); 

• Strengthening international and na-
tional regulations on environmental 
and social/labour standards (includ-
ing labelling);  

• Expanding market request for other 
fish varieties; 

• Developing protocols to monitor and 
prevent pollution from aquaculture 
and vessels; 

• Better monitoring, traceability and con-
sumer awareness; 

• Adopting a holistic approach to protect, 
restore and increase the productive 
uses of oceans and coastal resources 
in a sustainable way. 

 
5. Encourage public participation in 
policy-making, reconnect people to the 
Euro-Med project, and reclaim public 
policies for the public good by: 

• Remedying the democratic deficit in 
food systems and rebalancing 
power, and fostering multi-stake-
holder partnerships at national and 
regional levels to build trust and 
commitments based on shared 
understanding and inclusion; 

• Involving a wider range of stake-
holders in designing and assessing 
policies, including farmers, sustain-
able food businesses, consumer and 
health groups, development and 
anti-poverty campaigners, environ-
mental agencies, school officials, lo-
cally-based civil society movements, 
to address trade-offs between com-
peting economic, environmental and 
social objectives, which often require 
negotiation between different com-
munities and actors with divergent 
perceptions, interests, resources 
and power. 

 
6. Promote Euro-Mediterranean coop-
eration to guarantee food sovereignty 
at regional level by: 

• Creating interdependencies between 
countries through regional integra-
tion processes that take into ac-
count the complementarities 
between countries to increase syn-
ergies and reduce trade-offs in terms 
of agri-food production and trade; 

• Developing a common Euro-Mediter-
ranean response to food system 
crises that considers the vulnerabil-
ities of the agri-food system at a re-
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gional level but at the same time ident-
ifies tailor-made solutions; 

•  Introducing a Mediterranean food/diet 
labels to encourage local and tradi 
tional products; 

•  Creating the conditions for sustain-
able agriculture and rural devel-
opment, involving education 
initiatives, agricultural research, util-
isation of economic incentives, and 
the development of appropriate and 
new technologies in order to ensure 
stable supplies of nutritionally ad-
equate food, access to those 
supplies by vulnerable groups, and 
production for markets; employment 
and income generation to alleviate 
poverty; and natural resource man-
agement and environmental protec-
tion; 

•  Encouraging an agricultural trade lib-
eralisation process at regional and 
sub-regional level and assessing the 
full impact of free trade beyond the 
macro level, investigating the impli-
cations for small local producers and 
rural households; 

• Creating a virtuous water-energy-
food nexus triggered by the com-
bined use of unconventional water 
and energy sources (renewable 
energy and desalinated water) to 
minimise trade-offs and maximise 
synergies between sectors at na-
tional and regional level. 

 

Conclusions 

Currently, the Mediterranean agri-food 
system is characterised by a deep struc-
tural weakness that renders it extremely 
vulnerable to current and future environ-
mental stresses caused by climate 
change in interaction with other environ-
mental, political and economic trends, 
both global and local. This weakness 
emerged during the global food crises 

of the new millennium, and, more re-
cently, due the COVID-19 pandemic 
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. In 
such a scenario, sustainable agriculture 
and food security appear of particular 
concern for the MENA countries. Data 
shows that the MENA region is the 
most food import-dependent region in 
the world, and net food imports are pro-
jected to rise even further in the future 
as a result of multi-factorial causes that 
act on both the demand (demographic 
growth and urbanisation) and supply 
(natural resources scarcity and the im-
pact of climate change) side of the food 
equation. Because of the region’s heavy 
reliance on food imports, the sharp in-
crease in food prices has severe ad-
verse effects, causing macreconomic 
problems, food insecurity, increased 
poverty and political instability. This 
challenge, coupled with the con-
sequences of environmental degrada-
tion, water scarcity, urbanisation and 
climate stress, calls for the urgent need 
to develop sustainable agriculture and 
food systems. At the same time, the 
European countries, despite the lower 
vulnerability to the instability of inter-
national agricultural markets and a 
greater ability to adapt in times of crisis, 
have not shown themselves to be im-
mune to these risks. Even if the availabil-
ity of food does not jeopardise food 
security at a European level, the in-
crease in the prices of essential inputs 
for agricultural production and the 
energy crisis are causing problems of 
accessibility to food for the weakest 
sections of the population. 
 
Against this backdrop and in light of the 
interdependence between MENA and 
European economies, Euro-Mediterra-
nean cooperation takes on particular rel-
evance for food security. The idea is to 
develop a macroregional food security 
strategy that sets a roadmap to enable 

The creation of a 
common Euro-
Mediterranean 
response to food 
system crises is 
crucial to 
achieve food 
security by 
combining 
sustainable, 
context-specific 
domestic food 
production and 
effective 
regional 
cooperation 
strategies
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transformative change by considering 
the concepts of food sovereignty and 
comparative advantages in an inte-
grated way as a lever to improve the 
sustainability of both food systems and 
consumption patterns.  

The creation of a common Euro-Mediter-
ranean response to food system crises 
is crucial to achieve food security by 
combining sustainable, context-specific 
domestic food production and effective 
regional cooperation strategies. 
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Introduction 

The Euro-Med region is experiencing the 
worst food security crisis since the global 
shocks of 2007 and 2010. At the time, 
grain supply shortages, rising oil and ferti-
liser prices, and failing reserve stockpiles 
(among other factors) triggered the econ-
omic instability and social unrest, which 
would eventually give raise to the 2011 
Arab revolutions (Headey & Fan, 2010). 
The ensuing waves of political turmoil then 
directly affected European Union (EU) 
Northern Mediterranean Countries 
(NMCs) through increased migration flows 
and a perception of incoming threats and 
insecurity leading to a distinctive cooling 
off of the Euro-Med integration process. 
Today, the devastating effects of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine add up to the structural 
criticalities of the region, so much that the 
World Food Programme Executive Director 
David Bealey has called the unfolding situ-
ation “a perfect storm” (WFP, 2022).  
 
This chapter will investigate the current cri-
sis through a geopolitical frame against the 
background of an increasing competition 
between global and regional powers such 
as the United States (US), China and Rus-
sia. The states and coalition of states re-
searched in this study – particularly EU 
members, and Southern and Eastern Medi-
terranean Countries (SEMCs) – will be 
considered for how they make use of (but 
are also affected by) the geo-economic re-
sources they are endowed with in their 
quest for food security, economic pros-
perity and political stability. Classical geo-
politics shares many of the theoretical 
assumptions of the neo-realist doctrine of 
international relations. As such, classical 
geopolitics understands states as the pri-
mary actors in international politics provid-
ing security and protecting the domestic 
space and their citizens from the threat of 
the chaotic international conditions. Coali-
tions of states are thus understood as net-

works where weaker ‘vassal’ states are in-
duced to foster the power of the hegem-
onic actor in exchange for security 
guarantees.   
 
This chapter nuances the hardest assump-
tions of classical geopolitics based on the 
understanding of the space and resources 
of a state as determinants of its behaviour 
in the international arena by focusing on 
ways in which identity is formed and main-
tained through socialisation to delimit con-
ceptualisations of space across the 
‘ours/theirs’ cleavage. Thus, the Euro-Med 
region discussed in the following pages is 
understood as both a physical space with 
a number of geographical features com-
mon to the states composing it, and a 
political construct potentially apt to deliver 
a regional partnership providing dividends 
of a different nature to participating states. 
The chapter will first analyse the structural 
factors affecting the food security of differ-
ent actors in the Euro-Med region; second, 
add the assessment of the impacts of the 
Ukraine war to the complexity; third, pro-
pose three potential scenarios for a re-
newed Euro-Med cooperation on 
agriculture; fourth, address the role of dif-
ferent policy settings and fora for dia-
logues; fifth, contextualise barriers and 
identify pathways for deepened cooper-
ation. The methods used for the research 
include a mix of consultation of primary and 
secondary sources and qualitative inter-
views with high-level EU officials, geopoliti-
cal analysts, and actors active in research 
and innovation in the Euro-Med area.  
 
A conjunctural crisis with systemic causes 
The table below looks at six mega factors 
and trends affecting the Euro-Med region 
through the prism of the challenge they 
pose to different states. Although they also 
present opportunities, the focus in this sec-
tion is on how the factors and trends con-
tribute to the current crisis by producing 
different degrees of fragility to sudden, ex-



Table 1. Structural factors and trends influencing food security in the Euro-Med region

The geopolitical 
implications of the war 
in Ukraine for Euro-Med 
food security  

 
The history of modern civilisation, in-
cluding the case of the Common Agri-
cultural Policy (CAP) within the 

process of European integration, 
shows that the precondition for func-
tioning, integrated agricultural chains at 
the international level is peace. War in 
Ukraine and Russia – the ‘breadbas-
kets of the world’ – is producing a 
number of severe impacts on Euro-Med 
food security, on the geopolitical bal-
ance in the region, and on the collec-
tive imagination of the societies across 
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ternal shocks. While the Euro-Med re-
gion is a mix of diverse socioeconomic 
realities and national geopolitical trajec-
tories, for the sake of simplification the 

factors and trends are coded according 
to the intensity of the challenge they 
pose for the two broad blocks of NMCs 
and SEMCs.  

Source:  Prepared by the author. 

Challenge 
 

 

Geography 

 

 

Climate change 

 

 

 

 

Demographic 

growth 

 

 

Urbanisation 

 

 

 

Globalisation  

of Diets 

 

 

 

COVID-19 

 long wave 

Intensity in 
SEMCs 

 

High 

 

 

High 

 

 

 

 

High 

 

 

 

Medium 

 

 

 

High 

 

 

 

 

High 

 

Explanation 

 

 

Large desertic areas with scarce 

water resources 

 

Extreme climate events further 

exacerbate geographical 

constrains 

 

 

Steep population increase entails 

structural dependence on imports 

of foodstuff 

 

Little interest of young, educated 

people in innovating agriculture 

 

 

Double burden of obesity and 

malnutrition, dependence on 

products not sourced locally 

 

 

Informal agri-food economy 

gravely hit by lockdowns, bread 

subsidy programmes gravely hit by 

inflation and budget reductions 

Explanation 

 

 

Fertile arable lands with 

sufficient water resources 

 

Rising temperatures 

reduce crop yields and 

increase resilience of plant 

bacteria 

 

Slow-to-no demographic 

growth 

 

 

Old farmer workforce, 

generational handover at 

risk 

 

Diets largely based on 

meat proteins create 

dependence on calory 

imports 

 

While issues of purchase 

power have raised, the 

performance of Single 

Market has limited issues 

to food availability  

Intensity in 
NMCs 

 

Low/ 

Medium 

 

Medium 

 

 

 

 

Low 

 

 

 

High 

 

 

 

Medium 

 

 

 

 

Low 

-  
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the two shores of the Mediterranean 
(Emiliani, 2022). 
 
Ukraine and Russia produce together 
12% of total world calories and rank 
among the largest exporters of cereals, 
sunflower oil/seeds, wheat and potash 
(Glauber & Laborde, 2022). Large-
scale food production is so critical to 
the perception of Ukraine’s identity that 
the current constraints to its produc-
tion and exports imposed by Russia’s 
aggression have been dubbed as “an 
attempt at Holodomor 2.0 against the 
world”, thus referring to the famine in-
duced by Soviet Russia that killed mil-
lions of Ukrainians in the 1930s 
(Gotev, 2022). In a viral video from the 
beginning of the war that contributed 
to putting the issue of global food se-
curity at the centre of the public de-
bate, a Ukrainian elderly woman is seen 
confronting a Russian soldier by put-
ting sunflower seeds in his pockets “so 
that sunflowers will grow from your 
body when you die” (The Guardian, 
2022). 
 
Similarly to the structural challenges 
facing Euro-Med food production, the 
impacts of the war on food security on 
the two shores of the Mediterranean 
are largely asymmetrical. In NMCs, the 
overall good functioning of the internal 
market and the clauses of protection 
included in the CAP have prevented a 
disastrous supply shock. As the Euro-
pean Commission (EC) highlighted in 
its assessment of the EU food security 
outlook shortly after the war, the issue 
is therefore “not one of accessibility, 
but one of affordability” (European 
Commission, 2022). In other words, 
the weaponisation of energy costs by 
Russia, together with the reduced 
availability of cheap fertilisers, is push-
ing production costs up, affecting both 
farmers and consumers in NMCs. 

In SEMCs, the issues are even more 
profound and complex, given the pre-
existing fragilities examined earlier. On 
the one hand, the sharp decrease in 
cereal imports blocked in Ukrainian 
ports has reduced the volumes of grains 
available in the region; on the other, the 
steep increase of fertiliser prices amid 
Russia’s threats to block its own exports 
to the countries on its blacklist has 
made supply fragile and pushed many 
countries to take risky diplomatic 
choices. Indeed, the global fertiliser 
trade depends on an extremely volatile 
market. On the one hand, the produc-
tion of fertilisers is highly energy-intense 
and easily subject to steep cost in-
creases as the price of nitrogen, potass-
ium and phosphorus needed to produce 
them increases. On the other hand, only 
a few countries including Russia and 
Belarus produce a surplus of fertilisers 
that they can export to countries in 
structural need, including Russia and 
Belarus. By exerting influence on the 
prices of natural gas on the global mar-
ket while conditioning access to its fer-
tiliser exports to maintain a non-hostile 
foreign policy, Russia is factually coerc-
ing a number of countries in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) area – in-
cluding some SEMCs – into acquies-
cence with its aggression of Ukraine. In 
this context, SEMCs also struggle to di-
versify imports, as third country ex-
porters such as China and India have 
been stockpiling grain reserves since 
the COVID-19 pandemic to guarantee 
their own food security and gain an 
edge on future stock markets (Minter, 
2022). The restriction of cereal supply 
on the market together with the sharp 
increase in energy and fertiliser prices 
are together the main causes for the 
current dramatic food price inflation in 
SEMCs. Inflation is particularly damag-
ing for those countries that heavily sub-
sidise bread, such as Tunisia, Egypt, 
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Morocco and Lebanon, as it reduces 
the power of governments to put for-
ward effective social protection nets. 
Government budgets are further re-
duced by the sharp decrease in rev-
enues related to tourism from Russia 
and Ukraine, which has contributed to 
putting further pressure on local cur-
rencies to the point that some SEMCs 
have reverted to extreme devaluation to 
cope with the crisis (Lester, 2022).  
 
Given the particularly serious situation, it 
is not surprising that SEMCs are engag-
ing in an extremely delicate diplomatic ef-
fort to ensure that trade channels are kept 
open by all main international actors. In 
this context, the overall strength of Euro-
Med relations is indeed put to the test. 
Russia will continue to attempt to extract 
loyalty from SEMCs by spreading its own 
narrative on the reasons behind rising 
prices and increasing food insecurity in 
the region. According to such a narrative, 
the EU is solely responsible for the crisis 
through the export sanctions imposed on 
Russia and Belarus; for its ‘inaction’ in 
pushing Ukraine to the negotiation table; 
and for its alleged double standards ap-
plied to white/Christian/Ukrainian refu-
gees vs. those applied to 
non-white/Muslim/SEMC citizens ‘silently 
starving’ in their own countries (AlAra-
biya, 2022). Against this background, it 
is all the more necessary to put forward 
a new agenda for renewed Euro-Med co-
operation providing incentives and co-
benefits for cooperation for actors on the 
two shores of the Mediterranean. 
 
Strategic foresight: 
three potential scenarios 
for Euro-Med 
cooperation on 
agriculture  
 

The objective of ensuring internal food 
security is at the core of the European 
integration project, as demonstrated 
by the establishment of the CAP as a 
means to guarantee abundant and af-
fordable food for citizens and fair 
prices to producers. A duty to guaran-
tee external food security is not in-
scribed in EU treaties, but external 
food security considerations have 
been gradually included in the CAP 
policy reforms, trade policy reviews 
and EU development policy. Indeed, 
the EU has been committing financial 
resources to SEMCs’ food security 
since the beginning of the conflict, in-
cluding 225 million euros from its 
Food & Resiliency Facility dedicated 
to SEMCs (European Commission, 
2022). However, the EU seems some-
how reluctant to accept specific com-
mitments regarding the role it can play 
to foster global food security. As such, 
specific emphasis on food security 
was remarkably absent from European 
Commission President Von der 
Leyen’s main 2022 State of the Union 
address (Fox, 2022). Short-term coop-
eration is mainly aimed at boosting EU 
food production to ease pressure on 
global cereal markets and provide a 
trade partner replacement for affected 
countries. For the long term, three 
main scenarios for a renewed Euro-
Med cooperation are being discussed 
by experts, policy-makers and civil so-
ciety. 
 
The table below assesses the poten-
tial impact and feasibility of each 
scenario against two controlled vari-
ables: the geopolitical returns of Euro-
Med cooperation on regional power 
balance and the effects different 
modes of cooperation might have on 
the common fight against climate 
change. 
 

Given the 
particularly 
serious 
situation, it is 
not surprising 
that SEMCs are 
engaging in an 
extremely 
delicate 
diplomatic 
effort to ensure 
that trade 
channels are 
kept open by all 
main 
international 
actors
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Scenario 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EU’s structural 
food production 
increase to 
sustain SEMCs’ 
demand 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Support to  
industrial  
intensification of 
SEMCs’  
production 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Impacts on regional 
power balance 

 

Increased 

diversification of 

SEMCs’ import supply 

 

Reinforcement of EU 

industrial output 

 

Short-term food 

security gain 

 

Short-term contribution 

to regional political 

stability 

 

Increased Euro-Med 

geopolitical significance 

to counter influence of 

Russia, China, India, 

Brazil 

 

Adoption of US-

sponsored model 

based on supply of 

machinery and 

additives to SEMCs 

 

Mid-term food security 

gains 

 

SEMCs’ increased 

dependency on 

industrial imports 

 

 Limited Euro-Med 

geopolitical significance 

with increasing 

influence of individual 

EU member states, US 

and multinationals 

  

Impacts on fight against  
climate change 

 

 

 

 

 

Further intensification of EU 

production linked to high use of 

chemical fertilisers 

 

Necessity to cultivate on EU land 

foreseen for biodiversity protection 

 

Agro-industrial model of 

production increase accelerates 

impacts of climate adverse events 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Industrial intensification of 

SEMCs’ production linked to high 

use of chemical fertilisers 

 

Priority for industrial practices over 

regenerative agriculture 

contradictory to SEMCs’ long-

term resilience 

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

Feasibility 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Low 

 

Limited EU land available 

constrains production 

boost 

 

High gas and nitrogen 

costs make agro-industrial 

production increase costly 

 

Climate change a real 

threat to yield productivity 

 

 

 

 

 

Medium 

 

High gas and nitrogen 

costs make agro-industrial 

production increase costly 

 

Climate change a real 

threat to yield productivity 

 

Scenario contradicts EU 

Farm2Fork agri-food 

sustainability strategy… 

 

…But it might receive 

support from individual EU 

member states and 

industrial interest groups 
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The next sections will discuss the con-
ditions, obstacles and pathways to achieve 
the third scenario analysed. 
 
Political fora and 
instruments for 
Euro-Med cooperation 
in times of crisis 

 
To date, Euro-Med dialogue on the needed 
transition to sustainable food systems re-
mains limited. While all Euro-Med countries 
are signatories to the United Nations (UN) 
Paris Agreement on Climate change and 

participated in the 2021 UN Food Sys-
tems Summit, the room for regional action 
is constrained by the stalemate experi-
enced by the framework designed for co-
operation. Established in 1995 as the 
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) to 
shape the vision for a region of prosperity 
and address sectoral priorities, the Union 
for the Mediterranean (UfM), established in 
2008, has gradually witnessed its momen-
tum being replaced by a ‘Mediterranean fa-
tigue’.19 By the 2010s, while Arab uprisings 
had been facing violent repression from 
authoritarian states, NMCs had largely re-
framed Euro-Med cooperation in terms of 
winning support for border management 

19  Interview with Sébastien Abis, Director of Club Déméter and member of the task force FARM, online, 
10 November 2022.

 
 
 
 
 
 
Cooperation on 
sustainable 
Euro-Med food 
systems for re-
silience 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Reduced dependence 

on costly fertilisers as a 

geopolitical asset in 

face of great powers’ 

influence 

 

Long-term food security 

gains… 

 

 …but further burden of 

investments and 

disruption of status quo 

in the short term 

 

Long-term contribution 

to SEMCs’ resilience 

and regional political 

stability 

 

 …but lack of short-

term fix to the current 

crisis 

 

Rise of Euro-Med 

construct as champion 

of UN SDGs 

 

 

 

  

Reduced use of chemical 

fertilisers and focus on 

agroecology and climate-smart 

agriculture positive for adaptation 

and mitigation of climate change 

 

Valorisation of SEMCs’ best 

practices as an enabler for 

progress in the fight on climate 

change in NMCs 

 

Increased significance of fight 

against climate change as a 

unifying asset for cooperation 

  

 

 

 

 

Medium 

 

Need for EU internal and 

external policy coherence 

between CAP, Farm2Fork, 

development aid and trade 

 

Necessity for significant 

investments in innovation 

and skills-building 

 

Risks of decrease of 

agricultural productivity in 

case of lack of political 

and financial commitment 

Source:  Prepared by the author. 
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and fighting against terrorism in exchange 
for budget aid.20 As NMCs shifted their 
framing of the Mediterranean area from a 
region of shared history and identity to a 
source of instability to be securitised 
through financial incentives and coercion, 
SEMCs adapted to the new reality by ac-
cepting the transactional nature of the new 
Euro-Med relationship lasting until today. 
  
Negotiations on agricultural matters are 
now mostly held bilaterally, building on the 
Association Agreements (AAs) concluded 
between the EU and selected SEMCs at 
the beginning of the 1990s. Discussions 
on the potential establishment of Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements 
(DCFTAs) with Morocco, Jordan, Tunisia 
and Egypt have however been stalling, in 
some cases, for almost a decade. The main 
operational framework for collaboration is 
the southern dimension of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), which is en-
dowed with the financial Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooper-
ation Instrument (NDICI) worth €19.32 bil-
lion for the period 2021-2027, southern 
and eastern dimensions combined (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021). The 10 SEMCs 
taking part in the ENP also benefit from the 
External Investment Plan, a new tool cre-
ated in 2017 to help boost public and pri-
vate investments to improve inclusive, 
sustainable economic and social devel-
opment, in particular decent job creation. 
The ENP framework does not however in-
clude Turkey, as the country still formally 
holds the status of candidate to the acces-
sion to the EU. The 2021 Renewed South-
ern ENP Agenda saw the introduction of a 
chapter on green transition and climate re-
silience including a paragraph on cooper-
ation on sustainable food systems 
(European Commission, 2021b). Never-

theless, such cooperation is mostly framed 
through North-South transferral of tech-
nical expertise, and political support for re-
newed cooperation is expressed in very 
general terms. 
 
As the appetite for truly political initiatives 
has been stagnating for several years now, 
Euro-Med cooperation on agriculture has 
been brought forward through functional, 
sectoral programmes and initiatives. One 
of the oldest institutions is the Centre In-
ternational des Hautes Etudes Agro-
nomiques Méditerranéennes (CIHEAM), a 
Euro-Med intergovernmental organisation 
established in 1962 with a strong focus on 
research, education and training. CIHEAM 
has managed to establish itself as a true 
reference for Euro-Med cooperation thanks 
to its mobility exchanges allowing thou-
sands of students and professionals to 
cross-fertilise and enrich the diversity of the 
Mediterranean agricultural know-how every 
year (FAO & CIHEAM, 2020). The Partner-
ship for Research and Innovation in the 
Mediterranean Area (PRIMA) is a project-
based multi-stakeholder network active 
since 2018 with an emphasis on innovative 
farming practices, sharing best climate 
mitigation and adaptation experiences, and 
promoting sustainable business models for 
small and medium sized enterprises 
(SMEs). The insistence on equal footing in 
agency among the 19 participating coun-
tries and the need to create a critical mass 
of actors and resources towards the align-
ment of Euro-Med agricultural innovation 
programmes and resources potentially put 
PRIMA in the condition to be a ‘pilot’ ex-
periment for cooperation on research and 
innovation in other regions of the world.21 
EIT Food is the world’s largest knowledge 
and innovation community creating con-
nections between stakeholders to build fu-

20  Interview with representative of the EU Delegation in Morocco, online, 26 September 2022.
21  Interview with Angelo Riccaboni, Chair of the Italian Secretariat of PRIMA Foundation, EIT Food Annual 
Event in Brussels, 17 October 22.
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ture-fit, environmentally sustainable food 
systems. The peculiarity of EIT Food lies in 
its holistic approach implemented through 
the so-called Knowledge Triangle of Inno-
vation matrix that foresees the collaboration 
of actors from civil society, industry, re-
search and development, and academia to 
design actions delivering co-benefits 
across the value chain (De Bernardi & Azu-
car, 2020).  
 
While the momentum for political innova-
tion in Euro-Med cooperation on agricul-
ture seems to have to a large extent 
subsided in the last two decades, the sys-
temic disruptions to global value chains 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the war in Ukraine might represent a mo-
ment of truth for the hopes to relaunch the 
regional impetus. The COP27 taking place 
in November 2022 in Sharm el-Sheik, 
Egypt, was a make-it-or-break-it opportun-
ity to boost collaboration. In fact, for the 
first time in history, both a Food Pavilion 
and a Mediterranean Pavilion was present 
at a UN Conference on climate and there 
were hopes that concrete negotiations on 
common action towards sustainable food 
systems would lead to joint commitments 
(Lieb, 2022). However, the impacts of the 
war in Ukraine might well further divide a 
Euro-Med region in dramatic need of unity 
of intent and strong leadership. Uncertainty 
regarding the future of supply chains and 
the perception that the survival of domestic 
regimes is at stake might in fact lead coun-
tries within the region to pursue less coop-
erative regional policies.   
 
In Europe, Germany leads a large group of 
central, northern and eastern countries in-
clined to prioritise the energy issue over the 
agri-food issue on the EU political agenda. 
In the 2022 State of the European Union, 
the German President of the European 
Commission Von der Leyen mentioned the 
words ‘energy’, ‘oil’ and ‘hydrogen’ a total 
of 25 times and the words ‘agriculture’ and 

‘food (security)’ once (European Commis-
sion, 2022). A different order of priorities 
seems to be expressed by France, which 
has successfully led a coalition of NMCs 
in securing the Council of the EU’s en-
dorsement to launch the new Food and 
Agriculture Resilience Mission (FARM). 
This initiative foresees an entire pillar dedi-
cated to speed up the transition to sustain-
able and resilient food systems in the 
countries most affected by the crisis in Af-
rica and the Middle East through the sup-
port to regenerative agricultural practices, 
the development of integrated regional 
markets, and the fight against food waste 
(IFAD, 2022). 
 
SEMCs do not form a united front either, 
with a variety of geopolitical approaches to 
tackle the effects of the crisis that reflects 
the diversity of natural resources, trade re-
lations, and political path dependencies. 
While all SEMCs are trying to balance out 
their diplomatic ties with the EU, Russia, 
the United States (US) and China, three 
broad trends can be observed in this re-
gard: a heterogeneous group of countries 
deeply affected by the instability of agri-
food chains is increasingly dependent on 
EU aid looks at NMCs to diversify the 
provision of supplies. Lebanon, Tunisia and 
Palestine belong to this group, but the 
case of Egypt is particularly interesting. 
While EU-Egypt relations soured after the 
2013 military coup that led President al-
Sisi to power and to the assassination of 
trade union researcher Giulio Regeni by 
Egyptian police in 2016, cooperation has 
been recently revamped through the prism 
of energy trade. Indeed, at a bilateral meet-
ing on the fringe of the September 2022 
UN General Assembly, the High Represen-
tative of the European Union for Foreign 
and Security Policy Borrell pledged 100 
million euros to alleviate the situation of 
highly import-dependent Egypt to the For-
eign Minister Shoukry, who acted as the 
President of the UN COP27 taking place 

SEMCs do not 
form a united 
front either, with 
a variety of 
geopolitical 
approaches to 
tackle the 
effects of the 
crisis 
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in November 2022 in Sharm el-Sheik 
(Egypt Today, 2022). On the other hand, 
few among the countries with high wheat 
and fertiliser import dependencies are 
doubling down on their consolidated rela-
tions with Russia. This is the case of Syria 
– whose regime is closely tied to the politi-
cal survival of President Putin – and, more 
recently, Algeria – as the abstention to the 
March 2022 UN General Assembly Res-
olution condemning Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine shows. Meanwhile, Algeria’s de-
pendence on French wheat has con-
tributed to rekindling relations between the 
two countries, as the August 2022 meet-
ing between the two presidents proves 
(Zerrouky, 2022), Russia continues to sup-
port Algeria in the Western Sahara querelle 
and fuels anti-French post-colonial resent-
ment in public opinion, with Italy being one 
of the few NMCs able to cut through the 
current tensions and sign a large gas deal 
with Algiers (Petropoulos, 2022). The third 
small group is made of countries – Mo-
rocco and Turkey – that are trying to raise 
their geopolitical profile by exploiting the 
positional leverage acquired through the 
crisis. Morocco is on a different trajectory 
to most SEMCs experiencing the con-
sequences of the war in Ukraine. The com-
bination of a lesser structural dependence 
on cereal imports with the status as fourth 
exporter of fertilisers in the world makes it 
a strategic actor in the Mediterranean and 
a potential pivot in the contest between 
Russia and the West. Moroccan fertiliser 
giant OCP is currently building plants 
worth of 6 billion euros in sub-Saharan Af-
rica as joint ventures with local stake-
holders, a move that could in the long term 
significantly reduce the impact of Russia’s 
weaponisation of the energy-food nexus, 
should Rabat decide to continue its pursuit 
of strategic engagement with the EU (Tan-
chum, 2022). On the other side of the 
Mediterranean Sea, Turkey has been hit 
hard by the food and energy crisis. Subject 
to a 78% dependence on Russian and 

Ukrainian wheat imports before the war 
and with an ongoing trend of hyperinflation 
ravaging the country, Ankara is potentially 
in an extremely difficult situation. However, 
Turkey enjoys a key geoeconomic leverage: 
it controls the Strait of Bosphorus, one of 
the eight chokepoints for the world’s food 
security allowing the Ukrainian, Russian 
and Belarusian grains and fertilisers to be 
exported through the Mediterranean to Af-
rica and the Middle East (Bailey & Welleis-
ley, 2017).  
 
Despite the many differences and 
contrasts within the Euro-Med region, at 
least two political developments of high rel-
evance are to be registered. In May 2022, 
the EU started implementing the so-called 
Solidarity Lanes, an initiative aimed at en-
abling the export via land of Ukrainian cer-
eals blocked in the country due to the 
ongoing war through the reinforcement of 
the transport infrastructure and the simplifi-
cation of the administrative processes. The 
Solidarity Lanes have so far allowed the ex-
port of over 23 million tonnes of grains, 
seeds and sunflower oil mostly directed to-
wards SEMCs and other African countries 
(CLECAT, 2023). The initiative represents 
a positive example of political solidarity 
and, as the EU plans to make Solidarity 
Lanes permanent to ease tension on the 
food markets, it could represent a pillar 
around which to develop a Euro-Med al-
liance on agriculture. It is also important to 
note that, in a context where peace negoti-
ations between Ukraine and Russia have 
so far proved impossible, the only real di-
plomatic breakthrough so far has revolved 
around agriculture and has been brokered 
by Turkey and the UN to the main benefit 
of the Euro-Med region. The UN Black Sea 
Grain Initiative, signed by Russia and 
Ukraine in Ankara in August 2022 thanks 
to the efforts of the UN Secretary General 
Gutierrez and Turkish President Erdogan 
and renewed for 120 days in November 
2022, allowed the shipping of over 11 mil-
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lion tonnes of grain until November 2022 
through the unblocking of Ukrainian ports 
(UN, 2022). The initiative represents a 
case that the political payoff leaders can 
claim when investing in resolute action re-
lated to food security. Despite the great im-
portance of such initiatives, it is however 
also necessary to mention the potentially 

problematic implications of the release of 
Ukrainian grain crops in the EU market that 
could potentially endanger the position of 
farmers in Central and Eastern Europe and 
therefore potentially weaken the EU politi-
cal capital available to commit to invest in 
a renewed Euro-Med partnership on agri-
culture.  

Barriers to cooperation 
and pathways to the 
unlocking of co-benefits 

 
A realistic case for renewed Euro-Med co-
operation on sustainable food systems 
must consider at least four dimensions: the 
political space; funding instruments and 
trade relations; investments in education, 
research and innovation; and the devel-
opment of new, positive narratives. 

Firstly, the project to revitalise the Euro-
Med dialogue needs to receive the suffi-
cient amount of political support from 
governments, the EU, the Arab League 
and civil society. The current frameworks in 
place − the UfM and the ENP − do not 
seem fit for the purpose. On the one hand, 
the hopes that a democratisation wave 
would sweep the region after the revol-
utions of 2011 have progressively faded 
away as old and new authoritarian regimes 
in SEMCs showed strong resilience to 
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both internal and external pressure. On the 
other hand, the UfM, whose impetus has 
been largely lost for a decade now, suffers 
from its original institutional design. Heavy 
institutional control was used by non-Medi-
terranean European states as a pre-con-
dition to greenlight the project and the 
dispersion of EU funding, with the result 
that initial efforts to design and promote ac-
tions in support of the establishment of an 
“area of peace and prosperity” were buried 
under the weight of administrative proce-
dures and diplomatic deadlocks. As such, 
the UfM has morphed a project designed 
to accompany the revolutionary waves 
coming from the southern shores of the re-
gion through a process of collective ident-
ity-shaping to a de facto guarantor of the 
status quo, where little space seems to 
exist for opening the chapter – revolution-
ary in its own terms – of a renewed re-
gional cooperation on agriculture. The 
ENP, on its side, with its persisting focus 
on conditionality and migration manage-
ment, would need a real overhaul to offer 
real prospects for a partnership on an 
equal footing suitable to initiate a new dia-
logue on agriculture. As per the potential 
offered by new political fora, the exclusion 
of all SEMCs but Turkey from the new 
European Political Community (EPC), the 
intergovernmental forum for political and 
strategic discussions on the future of Eu-
rope established in 2022 after the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, feels like a missed op-
portunity. Israel, Tunisia and Turkey (pend-
ing Morocco) are countries associated 
with the Horizon Europe programme and 
arguably are already strategic actors shap-
ing the future of the EU. The EU Ukraine 
Solidarity Lanes initiative, established in 
May 2021, coinciding with the launch of 
the EPC, could instead have been a good 
opportunity to involve SEMCs in a dis-
cussion on the improvement to critical agri-
food transport infrastructure, logistics, 

supply chains and machinery needed to 
accelerate the region’s transition to sus-
tainable food systems. 
 
Secondly, while the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) launched an initiative 
to improve the quality and quantity of cli-
mate finance contributions to the agricul-
tural sectors at the COP 27 in Egypt, 
public funding of sustainable food systems 
still only counts for 3% of global climate fi-
nance (GAIN, 2022). A case for a renewed 
Euro-Med collaboration on agriculture 
should indeed also be made through the 
identification of suitable funding streams to 
finance green regional agri-food systems. 
The main challenge is upscaling the level 
of funds available to meet the urgent fi-
nancing needs of the transition towards 
sustainable food systems. In Europe, some 
experts advocate for an enhanced role of 
the CAP as a climate policy.22 According 
to this scenario, with increasing funding 
and a clear articulation of its external ambi-
tions, the CAP may provide the financial 
and operational support to the regional 
transition that the Farm2Fork strategy is not 
able to mobilise. However, a number of fac-
tors hinder the feasibility of such a scen-
ario: the main objective of the CAP is to 
protect European farmers and boost the 
development of rural areas. Any extension 
of its scope to goals of cooperation with 
third parties might well be considered as a 
stretch by influential farmers’ organisations 
such as Copa-Cogeca and would hardly 
be approved in the Agri-Fish Council of the 
EU. Furthermore, the CAP already absorbs 
386,602.8 million euros, (i.e., 33.1% of EU 
2021-2027 budget) and it is unlikely that 
this budget will be further expanded to 
tackle goals considered as falling beyond 
the scope of the CAP remit by net-con-
tributing member states such as Ger-
many, Italy and France. While a direct 
inclusion of external sustainability objec-

22  Interview with Sébastien Abis.
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tives into the CAP might not seem real-
istic, strengthening the overall CAP co-
herence in promoting sustainability would 
produce important external indirect ef-
fects. In addition to CAP reform, improv-
ing the functioning of the Single Market 
through better transparency and coor-
dination measures and increasing the in-
clusion of agri-food players from both 
shores of the Euro-Med region in Producer 
Organisations (POs) and Inter-Branch Or-
ganisations (IBOs) would also produce 
likely efficiency gains in the functioning of 
agri-food value chains. Other experts point 
at the modernisation of the ENP and the 
explicit – albeit somehow vague – mention 
of earmarked funding to be disbursed 
through the European Fund for Sustain-
able Development (EFSD+) including the 
External Action Guarantee for transition to 
sustainable food systems in the 2021 
agenda (Hanelt, 2021). However, the ide-
alism that characterised the early ENP 
days has long faded away, and today the 
predominant policy focus on ‘stabilisation’ 
and transactional partnerships for security 
leaves limited room to the imagination of a 
new robust framework of collaboration on 
agriculture and climate. In fact, the ENP 
budget earmarked to finance the transition 
of food systems is very limited.23 Potentially, 
trade deals bear the most potential for an 
economic collaboration on an equal foot-
ing, if sustainability is made an explicit goal 
and that policy coherence between econ-
omic development and socio-environ-
mental protections is respected (Rampa et 
al., 2020). The EU has introduced sustain-
ability clauses in all its trade deals since the 
launch of the European Green Deal pro-
gramme and made policy coherence a pri-
ority in the 2021 EU Trade Policy Review.24 

However, the trade deals signed between 
the EU and some SEMCs in the frame-
work of the AAs date back to the early 
2000s and do not by any means address 
the issue of the transition to sustainable 
food systems. The negotiations on the 
DCFTAs proposed to Morocco, Tunisia 
and Turkey – which would include new 
chapters on sustainable agriculture – are 
currently stalled ostensibly due to SEMCs’ 
perplexities linked to the potential effects 
of further liberalisation of their (agricultural) 
markets and the potential impacts of regu-
latory approximation to the EU acquis in 
the field of sustainability provisions. What-
ever the form chosen to accelerate the 
transition of Euro-Med food systems, prog-
ress will rely on the capacity to engage the 
private sector (including SMEs and large 
conglomerates from all across the value 
chain, increase use of guarantees and de-
risk capital to overcome financial and non-
financial barriers. 
 
Thirdly, partnerships for research, innova-
tion and education should be expanded 
and scaled in ambition and investments ex-
ploiting synergies and building on mutual 
strengths with the objective of empowering 
farmers and strengthening local agri-food 
markets. Existing EU working groups such 
as the Standing Committee on Agricultural 
Research on Agricultural Knowledge & In-
novation Systems (SCAR AKIS) should be 
expanded to increase more SEMCs, as is 
already the case for other kind of networks. 
For instance, multi-stakeholder innovation 
platforms, such as EIT Food and PRIMA, 
share similar stakeholder engagement 
strategies and yet mobilise different eco-
systems that could be activated simulta-
neously. EIT Food mobilises a larger, 

23  For an in-depth analysis of implications of CAP and ENP reform, see the chapter by Marko Lovec in this 
Policy Study.
24  Interview with Lukas Visek, Member of the Cabinet of Executive Vice-President Timmermans for the 
European Green Deal and responsible for overseeing the Farm to Fork Strategy, EIT Food Annual Event 
in Brussels, 17 October 22.
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pan-European network tackling Mediterra-
nean challenges through the prism of the 
Regional Innovation Scheme (RIS) aimed 
at offering support to the areas with a low 
innovation score. On the other hand, 
PRIMA operates within a truly Euro-Med 
network and has a direct access to policy-
makers that can facilitate the alignment of 
national programmes and agendas.25 De-
spite the variety of interests represented by 
the public, private and academic actors in 
the PRIMA and EIT Food ecosystems, 
NMCs and SEMCs can federate around 
innovation pathways providing co-benefits 
such as the fight against food waste; the 
digitalisation of food value chains and ex-
tension of connectivity network in rural 
areas on both shores of the Mediterranean; 
and adaptation and mitigation measures to 
address water scarcity in agriculture.26 
New avenues for Euro-Med discussion and 
research could include issues such as the 
development of the alternative protein mar-
ket, the regulation of new genomic tech-
niques (NGTs) as potential contributors to 
food security, as well as the support of 
Euro-Med farmers in the fight against cli-
mate change through zero-net practices 
such as carbon farming (EIT Food, 2021). 
A fundamental place in the Euro-Med re-
search and innovation agenda should be 
reserved for entrepreneurial education. The 
European Commission labelled 2023 “the 
year of skills” labelled 2023 “the year of 
skills” (European Commission, 2022), with 
many opportunities for Euro-Med cooper-
ation lying ahead for actors such as CI-
HEAM and EIT Food. CIHEAM supports 
the mobility of thousands of students and 
researchers every year, thus promoting 
cross-fertilisation of ideas, peer-learning 

and exchange of best practices between 
the two shores of the region. EIT Food fo-
cuses on bridging the skills and employa-
bility gap in RIS SEMCs by providing 
learners with transversal skills ranging from 
technical skills to business administration, 
leadership and communication in view of 
producing multiplier effects within the com-
munities of learners. EIT Food encourages 
the development of skill sets that can then 
be complemented through the adaptation 
to local contexts. The focus on devel-
opment of entrepreneurial mindsets rather 
than on knowledge transferral can be par-
ticularly suitable for replication of the model 
in SEMCs, if appropriate measures of cus-
tomisation to the local needs are duly con-
sidered.27 
 
Finally, relaunching Euro-Med cooperation 
on agriculture means winning the hearts 
and minds of the citizens of the region. 
One of the most serious geopolitical im-
pacts of the war in Ukraine would be the 
further loosening of ties between some 
SEMCs and NMCs due to the permeation 
of Russian divisive misinformation on the 
origins and responsibilities of the current 
food crisis.28 The EU – built on the slogan 
‘United in diversity’ − is usually strong at 
putting forward unifying narratives. It is now 
essential to engage in the production of a 
concerted Euro-Med discourse linking co-
operation on sustainable agriculture as a 
vector for peace and the protection of the 
environment. Such discourse should, ac-
cording to the Cabinet of the Executive 
Vice-President Timmermans, “show 
citizens through concrete examples that 
conjugating productivity and respect for 
the environment is feasible, in general, and 

25  Interview with Prof. Riccaboni.
26  For an in-depth analysis of the potential of data-based tools in Euro-Med cooperation, see the chapter 
by Ines Gasmi in this Policy Study.
27  Interview with Dr. Maarten van der Kaamp, Director of EIT Food Education, online, 6 October 2022.
28  For an in-depth analysis of local developments around the concept of food sovereignty and the potential 
for a bottom-up Euro-Med agenda, see the chapter by Denise Quagliarotty in this Policy Study.
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actually works, in practice.”29 In 2021, 
EU Commissioner von der Leyen 
launched the New European Bauhaus, 
a transdisciplinary movement bridging 
science, technology and culture to edu-
cate EU citizens about the values of 
sustainability, inclusivity, and quality of 
experience. Food plays an important 
role in the New European Bauhaus 
ethos as a connector between cultures, 
identities, and experiences (EIT Food, 
2021b). We therefore propose the 
launch of a ‘Euro-Med Olive Branch’ in-
itiative modelled after the New Euro-
pean Bauhaus, based on three powerful 
symbols: the olive branch, symbol of 
peace and prosperity in all the main re-
ligions and with distinctive Mediterra-
nean roots; olives and olive oil, symbols 
of the Mediterranean diet recognised by 
the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) as Intangible Cultural Heri-
tage and the embodiment of health and 
shared history; and the farmer working 
in the fields, symbol of the centrality of 
agriculture for life and prosperity and of 
the common fight against climate 
change as an enabler of − not an ob-
stacle to − cooperation. The ‘Euro-Med 
Olive Branch’ initiative could be struc-
tured as a policy lab, an accelerator for 
investments and a citizen network at the 
same time. An interdisciplinary move-
ment rooted in tradition but open to in-
novation and diversity, convening a 
space of encounter to recuperate and 
revisit sustainable agricultural practices 
of the past, empower the most inspiring 
practices of today, and design the prac-
tices of the future, at the crossroads be-
tween science, culture and community. 
For such an initiative to have chances of 
success, however, it is indispensable to 
energise, support and empower an al-

liance of ‘Euro-Mediterranean activ-
ists’30 from civil society, academia, the 
business sectors and public institutions, 
ready to embrace the diversity and com-
plexity of the Euro-Med reality, which ul-
timately constitute the real beauty and 
uniqueness of the region. 

Conclusion 

This chapter endeavoured to make a 
case for a renewed Euro-Med cooper-
ation through the frame of the geopoliti-
cal challenge posed to the region’s food 
security, stability and prosperity by the 
weaponisation of food and energy by 
Russia and the increasing regional in-
fluence of other great powers. To do so, 
it analysed the conditions, obstacles 
and opportunities provided by a stra-
tegic scenario according to which coop-
eration on resilient food systems and 
partnership on the common fight to cli-
mate change are used as enablers to re-
inforce the geopolitical status, security 
and prestige of the regional actors in-
volved.  
 
The Euro-Med region is a construct 
whose shape is changing in reaction to 
the geopolitical challenges affecting the 
area. The traditional North-South con-
ceptualisation is gradually leaving the 
place to a liquid East-West geography 
of food security connecting the Cauca-
sus through the Black Sea with sub-Sa-
haran Africa through Gibraltar. 
Euro-Med cooperation in agriculture has 
never been particularly strong until now, 
and even less so since the whole re-
gional institutional framework of dia-
logue – the UfM and Southern ENP – 
has lost its transformative emphasis and 
slowly declined into a seemingly irrever-
sible obsolescence. Among a lot 

29  Interview with Lukas Visek.
30  Interview with Sébastien Abis.
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negative factors, the Arab uprisings, 
which sometimes resulted in new auth-
oritarian regimes or civil wars, have not 
eased this cooperation. Nevertheless, the 
systemic disruptions brought about by the 
cumulative impacts of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
provide an opportunity to make a new case 
for cooperation. The lack of a unified vision 
and vast constellation of diverse interests 
across the region make any overly opti-
mistic forecast very risky, but renewed 

Euro-Med activism can start building mo-
mentum focusing on co-benefits provided 
by collaboration: agriculture as an enabler 
for climate change protection instead of a 
‘problem’; support to farmer upskilling as 
an insurance for rural development and 
political stability; partnerships for innova-
tion and education as engines for multipli-
cation of impact; and empowerment of 
business, citizen and policy networks to 
build critical mass in the transition towards 
sustainable food systems.  
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Introduction 

The Russian aggression against Ukraine 
triggered unprecedented food, energy and 
fertiliser price spikes, building on the al-
ready high prices due to COVID-19 related 
disruptions in supply chains and underin-
vestment. The Southern shore of the Med-
iterranean, one of the world’s largest 
importers of wheat to feed growing urban 
population has been particularly affected 
due to macroeconomic pressures, political 
instability and constrained natural con-
ditions for food production, including scar-
city of water and fertile land, aggravated by 
climate change. Agricultural producers, 
mainly represented by smallholders, faced 
various vulnerabilities. Across Europe, 
farmers and consumers also faced pres-
sures of growing food and input prices that 
especially impacted those in a weaker so-
cioeconomic position. In Southern parts of 
Europe there were reports of shortages of 
some of the basic commodities imported 
from outside the European Union (EU). 
 
The recent crisis is not the first to have 
raised the importance of food security for 
human security, i.e. political and socioeco-
nomic stability and progress in the Euro-
Mediterranean region; this happened 
already during food and energy price 
spikes in the 2006-2008 period and again 
in the early 2010s. At the time, global 
players such as China and India attempted 
to ensure their own food security by inter-
fering with trade and creating stocks, thus 
‘externalizing’ food insecurity. Strong inter-
dependencies and certain leverage in the 
Euro-Mediterranean region (e.g. individual 
big exporters of food, fertilisers and energy) 
called for a strategic and coordinated re-
sponse. 
 
While food security in the Euro-Mediterra-
nean region has periodically received in-
creased political attention, this has been 
insufficient to support strategic coopera-

tion on agriculture and food. Occasionally, 
fingers have been pointed at the EU’s 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), an ag-
ricultural subsidy programme that still ac-
counts for over a third of the EU budget 
which has, since its inception in the 1960s, 
supported production in the EU and con-
tributed to import dependence of South 
Mediterranean countries. Since the late 
1980s, in the context of multilateral trade 
liberalisation and of overproduction in Eu-
rope, the CAP has been reformed; most 
distorting price and production supports 
have been replaced with direct payments 
and a stronger focus has been put on en-
vironmental and social issues. In parallel, 
attempts were made to deepen trade in 
agriculture in the region and support policy 
initiatives mirroring the CAP developments. 
However, due to a lack of political will to 
address structural challenges, the prog-
ress was limited. The role of other players 
in the region grew. Eventually, the process 
of regional integration in agriculture stalled. 
The recent food security crises triggered 
pressures to reverse the CAP reforms and 
intensify production in the EU to ‘feed the 
region’. While this could potentially, but not 
necessarily, increase availability of food on 
the short run, it goes against the strategic 
need to strengthen the CAP reforms to 
better address socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental challenges and better use avail-
able resources to support sustainable 
production development in the South 
Mediterranean.  
 
The chapter is divided into two parts. The 
first part revisits the role of past CAP re-
forms and liberalisation of trade in agricul-
ture in the region by building on existing 
literature and research. The second part 
presents original document and report-
based research of how the recent food se-
curity crisis feeds into mid- and short-run 
CAP developments. Key conclusions and 
recommendations are presented in the 
final section of the chapter. 
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The impact of CAP 
reform and trade 
liberalisation on food 
security in the Euro-
Mediterranean region 

 
The CAP, a broad socioeconomic policy 
that was an essential part of European in-
tegration since its inception in the 
1960s31, resulted in overproduction in 
the 1980s and the need for reform that 
went in parallel with multilateral trade lib-
eralization in agriculture. Since the latter 
impacted long established ties in trade in 
agriculture in the region, the EU pro-
posed to liberalise agricultural trade and 
support regional development initiatives. 
The process, however, largely fell short of 
expectations due to a lack of prioritisation 
and political blockades. This section revi-
sits CAP reforms, trade liberalisation and 
their impact on food security.  

CAP reforms 

The price and production support 
measures of the early CAP, which were 
especially strong for northern/temperate 
zone products such as cereals, stimu-
lated production growth. In the 1980s 
when the European Economic Commu-
nity (EEC) became self-sufficient, grow-
ing budget funds were required to 
remove product from the market to pre-
vent pressures on prices. Overproduction 
was often dumped on global markets 
using export subsidies. This triggered ten-
sions between net budget receiving and 
net contributing countries as well as with 
other food exporting countries. Ideas of 
curbing price supports were resisted by 
countries with smaller farms. Environ-

mental concerns about the impact of in-
tensive production also became increas-
ingly salient. Due to veto-based decision 
making, the CAP was difficult to change 
which led to several budgetary crises and 
temporary policy solutions such as the in-
troduction of production quotas. 
 
The game changer was the Uruguay 
round of trade negotiations under the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), launched in 1986, that involved 
the liberalisation of trade in agriculture. In 
1992, the “MacSharry” reform replaced 
part of the price supports of key com-
modity groups with compensatory pay-
ments, thus anticipating the Uruguay 
Round Agreement on Agriculture (URAA) 
signed in 1994 which prohibited the 
most trade distorting measures (‘red box’) 
and limited other types of distorting sup-
ports (‘amber box’), while allowing com-
pensatory measures (‘blue box’) and 
measures de-linked from price or produc-
tion (‘green box’). In 1999, to further curb 
overproduction and get the CAP in line 
with the evolving trade regime, the 
“Agenda 2000” reform replaced remain-
ing price supports with compensatory 
payments. In 2003, soon after the Doha 
Development Round (DDR) was 
launched under the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO), the “Fischler” reform intro-
duced direct payments that were 
decoupled from production (i.e., farmers 
were no longer required to produce food 
to be entitled to those payments). In 
2008 the Health Check reform brought 
the remaining market supports (including 
to Mediterranean products) into direct 
payments schemes. Later, despite a 
standstill in the multilateral trade negoti-
ations, the EU remained committed to in-
ternational trade rules, apart from some 

31  CAP was an essential part of the agreement between Germany and France on the European Economic 
Community (EEC), which is sometimes considered as a tariff union with the CAP, and for a long time was 
the only fully ‘communitarized’ policy that accounted for the bulk of the total EEC expenditures.

The game 
changer was the 
Uruguay round 
of trade 
negotiations 
under the 
General 
Agreement on 
Tariffs and 
Trade (GATT)



recoupling of supports during the 2013 re-
form.32  
 
Simultaneously, growing awareness of 
negative impact of intensive agricultural 
production on the environment and con-
certation of the CAP subsidies with big 
farmers and landowners triggered policy 
reorientation towards new sustainability 
objectives. The 1999 reform introduced 
the CAP Pillar II to co-fund structural 
measures as a part of the national rural de-
velopment programmes and introduced 
various environmental measures. The 2003 
reform conditioned direct payments upon 

compliance with Good Agricultural and En-
vironmental Conditions (GAEC) and intro-
duced modulation (transfer) of a 5% part 
of individual direct payments above 
€5,000 to Pillar II. The 2008 reform in-
creased modulation to 10% and intro-
duced degressive capping by 4% of 
largest individual payments above 
€300,000. The 2013 reform introduced 
per area payments and conditioned 30% 
of direct payments to larger farms with im-
plementation of green measures such as 
keeping existing permanent grasslands, 
crop diversification and introduction of 
ecologic focus areas (EFAs).  
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32 Parallel to the CAP reforms, to prevent disagreements on the CAP from resulting in blockades of the EU 
budget negotiations causing implementation delays, Multiannual financing Frameworks (MFFs) were 
introduced in the late 1980s. MFFs increased transparency of CAP costs and competition over other EU 
funded programs thus helping to curb expenditures growth, e.g. in the context of the planned Eastern 
enlargement. At the same time, status-quo bias of veto-based MFF negotiations enabled conservative 
countries to block changes in distribution, thus slowing down the reform. The increased diversity and 
blockades in the process made CAP increasingly flexible in terms of support schemes and payment levels.
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Despite those changes, the CAP payments 
(approximately €50 billion a year) con-
tinued to heavily subsidize individual (large) 
producers in the EU as well as certain in-
tensive practices. Capitalization of pay-
ments in land prices hindered restructuring 
and generation renewal. Critics argued that 
payments should account for actual costs 
of conditionalities and provision of public 
goods and that Pillar I and parts of Pillar II 
should be abandoned. 
 
Introduction of the qualified majority vote 
(QMV) to CAP in the 1980s and the 
change in European Commission (EC) 
nomination procedures strengthened its 
ability to push for more ambitious reforms 
(Pokrivcak et al., 2006), hence “Mac-
Sharry” and “Fischler” reforms, named by 
Commissioners of Agriculture. Environ-
mental groups, challenging exclusive role 
of farm lobbies, and path dependency of 
the reform process also played a role. In 
contrast, the co-decision procedure 
brought by the Lisbon Treaty of 2009 en-
abled the European Parliament and Coun-
cil to change the EC’s proposals more 
easily, thus (along with weaker external 
pressures due to multilateral trade negoti-
ations stalling) slowing down the reform in 
the 2010s and after (Crombez et al., 
2012). 
 
Euro-Mediterranean trade and 
cooperation in agriculture and 
food 

In 1995, parallel with the URAA and the 
1990s CAP reforms, the EU launched the 
Barcelona process which within the Euro 
Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) aimed to 
establish a free trade area by 2010 

through bilateral agreements between EU 
and individual Mediterranean Partner 
Countries (MPCs) (the Association Agree-
ments [AAs]) and between MPCs them-
selves.33 Trade liberalisation would be 
based on the asymmetry principle to ac-
count for different development levels and 
would include development aid targeting 
sustainability objectives, corresponding 
to evolving CAP objectives. In the area of 
agriculture and food, the process aimed 
to “modernise, restructure, integrate rural 
development, promote environmentally 
friendly practice, water management and 
fight against desertification” based on 
“exchange of experiences, know-how, 
technical assistance and training” (Barce-
lona Declaration, 1995). In 1996, the 
Mediterranean Development Aid (MEDA) 
facility was adopted to provide financial 
aid. 
 
However, the process went slowly and 
mostly targeted the existing trade ties that 
were impacted by multilateral trade lib-
eralisation. In the EU, trade liberalisation 
was opposed by Southern members and 
farm lobbies acting through the European 
Parliament’s Committee of Agriculture 
(COMAGRI) due to increased competi-
tion in Mediterranean products that were, 
within CAP, unequally supported, while 
Northern members that were already net 
CAP budget contributors refused to pro-
vide additional funds (García et al., 2002, 
p. 401, 410). On the Southern shore, in-
dividual MPCs faced pressures due to 
preference erosion (Tangermann, 1997) 
and decline in fiscal revenues from tariffs 
(García et al., 2002, p. 412) while their 
exporters still faced complex non-tariff 
barriers (NTBs), issues with lack of stor-

33  After the establishment of the EEC in the 1950s several South Mediterranean countries enjoyed some 
form of preferential access to the Community market. Up until the 1990s, the EU was the main trade 
partner of South Mediterranean countries. Most of the trade was from Maghreb (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia) 
to Italy, Spain and France and concentrated on individual products. The EU mostly exported subsidized 
northern products such as wheat and imported southern products such as fruits, vegetables, and olive oil 
(Abis, 2011). 
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age and logistics infrastructure (ibid., p. 
405). Meanwhile, in the MEDA facility 
(just under €1 billion per year in the 
period 1996-1999) only 2% was allo-
cated to agriculture (most of which went 
to northern products) (García et al., 
2002, p. 410-411) – in sharp contrast 
with hundreds of billions of euros allo-
cated to EU farmers in the same period. 
 
By the early-2000s, AAs were signed 
with most of the MPCs but with limited 
progress on trade liberalisation in agricul-
ture. In 2003, the EMP was integrated 
into the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP)-South. MEDA-II for the period 
2000-2006 had a budget of €5 billion, 
which was similar to MEDA-I. In 2003, 
agricultural ministers from the Euro-Medi-
terranean region met in Venice. They saw 
DDR, EU enlargement and the CAP re-
form of 2003 as opportunities to 
strengthen agricultural ties to meet lib-
eralisation objectives by 2010 (Euromed 
ministerial, 2003). Ideas discussed in-
volved a shift towards quality, environ-
ment and rural development (Euromed 
ministerial, 2003), reflecting concerns 
over NTBs and CAP developments at the 
time. The same year, the Agadir agree-
ment was launched, involving Jordan, 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, with the in-
tention to integrate and strengthen frag-
mented South Mediterranean market. 
 
In 2005, at the Barcelona Process anni-
versary conference in Barcelona, the 
Euro-Mediterranean Agriculture Road-
map, the new 5-year work plan, was 
adopted to liberalise agricultural and food 
trade, based on the asymmetry principle, 
excluding products EU considered sen-
sitive. Its implementation was to be moni-
tored by a special committee. However, 
the food and energy price spike caused 
reluctance on the side of the MPCs. The 
period brought the new ENP Instrument 
(ENPI) to run in the period 2007-2013 

but without any additional emphasis on 
agriculture and food. The Union for Medi-
terranean (UfM), established in 2008, did 
not list agriculture and rural development 
as one of the priorities. The joint declaration 
did refer to food security, climate change, 
desertification, water management and 
food safety as partnership themes. Later, 
Ministers for Foreign Affairs identified four 
themes to achieve progress in agricultural 
cooperation: sustainable development of 
rural areas, promotion of quality products 
and geographical indications (GIs), 
strengthening sanitary and phytosanitary 
(SPS) standards and coordinating agricul-
tural research and training. Meanwhile, 
countries such as US, Russia, Ukraine, Ca-
nada, Argentina and Brazil strengthened 
their position in the regional agriculture and 
food markets (Abis, 2011). 
 
The global financial and economic crisis 
turned attention towards domestic is-
sues. It increased divisions within and be-
tween both parts of the shore which, 
frustrated by the Barcelona Process, 
turned towards turned alternative 
partners and strategies. 
 
The EU still proposed to turn AAs with 
Morocco, Jordan, Tunisia and Egypt into 
Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Agreements (DCFTAs), but with slow to 
no progress. In 2010, the EU and Mo-
rocco reached an agreement on pro-
gressive liberalisation of trade in 
agriculture and food that would leave quo-
tas only for a handful of the most sensitive 
products and involved the GIs. Following 
opposition from the farm lobbies backed 
by COMAGRI, agreement was blocked 
and only adopted by the European Parlia-
ment’s plenary in 2012 after additional 
safeguards were introduced. NTBs such 
as SPS measures and standards were 
identified as topics relevant to the EU’s aid. 
Still, there was limited action to address 
those challenges. 

The EU still 
proposed to 
turn AAs with 
Morocco, 
Jordan, Tunisia 
and Egypt into 
Deep and 
Comprehensive 
Free Trade 
Agreements 
(DCFTAs), but 
with slow to no 
progress



In the 2014-2020 CAP reform there were 
elements that could advance regional co-
operation such as those on regional market 
transparency, supply and demand manage-
ment (including through regional producer 
organisations (POs) and inter-branch or-
ganizations (IBOs)) geared towards 
quality, learning from structural measures 
and the Eastern experience on coexistence 
of small and large farms, LEADER, NGO 
involvement and public research cooper-
ation (European Innovation Partnership-
EIP) (Compés et al., 2013).  The new ENP 
(2014-2020) established the European 
Neighbourhood Programme for Agricul-
ture and Rural Development (ENPARD) to 
run by 2020 with two axes corresponding 
to the CAP: modernisation and rural devel-
opment, in addition to a horizontal com-
ponent. However, the opportunities for 
cooperation were overshadowed by the 

economic crisis, changing geopolitics and 
lack of finance. With limited funding 
(relative to CAP), the ENPARD was an 
empty shell (Compés et al., 2013). 
 
Impact of the CAP and trade 
liberalisation on food security 
in the region 

The impact of domestic policy on food se-
curity is not easy to assess because of 
many interrelated policies and factors, such 
as agriculture, trade, aid, macroeconomic 
policy, as well as different impacts on net 
food importing and exporting countries, on 
consumers and producers, and different 
short- and long-term effects, among other 
things. 
 
The EU is in general not considered food 
insecure due to the size of its production, 
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production potential and reliable imports 
(Zahrnt, 2011). The CAP reforms have 
positively contributed to global food secur-
ity since the removal of most trade distort-
ing measures such as export subsidies 
increased competitiveness and investment 
in agriculture in developing countries and 
rural areas where most of the poor and 
food insecure live. Bureau and Swinnen 
(2017) note that some question the posi-
tive impact of export-oriented agriculture 
on food security and development but 
argue that this is essential to divert from 
self-subsistence farming related to under-
development and rural poverty. Meanwhile, 
the remaining coupled supports and poor 
targeting of payments still support produc-
tion in the EU (and related controversial im-
pacts such as environmental degradation 
and biodiversity loss). To address food se-
curity concerns, this money could be better 
spent on more targeted measures, includ-
ing development initiatives in these third 
countries (Driouech et al., 2014; 
Matthews, 2014).34  
 
Simultaneously, the EU has significantly 
opened to imports from the less developed 
countries, including through initiatives that 
grant asymmetric access such as Every-
thing But Arms (EBA). In the case of the 
individual South Mediterranean countries 
this may have had adverse effects depend-
ing on previous preferential positions. Im-
portantly, some constraints to trade remain 
in place such as import quotas and restric-
tions on sensitive product groups. On the 
other hand, standards and requirements 
that are often seen as an obstacle to trade 
are there to prevent the spread of diseases 
in animal products and protect the con-
sumer and can be an opportunity for addi-
tional employment of skilled labour (Bureau 

& Swinnen, 2017). While trade can gener-
ate a negative impact for the environment 
by incentivising production in places with 
weaker regulation, the EU’s trade policy 
means that preferential access is con-
ditional on implementation of international 
conventions including those on environ-
mental protection (Blanco, 2018).  
 
Apart from agriculture and trade policy, co-
operation in other policy areas is also im-
portant concerning functioning of the 
agricultural and food systems. According 
to Malorgio and Solaroli (2012), devel-
opment of sustainable food systems in the 
region would require further policy coher-
ence, especially on water, land use, biodi-
versity, food safety and nutrition. While 
trends show some convergence between 
the EU and Southern Mediterranean coun-
tries, policies such as protection of tradi-
tional products, diets and standards are 
poorly developed on the Southern shore 
(Malorgio & Solaroli, 2012). The EU should 
thus combine with trade liberalisation sup-
port policies on education, healthy diets, 
contractual forms of supply, market trans-
parency, quality, GIs, and rural devel-
opment (Malorgio & Solaroli, 2012). The 
problems of small farms and inefficiency 
could be addressed via financial mechan-
isms such as supply of targeted financial 
services to rural areas and promotion of 
agro-industrial and research clusters (Mori, 
2017).  
 
The new mid-term policy 
amidst the food security 
crisis 

The war in Ukraine brought disruptions in 
supplies and triggered price increases that 

34  Meanwhile, other domestic policies such as biofuel support and food aid policy have had some 
controversial effects. Biofuel policy which is intended to reduce greenhouse gasses has been due to its 
impact on food prices and the environment revamped through tightening of standards (Bureau and 
Swinnen, 2017). 

The CAP reforms 
have positively 
contributed to 
global food 
security
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added to the existing disruptions caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Arguments 
were put forward for the EU to reverse 
CAP reforms and boost domestic produc-
tion and exports by removing environ-
mental requirements. Such proposal, while 
potentially increasing supplies in the short 
term, could have a negative impact on the 
long-term socioeconomic and environ-
mental sustainability of the agriculture and 
food systems. The purpose of this section 
is to evaluate the medium-term CAP devel-
opments and the proposed responses to 
the current food security crises.  
 
The CAP 2023-2027 
and the new ENP South 

In 2017, the EC published its strategic 
paper “The Future of food and Farming” 
followed by the publication of proposed 
new CAP legislation for the period 2021-
2027 in 2018 (European Commission, 
2018a). The main novelty was that member 
states would now have more flexibility in 
defining CAP measures on the operational 
level. At the same time, to make sure EU 
taxpayers’ money is used in responsible 
ways, member states would have to pro-
gramme spending for both pillars within the 
national strategic plans. The second major 
novelty was the new green architecture 
that would include voluntary ecological 
Energy Complaint Obligation (ECO) 
schemes to replace greening that was criti-
cized for bureaucracy and poor impact by 
farmers and environmental NGOs, and a 
new GAEC that included better targeted 
conditionalities, such as protection of wet-
lands and peatlands. The proposal also in-
creased flexibility to switch funds between 
Pillars I and II and increased national co-
founding of Pillar II due to expected reduc-
tion of funds available in the post-Brexit 

MFF. Further steps in decoupling, conver-
gence, capping of largest payments and 
redistribution towards smaller and mid-
sized farms were also foreseen. 
 
The several hundred pages long impact as-
sessment (European Commission, 2018b) 
attached to the proposal mentioned food 
security 31 times, with most references oc-
curring in the first ‘political’ part of the text 
and in the part on policy coherence. In 
contrast to the global impact assessment 
that was part of the 2014-2020 CAP pro-
posal, the assessment attached to the la-
test proposal recognized the relevance of 
the CAP for the Policy Coherence for De-
velopment (PCD), a commitment intro-
duced by the Lisbon Treaty (art. 208). 
Reference was made to the 2015 Paris 
Agreement on climate change and Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs), with 
food security, poverty and equality being 
explicitly recognized as relevant for the 
CAP.35  
 
Still, rather than the CAP itself, the impact 
assessment highlighted trade (open rules-
based trade, preferential access) and aid 
policy (support for GIs and participation of 
Africa in Horizon programme) as key policy 
mechanisms concerning PCD. While reit-
erating compliance of the reformed CAP 
with the multilateral trade rules, the assess-
ment recognized a strong distortive effect 
of the remaining (voluntary) coupled sup-
port (currently part of the blue box and ex-
pected to move in the amber box in the 
future negotiations). It also recognized that 
some of the proposed changes in the risk 
management measures, such as increased 
crop insurance, would make those instru-
ments qualify as amber box supports, along 
with the existing emergency market 
measures but also stated that the EU was 

35  According to Candel and Biesbroeck (2018) food security crisis created a significant push for policy 
coherence that impacted political and instrument level, but the progress was unequal between different 
fields and through time.
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still much below its ceiling of total aggre-
gate support (€72 billion). While asserting 
the non-distorting role of the decoupled 
payments, accounting for the bulk of the 
CAP’s subsidies, the assessment argued 
that some variations of the proposed ECO 

schemes could contradict the green box 
criteria for failing to compensate only for 
the additional costs or income foregone. 
Thus, at least implicitly, the text recognized 
that the CAP supports should be better 
targeted to avoid ongoing distortions.  

The legislative proposal was criticized for 
the lack of ambition, as the strategic plans 
will reiterate the existing shortcomings of 
the programming of the Pillar II while 
keeping the controversial instruments 
(Lovec et al., 2020). The strongest criticism 
referred to the lack of sufficient attention to 
the negative impact of agriculture on cli-
mate and biodiversity loss, which made 
agriculture itself increasingly vulnerable.36 
The issue of trade and PCD was not very 
salient in the debates. Several member 
states who are big producers of agricul-
tural products opposed further decoupling.  
Due to delays in Brexit, budget negoti-
ations were also delayed, and EU member 
states and the European Parliament were 
reluctant to engage in CAP negotiations 
until financial issues were settled. Introduc-
tion of the new CAP was postponed to 
2023 and the existing CAP (2014-2020) 
was extended for two years. Following the 
2019 European Parliament elections, the 

EPP and S&D coalition lost its majority and 
was joined by ALDE-Renew, which in the 
past supported more progressive CAP re-
forms. The Greens also strengthened their 
position in Parliament. The new EC led by 
Ursula von der Leyen has put the European 
Green Deal (EGD) – sustainable trans-
formation agenda – at the centre of its pro-
gramme presented in 2019. In the field of 
agriculture, two specific strategies were 
published in 2020: Farm to Fork and Biodi-
versity strategy, which introduced targets 
to increase the share of organic farming to 
25% of lands, halving pesticides and anti-
microbial resistance (AMR) risk, reduce 
fertilizer application by 20% and devote 
10% of agricultural lands to biodiversity 
conservation (European Commission, 
2020a; 2020b). The EGD also considered 
trade measures to prevent export of envi-
ronmental degradation to countries with 
looser regulation (European Commission, 
2019).  

36  Agriculture accounts for 10% of total GHG, two thirds of which are contributed by animal production 
and nitrogen-based fertilizers. This number does not account for land. Covering 40% of lands in the EU, 
agriculture is the main contributor to land use related climate change and biodiversity loss, including due 
to production of feedstock and biofuels. Thus, CAP should be used to reduce GHG, environmental 
degradation and biodiversity loss, especially by abandoning supports for intensive animal production, 
supporting extensive grazing, restoration of habitats and soils, carbon farming and rural areas (Recanati et 
al. 2019; Pe’er and Lakner 2020).

Source:  European Commission, 2018b 
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However, member states and the Euro-
pean Parliament voiced concerns due to 
lack of impact assessment and their in-
volvement in the process of drafting those 
two strategies and said any inclusion in 
CAP instruments would have to be based 
on passing the legislation first (with co-
decision giving the European Council and 
the European Parliament a veto right). 
Meanwhile, the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility (RRF) designed to boost post-pan-
demic recovery provided additional funds 
also for CAP Pillar II and for horizontal ob-
jectives such as research. 
 
The final agreement on the new Multi-
annual Financial Framework (MFF) 2021-
2027, reached in Summer 2020, 
provisioned €387 billion in total, 
€291.1billion for Pillar I (EAGF) and 
€95.5billion for Pillar II (EAFRD) 
(RRF/Next Generation fund included), 
thus preserving the CAP budget in nom-
inal terms. In autumn 2020, European 
Council and European Parliament 
adopted their positions on the proposed 
new CAP legislation, followed by tria-
logues that were concluded by June 
2021 and by formal adoption of new 
regulations on 2 December 2021 (FRS, 
2021). 
 
In the package deal over MFF and CAP 
and in the co-decision procedure, strategic 
planning requirements were further relaxed 
(see Regulation EU 2021/2115) com-
pared to the initial proposal by the EC. The 
EGD-related targets included in the stra-
tegic plans would not be part of the EC’s 
assessment. Voluntary ECO schemes 
were set at 25% of direct payments and 
included a broad array of measures such 
as organic farming, agro-environmental and 
climate measures, and animal welfare. 
Agreement introduced a compulsory redis-
tribution of 10% of funds to smaller and 
medium sized farms, an increase in support 
for young farmers, conditionality with re-

spect to labour laws and attention to 
gender equality concerns. Those progress-
ive but still rather symbolic elements were 
added following insistence by the Euro-
pean Parliament (FRS, 2021). The EC’s 
proposal of further decoupling was re-
jected. Fruit, vegetable and wine sectors 
and POs received additional supports. The 
crisis reserve was set at €450 million. 
 
The final agreement was criticized by envi-
ronmental NGOs. While failing to address 
major issues, the agreement did intro-
duce some progressive steps towards 
better targeting of CAP payments and 
better targeted instruments to address 
environmental and social sustainability. 
This could improve incentives for trade and 
production in the Southern shore of the 
Mediterranean and support development 
and transfer of certain sustainability-
oriented practices and technologies. 
 
In 2021 (2020 marked the 25th anniversary 
of the Barcelona Process), the EC and the 
High Representative for Common Foreign 
and Security Policy, as a part of its trade 
policy review, presented the new ENP 
South policy agenda titled A Renewed 
Partnership with the Southern Neighbour-
hood – A New Agenda for the Mediterra-
nean (European Commission, 2021a) and 
the economic and investment plan for the 
Southern neighbours (European Commis-
sion, 2021b).  
 
Agriculture was referred to in the section 
on climate and energy transition (European 
Commission, 2021a, p. 3). The text pro-
posed a reduction of NTBs and implemen-
tation of trade agreements, referring to the 
existing framework of DCFTAs with Mo-
rocco and Tunisia and dialogues with 
others, including on issues of investment, 
sustainable development and, “when rel-
evant”, also “agriculture” (European Com-
mission, 2021a, p. 10). The section on 
“sustainable food systems” referred to 

While failing to 
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of CAP 
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“strengthened cooperation on sustainable 
management” and “preservation of natural 
production factors to strengthen food se-
curity”, in the form of trade and policy de-
velopment support (proposals on supply 
and value chain management were spelled 
out in the section on fisheries) (European 
Commission, 2021a, p. 20). However, the 
investment plan which aimed to concretize 
the strategy only made a few remarks on 
agriculture and food, mostly in terms of the 
existing initiatives.37 
 
EU’s response to the recent 
food security crisis 

In the context of the COVID-19-related dis-
ruptions in the supply chains and growing 
food security concerns, the Farm to Fork 
and biodiversity strategies faced strong 
criticism from the farming community. The 
impact assessments of Farm to Fork and 
biodiversity strategy (Barreiro et al., 2021; 
Beckman et al., 2020; Henning and 
Witzke, 2021) projected that their full im-
plementation would result in strong de-
clines of supply by 10-20% in key EU 
sectors such as cereals, dairy, beef (veg-
etables and permanent plants would be 
less  affected), increases in prices of up to 
17%, a 20% reduction of exports and a de-
cline in farm incomes. Globally, reduced 
supply resulting from the implementation of 
those two strategies would trigger price in-
creases of 9%, increasing food insecurity 
for 22 million (Beckman et al., 2020). As a 
result, concerns were voiced by devel-
opment NGOs (Dekeyser and Woolfrey, 
2021). At the same time, greenhouse gas 
reduction of 100 million tonnes of CO2 
equivalent per year, 30-50% would be 

leaked, while the remaining 50% would ac-
count for a positive impact on land use and 
land use change (LULUC), which is related 
to methodological issues (Barreiro et al., 
2021; Henning and Witzke, 2021; Ducros, 
2022). 
 
However, the impact assessments at-
tracted criticism for narrow assumptions, 
e.g., for not taking into account gradual 
phase-in period which would support 
adaptation via innovation, for treating pes-
ticide risk reduction the same as pesticide 
reduction and for not accounting for the 
marginal impact of fertilizers reduction (e.g. 
20% reduction means 5-10% reduction in 
productivity), as well as for not considering 
upscaling of certain sustainable practices 
such as impact of availability of fallow land 
on the increase in extensive production 
(Zimmer, 2020). Also, the proposed new 
trade rules would prevent externalization 
and promote application of similar stan-
dards and innovation elsewhere.  
 
In the context of war in Ukraine, the EU’s 
farm lobbies pushed for extraordinary 
measures to enhance production on fallow 
land and on EFAs, relax GEAC and allo-
cate temporary market support from the 
crisis reserve fund. Proposals were sup-
ported by COMAGRI rapporteurs. In 
March 2022, the AGRIFISH Council also 
proposed temporary derogation from cer-
tain greening obligations while maintaining 
the full level of the payment. Conservative 
actors took advantage of the war in 
Ukraine context to also call for reviewed 
targets and a time plan for Farm to Fork 
and biodiversity strategy. In response, the 
EC proposed to make available €500 mil-

37  The references included the FLAGSHIP 4 project on green, circular and blue economies listed 
investment in agriculture and fisheries in Algeria (European Commission, 2021b, p. 3) and Jordan as a part 
of the initiative on the energy-water-food nexus (European Commission, 2021b, p. 6). The FLAGSHIP 13 
on sustainable food systems, agriculture and rural development listed investments in productivity, better 
use of resources including protecting the environment and addressing demographic challenges, referring 
to Morocco’s Green Generation initiative (European Commission, 2021b, p. 8).
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lion in emergency aid from the crisis re-
serve (in total €1.5 billion, together with 
member state top up) to support farmers 
and small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
affected by input price rises and in 2022, 
allowed derogation of certain green obliga-
tions to bring additional land into produc-
tion and increased levels of advanced 
direct payments. At the same time, the EC 
also said it will increase incentives to prio-
ritize investment to reduce energy and fer-
tilizer dependencies and sustain 
environmental ambitions such as invest-
ment in sustainable biogas production, and 
precision and carbon farming. 
 
While derogations could potentially bring 
additional food to the markets in the 
coming year(s) (so far, this has not proven 
to be the case), this would come at a price 
of long term sustainability risks (Ducros, 
2022). The EU itself was not food inse-
cure; cereals self-sufficiency was 112% 
but as much as 61% were used for animal 
feed (Ducros, 2022). Use of 4% of fallow 
land for production due to lower productiv-
ity would disproportionally increase ferti-
liser intensity. The EU’s emergency aid was 
used to support the livestock sector (e.g., 
in France) or to purchase fertilisers (e.g., in 
Poland), thus contributing to the increase 
in (global) cereal and input prices, reducing 
efficient use of those commodities and 
negative environmental impact (Ducros, 
2022). The expected decline of agricultural 
and food prices in the coming years would 
add socioeconomic sustainability risks. In-
stead, it would be much better to 
strengthen market transparency and de-
ploy strategic stocks such as those by the 
World Food Programme (Ducros, 2022), 
by increased funding if needed. Addi-
tionally, subsidies for production of biofuels 
could be abolished and fallow land used to 
produce protein crops used for feed and 
to grow sunflowers that require little ni-
trogen. Currently, only 1% of agricultural 
land in the EU is devoted to producing pro-

tein feed, which is in most part imported 
(with limited regulation to keep low input 
prices for animal sector) and often results 
in sustainability pressures in other parts of 
the world (Willard, 2022).  
 
Meanwhile, big countries, such as France, 
Germany, Spain and Italy, are far from 
reaching targets relevant to Farm to Fork 
and biodiversity strategies, such as on or-
ganic farming, extensive grazing and biodi-
versity and carbon rich wetlands and 
peatlands considered essential to address 
long term sustainability risks (Willard, 
2022; Schebesta & Candel, 2020). Exten-
sification, which is key for soil protection 
and making land available, including for 
biodiversity conservation, should be further 
pursued, e.g. via livestock density limits 
(Willard, 2022). Measures should also be 
introduced to reduce food waste and meat 
consumption (Ducros, 2022). 
 
Conclusion: how to make the 
CAP better deliver better on 
food security in the region 

The purpose of this chapter was to explore 
the important but often neglected impact 
of the EU’s CAP on cooperation on agri-
culture and food security in the Euro Medi-
terranean region. 
 
Research demonstrates that, in the context 
of multilateral trade liberalisation, during the 
last 30 years, the CAP underwent substan-
tial reforms during which (most) trade dis-
torting price and production supports were 
largely replaced by direct payments whose 
orientation has been shifting towards new 
environmental and social expectations. In 
parallel, initiatives were launched to 
deepen trade in the region and support 
policies that would mirror new CAP objec-
tives and instruments. However, the at-
tempts fell short of expectations due to 
political blockades and failures to address 
structural challenges. Within the CAP, a 
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persisting issue is that part of the payments 
that remains coupled to production and 
there is poor targeting of support. To ad-
dress food security in the region, it would 
be better to remove those payments and 
invest money in sustainable practices both 
within and outside EU. The CAP could also 
be engaged in the management of value 
chains via regional producer and inter-
branch organisation and quality enhance-
ment schemes, and to transfer experience 
from the Eastern enlargement of balancing 
between big and small farms and rural de-
velopment. 
 
The decision-making on the CAP 2023-
2027 demonstrated steps towards evi-
dence-based policy on environmental and 
social sustainability, but also ongoing politi-
cal constraints due to veto-based budget 
negotiations and co-decision CAP legis-
lation procedure. The EGD and additional 
funds from the RRF enabled to set the 
stage for stronger sustainability transforma-
tion in agriculture and food. However, the 
food security crises brought pressures that 
stalled and even reversed the policy trend 
by raising arguments for intensifying pro-
duction in the EU. While this could poten-

tially (but not necessarily) positively impact 
supplies in the short run, it brings long 
term risks such as unsustainable produc-
tion in the EU and lack of investment in 
production outside the EU. Instead, in line 
with the EGD, what should be done is to, 
strengthen targeting of climate and biodi-
versity as well as socioeconomic con-
cerns within CAP, parallel with trade 
measures to prevent the ‘externalisation 
effect’. The EU should support regional 
cooperation on standards, market and 
value chain management (producer and 
inter-branch organisations, quality 
schemes) and practices mirroring the 
CAP. Priority areas should include 
source-efficiency, extensive production 
models, rural development and sustain-
able energy production on farms. For 
Southern shore participants, EU instru-
ments such as EIP, LEADER and various 
Pillar II measures could be co-funded by 
ENP-South. The horizontal role of the EU’s 
sustainable transformation and enhanced 
geopolitical agenda, decoupling of CAP 
from the MFF negotiations and increased 
public awareness of the role of European 
Parliament in the process offer some op-
portunity for such a reform. 
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Introduction 

According to the World Bank report on Cli-
mate-Smart Agriculture (CSA), agriculture 
and land use account for almost 25% of 
global emissions, making them substantial 
contributors to the climate issue. If average 
temperatures rise by 2°C, harvests may de-
cline by up to 20% by the middle of the 
century if agricultural resilience is not 
strengthened and no concrete actions are 
taken (Xiaoyue et al., 2016). Increased 
temperature-related risks are exacerbated 
by irregular rainfall and the subsequent 
droughts that could result in food insecurity 
or even famine. Meanwhile, agriculture can 
significantly help with food security for the 
world’s growing population, but it can also 
make poverty worse, contribute to climate 
change, and degrade the environment if 
we do not make changes to the way we 
plan for and invest in agricultural growth 
and development. However, there is a sig-
nificant risk of misallocating financial re-
sources by creating agricultural systems 
that cannot ensure food security and, thus, 
escalating land degradation. 
 
The United Nations (UN) Food and Agri-
culture Organization (FAO) predicts that to 
produce enough food to feed the world’s 
population in 2050, annual agricultural and 
livestock production must rise by 60% 
from 2006 levels. Augmenting arable land 
will only provide 20% of the increase 
needed in developing countries; the re-
maining 80% will need to come from 
greater crop yields and crop intensities 
(Lipper et al., 2018). Climate change is an-
ticipated to significantly impact the differ-
ent aspects and determinants of food 
security by lowering the productivity of 
rainfed crops and forage, reducing water 
availability and modifying the severity and 
distribution of crop and livestock diseases. 
Climate change-related factors, such as 
rising temperatures, intense weather, water 
scarcity, sea level rise, ecosystem dis-

ruption and biodiversity loss, will pro-
foundly influence food security. Besides, 
the survival of substantial portions of the 
world’s population hinges on agriculture’s 
ability to adapt to climate change, which is 
one of the largest contributors to green-
house gas emissions. Today, the challenge 
facing policy-makers is ensuring that agri-
culture contributes to solving problems like 
food security, development and climate 
change. Producers – and smallholders in 
particular – need technology and legal 
measures that will increase their capability 
and reduce their vulnerability to do this. 
Thus, CSA aims to create universally valid 
concepts to manage agriculture for food 
security in the context of climate change. 
The concept has undergone adjustments 
since it was first introduced in 2009 be-
cause of feedback from and conversations 
with different stakeholders. CSA might 
serve as the foundation for suggestions 
and assistance for policy from multilateral 
organisations like the UN’s FAO. CSA 
strives to promote food security, resilience 
and climate change adaptation in addition 
to lowering greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
The CSA methodology and guiding prin-
ciples were starting to take shape by the 
time of the second international CSA pol-
icy conference, which was held in Hanoi in 
2012. These included creating a suitable 
evidence base to assess trade-offs and 
synergies among the three main objectives 
(FAO, 2018): creating a better policy en-
vironment required directing investments; 
connecting to climate funding; and com-
bining agricultural and climate change pol-
icies. According to the FAO (2018), better 
management decisions, and eventually 
better policy decisions, depend on three 
essential factors: timely and reliable data 
on climate variability and its impact on yield 
and cost estimates; a scientific under-
standing of the agroecological system on 
the farm scale; the inclusion of those two 
factors in information products that meet 
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the needs of growers and policy deci-
sion-makers. Data technology can be 
applied to link farm-level management 
decisions and behavioural changes to 
site-specific biophysical data and ana-
lytical tools, assisting science-based 
policy and sustainable management of 
agricultural landscapes. With the in-
creased usage of mobile and precise 
agriculture technologies and improving 
data management software, there is an 
increasing possibility for an integrated 
data platform. 
 
Climate change is a dynamic process 
characterised by unforeseen shocks 
that can generate significant short-term 
losses and leave some regions econ-
omically unviable. The development of 
climate-smart policies will result in the 
development of systems for monitoring 
the weather and other variables, assess-
ing the situation, and being ready to ad-
just to changing circumstances. These 
policies will become a part of a larger 
set of regulations aimed at sustainable 
development to make sure that the cur-
rent generation continues to experience 
greater food security and that the next 
generation does not fare any worse. Be-
sides, to enable better farm-level deci-
sion-making, climate-smart policies will 
emphasise incentives and skills.  
 
Improving knowledge systems to ad-
dress climate concerns would require 
investment in infrastructure that enables 
spatial data collection on climatic con-
ditions, agricultural performance, and 
economic conditions at different scales. 
To increase our ability to react, we must 
invest in our analytical skills and the 
nascent understanding of weather pat-
terns, as well as the application of the 
data for corresponding behavioural and 
agroecological purposes. The founda-
tion of adaptive capability is made up of 
investments in and rewards for innova-

tion. Access to new technology requires 
the development of institutions and 
regulations to minimise regulatory and 
intellectual property rights constraints. 
Local research and outreach capabil-
ities are needed to adjust technologies 
and management strategies to local 
conditions. Thus, in this study, key find-
ings, best practices and innovations 
from the execution of various projects 
and initiatives are synthesised with sim-
plified recommendations. Discussions 
with key stakeholders involved in strat-
egy implementation were held in addi-
tion to desk research. By becoming 
more widely used, these recommenda-
tions will enable a better understanding 
of CSA-enabling policies in the Euro-
Med region. 
 
The chapter is divided into five parts. 
The first three parts review existing re-
search on the CSA position in the Medi-
terranean region and the impact on food 
security and the different existing pol-
icies and regulations. The rest of the 
chapter highlights the importance of fill-
ing data gaps in scaling up CSA and 
the measures taken by European and 
Southern Mediterranean countries to in-
tegrate CSA. 
 
CSA approach and 
challenges 
 
CSA is a novel approach to boosting agri-
cultural production while managing land 
sustainably. Considering the evolving real-
ities of climate change, it is a plan for mod-
ernising agriculture and addressing the 
need for global food security. With CSA, 
ecosystem services could be improved, 
food production could be sustained, resil-
ience could be raised, greenhouse gas 
emissions could be decreased, land degra-
dation could be halted, and agriculture 
could gain ecological advantages. CSA 

CSA is a novel 
approach to 
boosting 
agricultural 
production while 
managing land 
sustainably
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appreciates the importance of continuing 
education and tactical adaptation to new 
knowledge and circumstances. It empha-
sises the need for adaptation to the likeli-
hood of more extreme events while 
acknowledging that more radical changes 
in technologies and practices may be 
required to address the effects of climate 
change. 
 
CSA has several challenges related to the-
oretical understanding, practical applica-
tion, political environment, and finance of 
the plan. The following list of challenges 
call for immediate action: 
 

• Lack of practical understanding of 
the CSA holistic concept. The CSA 
strategy is undoubtedly appealing and 
convincing in theory, but it still needs to 
be implemented in light of the Mediter-
ranean’s many agroecologies, ex-
tremely different farming systems, 
socioeconomic conditions, and pol-
icies. 

• At the local and national levels, 
there is a lack of pertinent informa-
tion, expertise, and analytical tools. 
For many Euro-Mediterranean coun-
tries, such as Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, 
Spain, France and Italy, there are no 
long-term climate and landscape strat-
egies available. As a result, decision-
makers are unaware of the implications 
on resource management, food secur-
ity and agricultural practices. Due to a 
lack of information, inadequate institu-
tional and human capacity, and a 
dearth of evidence-based research, 
decision-makers are unable to concen-
trate CSA implementation on the re-
gions that are most in danger and to 
execute appropriate funding strategies. 

•  Insufficient national/regional fund-
ing and significant upfront costs 
associated with CSA investments 
at the farm level. According to one of 
our respondents, the Southern Medi-

terranean region has a dearth of infra-
structure investment. Women farmers, 
in particular, do not have easy access 
to the financial resources that would 
allow them to invest in CSAs and have 
a limited amount of assets to invest in 
their own. In the Mediterranean region, 
there are not many documented in-
stances of CSA approaches, and 
those that do exist tend to concentrate 
on conservation of agriculture and 
water resource management.  

• Policy frameworks that are poorly 
integrated, enabling, and suppor-
ting. Climate change will affect agri-
culture in three important ways: 
altering temperature, greenhouse 
gas concentrations in the atmos-
phere, and irregular rainfalls. Even 
though it is highly expected that tem-
peratures and CO2 concentrations 
will continue to rise in the Mediterra-
nean region during the 21st century, 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) asserts that 
there is little confidence in projec-
tions of the length, total amount or 
distribution of rainy seasons. The 
execution of CSA necessitates co-
operation across institutions and 
programmes as well as the devel-
opment of favourable frameworks 
and policies to ensure the harmon-
isation of efforts.  

• Inadequate women’s and youth’s 
empowerment. The Mediterranean 
region is losing out on a tremendous 
opportunity to create economic 
growth. The lack of stable land ten-
ure reduces women farmers’ capa-
city to use the land as collateral for 
long-term, affordable financing. CSA 
techniques often require more 
money upfront when investing in in-
frastructure that is climate resilient, 
such as irrigation systems. Women 
farmers currently do not have access 
to short-term finance for the pur-
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chase of fertiliser and other agricul-
tural inputs; therefore it will be much 
more difficult for them to secure af-
fordable financing for agriculture that 
is climate-resilient. For instance, 
women farmers are less likely to par-
ticipate in long-term sustainable land 
management practices because of 
the uncertainty surrounding their 
land tenure; even relatively straight-
forward CSA practices like agrofor-
estry or native tree planting require a 
5–7-year investment. Finding the 
long-term, inexpensive funding 
necessary for agriculture that is cli-
mate resilient may be even more dif-
ficult for women farmers who do not 
currently have access to short-term 
financing. Climate change may also 
make women farmers insecure under 
the strain of unpaid domestic and 
care duties. 

•  Insufficient availability of appropri-
ate and innovative financing 
methods and efficient risk-sharing 
mechanisms. In addition to the huge 
risks posed by climate catastrophes, 
farmers in the Mediterranean region 
must also handle risks associated 
with the high costs of implementing 
new technologies. Many countries 
currently do not have funding plans 
in place to promote the use of CSA. 
However, new investments are 
required to transition to agricultural 
growth strategies that are climate 
smart. 

•  From the standpoint of farmers and 
policy-makers, difficulties manag-
ing trade-offs. In the agricultural sec-
tor, there is usually a disconnect 
between farmers and policy-makers 
when it comes to identifying priorities 
for resource management. Varying key 
players, notably farmers, political fig-
ures and policy-makers are likely to 
place different priorities on CSA’s main 
goals. 

Status of the 
Euro-Mediterranean 
climate-agriculture nexus 

 
Most Mediterranean countries still have 
economies that are heavily reliant on 
agriculture; therefore the region’s devel-
opment has significant implications for 
both food security and the eradication 
of poverty. The repercussions of climate 
change have already been seen 
throughout the region, according to the 
United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Mean-
while, the Mediterranean region must 
place a high priority on developing 
adaptation techniques to counteract the 
negative impacts of climate change. Mil-
lions of smallholder farmers, especially 
women, still experience unstable land 
tenure, and other issues like declining 
soil fertility, degraded ecosystems, li-
mited market access, insufficient fund-
ing, and inadequate infrastructural 
development continue to impede agri-
cultural development in the region. The 
Mediterranean region is distinguished 
by a shortage of arable land resources, 
with 95% extensively farmed. The sus-
tainability of Mediterranean agriculture 
and its commitment to food security 
depends in particular on the protection 
of vulnerable lands endangered by cli-
mate change, unsustainable exploita-
tion, and population growth (MedECC, 
2019). 
 
There is a general lack of a long-term, 
comprehensive and integrated vision in 
their implementation, even though most 
of the countries of the Southern Medi-
terranean had already established na-
tional plans and strategies to drive a 
transition toward the sustainable man-
agement of natural resources. Our inter-
viewees claim that management policies 
are frequently sectoral, dispersed and 
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prone to applying pre-made solutions to 
intricately interconnected problems, 
omitting the bigger picture. To increase 
water use efficiency in agriculture, it is 
not enough to just switch to drip irriga-
tion from surface irrigation; a broader 
strategy must be adopted that ad-
dresses infrastructure management and 
maintenance, water distribution, access 
to technology, farmer education, pricing 
regulations, monitoring, and assess-
ment of the implemented measures. Ad-
ditionally, a long-term holistic vision 
should consider concerns relating to 
food security and the socioeconomic 
aspect of soil and water management. 
Based on our survey and interview 
data, we determined the factors im-
peding the adoption and implementa-
tion of an integrated agriculture and 
food security vision: a lack of aware-
ness and knowledge among involved 
stakeholders, very limited availability of 
current data, the absence of monitoring 
and evaluation procedures, the division 
of duties and a lack of coordination be-
tween various authorities, also a lack of 
financial and human resources.  
 
Soil conservation and restoration are 
typically not among the top priority on 
politicians’ agendas, owing to limited 
knowledge about the issue’s relevance 
and scope. Sometimes, local stake-
holders, including farmers, fail to con-
sider long-term economic and 
environmental benefits when the short-
term narrative centred on productivity 
and rentability is dominant. Addi-
tionally, our interviewees stated that 
there is insufficient communication 
among stakeholders about good prac-
tices, particularly sustainable soil man-
agement. Farmers generally lack a 
culture of water resource scarcity 
awareness. They may be aware of how 
climate change is affecting the re-
source’s availability, but they lack the 

knowledge and resources to adapt or 
switch to more sustainable ways (Ma-
hafdah & Sathiamurthy, 2022). Accord-
ing to the survey responses, water 
users typically anticipate government 
entities to meet their needs by expan-
ding the water supply rather than tak-
ing into consideration a shift in their 
usage patterns.  
 
Sustainable land management is also 
based on localised institutional sup-
port, participatory techniques, and col-
laborations at all scales. As a result, 
policy-makers must actively participate 
in the stewardship of natural resources 
in response to climate change. Despite 
substantial advancements, mostly in 
European nations, the management of 
agricultural soils, water resources, 
agroecology and food security are still 
not properly decentralised. Several 
Mediterranean countries, including Mo-
rocco and Algeria, have decentralised 
water management to the level of water 
basins to achieve integrated manage-
ment of the resource that goes beyond 
ineffective administrative boundaries 
and reflects the unique and various de-
mands of each basin. By integrating a 
variety of stakeholders on their boards, 
basin organisations were established 
and given responsibility for the plan-
ning and quality control of water re-
sources. When relying on independent 
public service providers, private oper-
ators, or Public-Private Partnerships 
(PPP), water supply and sanitation are 
typically assigned (as is the case in 
Tunisia). However, local authorities, like 
municipalities, frequently lack decision-
making authority and have only limited 
authority over the management of 
water in public areas. Furthermore, sev-
eral countries cannot afford the ex-
pensive infrastructure and maintenance 
projects that are often associated with 
water management.  
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Decentralised authorities frequently 
struggle to provide water and agricul-
ture enforcement because they lack 
educated staff. Several conditions must 
allow the Mediterranean to reap the po-
tential benefits of CSA: institutional ar-
rangements must be developed to 
support, apply and scale out the prac-
tice from the farm to the basin level; 
trade-offs between the perspectives of 
farmers and policy-makers must be man-
aged; technical, analytical and implemen-
tation capacities must be strengthened; 
and wider adoption of appropriate tech-
nologies by farmers must be encouraged, 
facilitated and financed. 
 
Supporting research and 
cooperation in the field 
of agriculture: filling the 
knowledge gap 

 
To support scientific research, inform pol-
icy-making, and, most importantly, make 
it possible to precisely track the negative 
impacts of climate change and predict 
significant climatic risks, the sustainable 
and integrated management of agricul-
tural soils and water resources must be 
based on relevant, current and harmon-
ised data. This is important to know how 
to develop adaptation strategies that are 
specific to local conditions for soil degra-
dation and growing water scarcity. How-
ever, as evidenced by the interviews, 
surveys and some recent research, data 
on land and water resources, along with 
eco-innovative farming practices, are fre-
quently inadequate, outdated, frag-
mented or difficult to obtain in most 
Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 
countries. Even when trustworthy data 
sources are acquired, some of our re-
spondents pointed out that they are fre-
quently gathered in collaboration with 
donors and are therefore only available in 

English, a language that not everyone 
speaks, especially on the southern and 
eastern shores of the Mediterranean. 
 
The European Union (EU)’s Copernicus 
programme and the agricultural European 
Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Pro-
ductivity and Sustainability (EIP-AGRI) are 
two of its most important activities. The EU 
funds several research and development 
projects through its main funding streams, 
which include Horizon 2020, LIFE+, Inter-
reg and Climate KIC. To gain a better 
knowledge of effective adaptation tech-
niques in European agriculture, we must in-
crease monitoring and evaluation of all the 
many adaptation alternatives available 
through these instruments. The European 
Climate Adaptation Platform (Climate-
ADAPT) is an essential resource for users 
to gather data and exchange cutting-edge, 
continuously developing information about 
adaptation. By combining these factors, 
choices and policy development can bene-
fit from both regional and European per-
spectives. 
 
The Copernicus Climate Change Ser-
vice (C3S) makes essential climate data 
and indices available through its Cli-
mate Data Store. It provides historical, 
current and forecast climate data, as 
well as tools for businesses and policy-
makers to utilise in establishing climate 
change mitigation and adaptation plans. 
For the agricultural sector, C3S offers 
opportunities to improve European agri-
culture’s resilience to climate change. 
Examples include the Global Agriculture 
Sectoral Information System project and 
the Agricultural Climate Advisory Ser-
vices (AgriCLASS) initiative. The Euro-
pean Economy Area (EEA) regularly 
maintains and updates a set of indica-
tors that provide data on historical and 
future climate change, as well as the ef-
fects of that change on ecosystems, so-
cioeconomic sectors, and human health. 
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Climate change 
adaptation in the 
agriculture sector in 
the Euro-Med region 
 

The case of Europe 

The European agriculture industry has 
already been heavily impacted by cli-
mate change. Climate change in the fu-
ture might potentially affect the industry 
in various ways. It is anticipated that 
there would be more climate extreme 
events that have an impact on agricul-
ture in Europe. Though it seems likely 
that there will not be a problem with 
food or fodder security in the EU, rising 
food consumption may put pressure on 
food prices in the future. According to 
the EU agriculture strategy for 2021-
2027, the agricultural sector is given pri-
ority in national adaptation strategies or 
national adaptation plans (European En-
vironment Agency, 2019). The newly 
suggested single agriculture plan could 
help collect money for sector-specific 
adaptation initiatives. 
 
Agriculture in Europe produces a variety 
of food, feed and residual biomass 
products in addition to carrying out 
other essential duties, including pre-
serving the environment, stimulating 
rural development, and promoting tour-
ism. Additionally, energy is produced 
using biomass, primarily in the transpor-
tation sector. More than 90% of the bio-
ethanol used in the EU is produced from 
feedstock that is sourced from within 
the EU; the remaining 10% is derived 
from sources outside the EU. The EU’s 
agricultural sector has opportunities to 

adapt to climate change according to its 
agricultural policy and adaptation strat-
egy. Every member state expressly 
identifies the agriculture sector as one 
of their priority sectors based on the 
Monitoring Mechanism Regulation’s re-
sults for 2019.  
 
According to the EEA, agriculture is re-
sponsible for 10% of all greenhouse 
gas emissions in the EU. Methane 
emissions (CH4) from enteric fermenta-
tion account for the largest portion 
(38%). The sector has a great potential 
to reduce greenhouse gas emission 
levels that are not brought on by the re-
lease of carbon dioxide by altering the 
types of land cover and managing soils. 
This could entail switching to conser-
vation tillage, reducing the nitrogen fer-
tiliser used on crops, altering how 
livestock and manure are managed, and 
planting grass or trees. Depending on 
their expenses, potential earnings, and 
other financial incentives provided by 
climate policy, farmers may implement 
these practices to varying degrees. Be-
tween 1990 and 2016, greenhouse gas 
emissions from agriculture in the EU de-
creased by about 20%, and beyond 
2020, emissions are anticipated to re-
main stable. The agricultural industry38 
will need to reduce emissions if the EU 
is to fulfil its emission reduction targets 
for 2030 and 2050. Between 1990 and 
2016, ammonia emissions declined by 
18%, mostly because of livestock de-
crease and the decrease in the use of 
nitrogen fertilisers. To lower greenhouse 
gas and ammonia emissions, the sector 
must reduce emissions from livestock, 
manure storage and fertilisers. There will 
not be enough reduction in emissions 
from new farming practices alone. By 

38  Anything that is produced or raised for human consumption is included in the agricultural industry. This 
involves raising animals, growing flowers and harvesting plants for sale. One of the earliest industries in 
the world, agriculture has been around for thousands of years.
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changing diets and halting food losses, 
further reductions would be attained.  
 
The survey results39 indicate that the 
agriculture industry in Europe will like-
wise experience major upheaval. Agri-
culture’s contribution to greenhouse 
gas emissions is anticipated to remain 
constant in the absence of new mitiga-
tion incentives or modifications to the 
quantity and type of agricultural goods 
produced. Meat and dairy products are 
among the things with the highest car-
bon emissions. Thus, the European 
Commission (EC) adopted a long-term 
strategic plan for a prosperous, modern, 
competitive, and carbon-neutral econ-
omy by 2050. Several interviewees re-
ported that low carbon and energy 
transformation routes were investigated 
to assist the strategy for long-term 
greenhouse gas emission reductions. 
This required modelling and research on 
the effects of various industries and 
technological advancements on these 
emissions. The scenarios that have 
been taken into consideration cover the 
expected range of reductions needed 
throughout the EU to assist efforts to 
achieve a 1.5 °C temperature change 
and to contribute to the Paris Agree-
ment’s temperature objectives of far 
below 2 °C. This leads to a reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions of between 
80% and 100% in 2050 compared to 
1990 (achieving net zero emissions). 
The EC unveiled its ambitious signature 
plan for the European Green Deal, the 
“Farm to Fork Strategy”, in 2020. The 
overall transformation project has made 
significant progress, which is further 
highlighted by Europe’s climate obliga-
tions and the specific strategy for the 

food system. With the conflict in Ukraine 
and its direct effects on the security of 
food and energy in Europe, however, a 
lot has changed. In addition to changing 
things in and for Europe, the EU Green 
Deal and “Farm to Fork Strategy” also 
aim to support a worldwide transition to 
more sustainable food and land use sys-
tems. This includes decarbonising Euro-
pean productive sectors. The EU has 
considerable influence and has an im-
pact on production and decisions in 
other nations as a result of its participa-
tion in global agricultural trade (Caprini, 
2020). In addition to having significant 
environmental challenges, several Euro-
Med countries are enduring dietary and 
nutritional changes that have an impact 
on the health of their populations. To en-
sure food security and nutrition in the 
Mediterranean region, it is imperative to 
address the rising demands for water in 
agriculture, the ability to sustain local 
food production, and the region’s grow-
ing reliance on food imports. The 
MEDINA-Study Group created a “fork-
to-farm” multi-scale approach, starting 
with existing dietary practices and look-
ing at potential ways to make these 
practices more nutrient-dense (Verger 
et al., 2018).  
 
Technical mitigation strategies and con-
sumer food preferences are crucial for 
agriculture. Examples include using se-
lective breeding programmes to reduce 
CH4 emissions from livestock caused 
by enteric fermentation during the di-
gestion process; utilising anaerobic di-
gestion to reduce manure emissions, 
which produces biogas that can, for 
example, be used to power farms; and 
maximising fertiliser application rates, 

39  In the framework of this study, a survey and a series of interviews were conducted to learn more about 
CSA in the Euro-Med region. We targeted mainly project consortium coordinators, stakeholders and 
researchers. The respondents requested that their responses remain anonymous, and data collected from 
their responses will be used to support existing literature. However, we got seven responses to the survey 
and four face-to-face interviews.
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such as through precision farming, to re-
duce fertiliser runoff. Numerous initiat-
ives taken at the farm level are either 
expansion of current methods for ma-
naging climate risk or efforts to increase 
output in response to an anticipated 
change in the climate risk profile. The 
farm advice system is an opportunity to 
streamline the agriculture sector’s adap-
tation to climate change. Such systems 
are mandated by the Common Agricul-
tural Policy (CAP), so it should be con-
sidered whether the material should 
include adaptation information. Fur-
thermore, Europe, which has taken 
legislative action to reduce waste at the 
distribution and consumption stages, 
must now quickly modify the actual 
regulations in place to enable new ge-
nomic technologies (NGT) to contribute 
to reducing crop production losses. It all 
comes down to how resilient our agri-
culture will be in the future and how we 
can protect our capacity for output.  
Assuring food security for Europeans, 
one of the tenets of the CAP and the EU 
makes this adaptation of the European 
genetically modified organism (GMO) 
regulation a strategic problem. The EU 
cannot forbid farmers from using these 
new biotechnologies without running 
the danger of losing its food sovereignty 
and, with it, its economic sovereignty. In 
order to meet everyone’s requirements, 
we must take action on every factor that 
may have an impact on the production 
and consumption of food products as 
the world’s population is predicted to 
rise to 10 billion in 2050. One of the 
reasons why there is less food available 
is waste. The FAO estimates that, each 
year, one third of the food created for 
human consumption is lost or wasted 
(European Seed, 2022). 
 
The CAP in place today already inte-
grates adaptation (2014-2020). The 
Omnibus Regulation for 2017-2020 

stipulates that EU members may offer 
linked support based on results from a 
previous reference period. Such regula-
tions should be dropped in the future as 
they could encourage crop production 
in areas where it is no longer feasible 
economically. Even with a policy frame-
work that encourages adaptation, farm-
level adaptation may be negligible. This 
is caused by a variety of factors, includ-
ing the use of voluntary measures (i.e., 
those that farmers are not forced to em-
ploy), a lack of investment funds, the 
need for adaptation on the part of the 
government, and institutional capability. 
When drafting the measures that will be 
delivered, future CAP strategic plans 
should prioritise multi-objective adapta-
tion measures with various benefits. 
Due to competing environmental objec-
tives, future CAP strategic plans should 
favour multi-objective adaptation tech-
niques with several benefits. 
 
The 1962-established CAP is based on 
direct farmer subsidies and the growth 
of rural areas. The promotion of resilient, 
sustainable agriculture founded on re-
search and innovation is the current pri-
ority of the EC. In fact, by emphasising 
the benefits of CSA, it motivates 
member states to make investments in 
it.  
 
With the help of our interviewers and an 
extensive internet search, we were able 
to identify several European-based pro-
jects. ECHORD PLUS PLUS, 
SWEEPER, VINEROBOT, FIGARO, 
SYMPHONY, AGROIT, FOODIE, 
AUDITOR, 4D4F, IoF 2020, RECAP, 
SMART AKIS, among others (Table 1, 
and Figure 1). The programme’s bene-
ficiaries are European farmers and 
breeders, local communities, and small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
that use their activities to maintain biodi-
versity and boost local economies. 

Future CAP 
strategic plans 
should prioritise 
multi-objective 
adaptation 
measures with 
various benefits



Table 1. Description of EU CSA projects

Figure 1. Countries involved in the EU CSA projects 

Source: Fusco et al., 2020
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Project Abbreviation 
 
ECHORD PLUS 

PLUS 

 

SWEEPER 

 

VINEROBOT 

 

FIGARO 

 

 

SYMPHONY 

 

 

 

 

AGROIT 

 

FOODIE 

 

AUDITOR 

 

 

4D4F 

 

IoF 2020 

 

RECAP 

 

SMART AKIS 

Project Title 
 

European Clearing House for Open 

Robotics Development Plus Plus 

 

Sweet Pepper Harvesting Robot 

 

Vine Yard Robot 

 

Flexible and Precise Irrigation Platform to 

Improve Farm Scale Water Productivity 

 

Integrated System Based on Photonic 

Microresenators and Microfluidic 

Components for Rapid Detection of 

Toxins in Milk and Dairy Products 

 

Advanced Farm Management 

 

Farm-oriented Open Data in Europe 

 

Advanced Multi-Constellation EGNSS 

Augmentation and Monitoring 

 

Internet of Food and Farms 2020 

 

Data Driven Dairy Decisions for Farmers 

 

Reinforcing CAP 

 

Smart Farming Thematic Network 

Description 
 

robotics for vegetable harvest 

 

 

robotics for vegetable harvest 

 

robotics for wine production 

 

Irrigation technology, DSS 

 

 

sensors for dairy producers 

 

 

 

 

virtual platform, app 

 

cloud computing 

 

GNNS ground based augmentation 

system 

 

mapping, sensor for agri-food 

 

technology for breeders 

 

big data to improve CAP, respect of law 

 

information about technology in 

agriculture 



Figure 2. Countries involved in the coordination of EU CSA projects

Source: Fusco et al., 2020
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Italy produces almost one-fifth of the entire 
added value of the EU agricultural sector, 
making it the top country in Europe in terms 
of added value. The Netherlands is the 
leading European exporter of agricultural 
products. Due to its economy’s depend-
ence on the primary sector, Greece was 
able to avoid incurring substantial rates of 
unemployment in its rural areas during the 

2008 financial crisis. Before Brexit, which 
is anticipated to change the future of 
farmers, the United Kingdom (UK) was 
among the top five recipients of European 
direct payments. Slovenia’s family farming 
system is an excellent example of both the 
country’s strengths and vulnerabilities in 
terms of market stability, social inclusion 
and the expanding digital divide. 

The EU’s economy requires innovation to 
advance and become smarter, more sus-
tainable and more inclusive in a changing 
world. The EU has introduced the Innova-
tion Union as part of its growth plan, EU 
2020, with the goal of assisting all EU na-
tions in supplying their citizens with a more 
competitive economy, more and better 
jobs, and a higher standard of living. EIP-
AGRI promotes sustainable, competitive 
farming and forestry that “achieves more 
and better from less.” It helps to maintain a 
consistent supply of food, animal feed and 
biomaterials by expanding its activities in 
conjunction with the vital natural resources 
that support agriculture. In order to support 
the EU’s “Europe 2020” plan for smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth, the EIP-
AGRI was established in 2012. One of the 
five primary goals of this strategy is to 
strengthen research and innovation. It also 
supports a new participatory method of in-
novation called European Innovation Part-

nerships (EIP). At the EU level, the EIP-
AGRI brings together innovation actors in 
agriculture and forestry, including farmers, 
advisors, researchers, enterprises, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), and 
others. Together, they create an EIP net-
work that spans the entire EU. EIP Oper-
ational Groups, Multi-Actor Projects, and 
Thematic Networks are all important build-
ing pieces in this network. While Multi-
Actor initiatives and Thematic Networks 
are financed by the Horizon Programme, 
Operational Groups are funded by the 
Rural Development Programmes. EIP-
AGRI Operational Groups focus on a par-
ticular (practical) issue or opportunity that 
might spur innovation. They are project-
based. The Operational Group method 
maximises the application of many types of 
knowledge (practical, scientific, technical, 
organisational, etc.). The Support Facility 
Innovation & Knowledge Exchange | EIP-
AGRI, under the European CAP Network, 
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replaced the EIP-AGRI Service Point as 
of July 2021. The Support Facility pro-
vides a wide range of resources and 
services that might assist you in devel-
oping your concepts and undertakings. 
Additionally, it promotes networking 
through conferences, focus groups, 
workshops, seminars, and publications; 
this improves communication, informa-
tion sharing and exchange. 
 
The case of the Southern 
Mediterranean region 

The special relationships that the EU has 
with its neighbours in the Mediterranean 
reflect centuries of shared history as 
well as economic and cultural contact 
insured by the Union for the Mediterra-
nean (UfM). In addition, the Mediterra-
nean region should be given top priority 
for taking climate action. It has been 
identified as a “hotspot” for climate im-
pacts by the IPCC due to its high sus-
ceptibility to climate change. As a result 
of the enormous rise in energy con-
sumption, urbanisation and population 
expansion, greenhouse gas emissions 
are climbing quickly (UFM, 2016). The 
EU’s regional collaboration with South-
ern Mediterranean countries is centred 
on the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP) and its financial tools, and the 
UfM has long incorporated climate miti-
gation and adaptation into this cooper-
ation. The updated plan for the EC’s 
collaboration with its partner nations in 
the Southern and Eastern Mediterra-
nean region was adopted in 2015. The 
updated agreement includes a separate 
chapter on climate and energy for the 
first time in order to represent the Paris 
Agreement and reflect this focus on cli-
mate cooperation. Our upcoming finan-
cial and policy assistance for climate 
action in the southern neighbourhood 
will be built upon it (UfM, 2016). So, if 
investments are made in a supportive 

ecosystem, the Southern Mediterranean 
region has tremendous potential to capi-
talise on advancements in climate-smart 
solutions. The region’s water efficiency and 
crop productivity can be further improved 
through research, technology devel-
opment, and transfer from Europe to the 
southern med-region. Providers of digital 
agriculture solutions, including agri-tech 
firms and mobile operators from Europe, 
must have a clear value offer and a clear 
route to commercial sustainability to draw 
investment and scale up climate-smart 
solutions on the southern shore of the 
Mediterranean. 
 
We were unable to easily identify com-
pleted CSA projects in the Mediterra-
nean region, but we were able to pinpoint 
one Euro-Med project that had just begun 
and was Partnership for Research and In-
novation in the Mediterranean Area 
(PRIMA)-funded. Spain served as the 
project’s coordinator, and a group from 
Algeria, Germany, Turkey and Egypt 
made up the consortium. CICLICA is a 
research and innovation project that fo-
cuses on two streams. First, a smart sys-
tem for water management is created by 
combining modern water-saving tech-
nologies that have already been verified 
in labs; second, a system that involves 
the application of various biotechnology 
and agricultural solutions for irrigation 
modelling, enhanced agronomic manage-
ment, and genetic adaptation of substi-
tute crops. The project will concentrate 
on creating and researching integrated 
on-farm practices to deal with the two 
types of abiotic stresses – water and sa-
linity– while applying those practices 
under two different business models of 
farming systems: i) the common farming 
system, which produces traditional Medi-
terranean crops like olives, citrus and 
tomatoes; and (ii) alternative crops far-
ming systems, which include the intro-
duction of new crops to improve the 

The 
Mediterranean 
region should 
be given top 
priority for 
taking climate 
action
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farming system’s ability to deal with 
abiotic stresses.  
 
Meanwhile, Morocco plans to create 1.5 
million new jobs and triple the value added 
in the agri-food sector. In 2008, Morocco 
unveiled the Plan Maroc Vert (PMV), a 
long-term agriculture policy. The PMV at-
tempts to make it simpler for small farmers 
to access technologies and services. Sup-
port for small farmers has become even 
more crucial as a result of climate change 
because they have limited technical and fi-
nancial means to withstand the environ-
ment’s growing unpredictability. The PMV 
and the associated National Irrigation 
Water Saving Programme promote im-
proved water distribution and the use of 
more efficient irrigation techniques in irri-
gated areas. Four million people are em-
ployed in agriculture in Morocco, which 
contributes roughly 13% of the Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP). The monarchy en-
acted the PMV in 2008, which enables 
access to suitable funding, to expand this 
important economic sector and, in particu-
lar, to facilitate the renovation of small and 
medium-sized family farms in underprivi-
leged areas. Crédit Agricole du Maroc 
(CAM) has profited from several lines of 
credit marked with the Agricultural and 
Rural Finance Guarantee Programme 
(AGREENFI) logo in this regard. This label 
is a device developed by the French De-
velopment Agency (AFD) to encourage ag-
ricultural and rural finance. Despite the 
risks associated with their operations, 
7,000 small farms profited from bank loans 
set up with AFD’s assistance between 
2015 and 2018. 
 
Thus, smart farming is a government goal 
in Morocco. The government’s Green Gen-
eration 2020-2030 policy, which was re-
leased in 2020, lists “the introduction of 
new technology and the digitalisation of 
agricultural services” as one of its aims. 
The plan seeks to put in more than 

100,000 solar irrigation pumps. AgriEdge 
is an agri-tech startup that stands to gain 
from this push to digitise the industry. The 
business uses a precision agriculture plat-
form to analyse a variety of data, including 
weather, satellite and drone photographs, 
to determine the ideal amount of fertiliser 
and water for each crop. Meanwhile, the 
business sector is a major force behind 
smart farming initiatives in Egypt. An app 
called IrriWatch, created in the Nether-
lands, aids farmers in optimising irrigation 
by employing “virtual sensing” technology, 
which analyses signals from several ther-
mal satellites to identify soil moisture and 
water potential. Composting, which can 
cut the amount of water needed by 30%, 
is how Egyptian startup Baramoda plans 
to address the water shortage. Leading 
mobile phone provider Vodafone Egypt is 
using its reach and size in rural areas to 
offer agricultural advice to smallholder 
farmers via a daily SMS. For the “Egyptian 
Farmers” service, Vodafone and the Minis-
try of Agriculture worked together. 
 
For the first time, in Tunisia, stakeholders 
from the public and private sectors came 
together with the support of the African 
Development Bank in 2018 to share in-
formation and best practices related to the 
use of drones in the planning, management 
and evaluation of agricultural projects. The 
ability of Mediterranean agriculture to re-
spond to escalating challenges more effec-
tively and efficiently will be significantly 
improved by this pilot project. According to 
our Tunisian respondents, the use of 
drones in the agricultural industry will soon 
make it possible to greatly improve the 
labor-intensive tasks that Tunisian farmers 
must perform. “This gadget is cool! It is 
useful to assume an increase of 80% in 
man-day output!” It will enable farmers to 
decide with certainty and relevance how 
best to manage their land. The drone can 
now measure the nitrogen levels coming 
from the agricultural field it is flying over 
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owing to a camera with RGB40 technology. 
The gathered data will be evaluated and in-
terpreted. The decision to disperse addi-
tional nitrogen doses required for the 
crops’ photosynthesis and, consequently, 
their growth, will be decided after dis-
cussion with the farmer to boost one or 
more sections of the plot. This will enable 
the addition to be delivered with an accu-
racy of a few centimetres thanks to the 
drone’s extremely accurate mapping of 
the areas with fertiliser shortages. By fo-
cusing solely on the deficiency areas, the 
farmer will increase production while sav-
ing significant amounts of nitrogen. 
 
It is no longer an option to consider envi-
ronmental preservation in agriculture. As 
the region is vulnerable to global warm-
ing, Tunisians, and the Mediterranean as 
a whole, must take on this duty. Indeed, 
there have been more and more drought 
events in recent years. The efficient use 
of water is consequently crucial. The 
drone’s algorithm can topographically 
map the ground and simulate the irriga-
tion system that feeds it thanks to picture 
recognition. The options for balancing 
water distribution are then described, 
such as using channels to maximise the 
flow rate. Thus, only what is necessary is 
consumed by the resource. The farmer 
can control the yield of his crop, which he 
de-correlates from rainfall, to strengthen 
its resilience to drought episodes. 
 
Several Tunisian survey respondents 
identified a Tunisian startup active mainly 
in West Africa but not in Tunisia or any 
Mediterranean country, which poses a lot 
of questions about enabling this kind of 
initiative in the region and having direct 
benefits from it. The ‘Agri-tech Tunisia’ in-
itiative, created by the Tunisian enterprise 
STECIA International, provides startups 

with the knowledge, motivation and net-
working required to expand internationally 
and sell their technological know-how 
and agricultural solutions to West Africa, 
starting with Senegal and the Ivory Coast. 
This initiative is financed by Innov’i - 
EU4Innovation, an EU-funded initiative 
run by Expertise France that seeks to im-
prove, structure, and commercialise Tuni-
sia’s ecosystem for innovation and 
entrepreneurship. ‘Agri-Tech Tunisia’ 
offers established agri-tech businesses 
with solutions in the commercialisation 
phase marketing assistance and individ-
ualised coaching. To meet the needs of 
West African agricultural and agribusi-
ness companies, the project’s ultimate 
goal is to promote Tunisia, a “Startup Act” 
country, as a source of high-tech agricul-
tural solutions.  
 
In the case of Algeria, the increase in glo-
bal food demand is accompanied by 
supply-side challenges related to land 
and agricultural inputs. By 2050, it is pre-
dicted that there will be 10 billion people 
on the planet. Algeria will be one of the 
countries most impacted by climate 
change, and we have already noticed it 
due to the recent severe water stress. To 
adapt to these changes, agriculture 
needs to undergo a digital transformation 
made possible by connectivity. To assist 
farmers in using resources more effec-
tively and sustainably, certain solutions al-
ready exist. These new technologies can 
facilitate better decision-making, allowing 
for better risk and variability management 
to maximise yields and boost economics. 
Startups like AITECH help to create ag-
ricultural systems in Algeria and put them 
into practice on a local level. In addition to 
preventing the country from lagging further 
behind, we hope that they will increase in 
number so that Algeria’s agricultural indus-

40  The RGB colour model is an additive model in which the red, green, and blue primary colours of light 
are added together in various ways to reproduce a broad array of colours. 
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try can take the lead in driving the country’s 
self-sufficiency in food production. 
 
Conclusion and  
recommendations 

 
A long-term, integrated perspective of the 
management of natural resources must be 
adopted by national, local and regional 
authorities. Their actions must consider all 
pertinent relationships and aspects of the 
problems, including socioeconomic ones, 
rather than concentrating on just one tech-
nique, one sector or one remedy. As an il-
lustration, even though managing the water 
supply is always a top priority, it is vital to 
further expand on agricultural water de-
mand management to incorporate more 
complicated and consistent policies that 
will promote the long-term development of 
technical skills. Similarly, water manage-
ment should address concerns affecting 
rainfed agriculture, which makes up most 
of the agriculture and greatly contributes to 
food security in Mediterranean countries, 
as well as irrigated agriculture. 
 
Given the potential and development con-
straints, agricultural transformation through 
CSA will necessitate taking several steps 
to support livelihood systems that are cli-
mate resilient, promote food and nutrition 
security, and use natural resources sustain-
ably. These top-priority result-driven sol-
utions also reflect the issues emphasised 
in this study: 
 

•  Youth engagement. It is essential to 
engage youths and give young agri-
entrepreneurs the tools they need to 
make wise investments in their farms 
and businesses in order to fulfil many of 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Youths are the key to ensuring 
everyone has access to food in the fu-
ture but, due to the numerous ob-
stacles they must overcome, many 

young people do not see a career in 
agriculture. High rates of youth unem-
ployment necessitate determined pol-
icy responses to promote inclusive 
economic development, particularly in 
rural areas. 

•  Encourage context-driven, climate-
smart ideas, and solutions. Invest-
ments in ecosystem-based 
methodologies, cutting-edge tech-
nology, and a supportive environ-
ment will be required to enhance and 
facilitate CSA adoption. Campbell et 
al. (2014) claim that understanding 
agroecological approaches to sus-
tainable intensification and devel-
opment of agriculture is crucial for 
CSA. 

• Adapt water management to pro-
mote food security in the context of 
CSA. To adapt water management to 
climate change, four fundamental pillars 
are required. One of them is assessing 
water resources and the risk they bring 
to agricultural productivity. Others in-
clude rethinking water storage, promot-
ing rainfed agriculture, using additional 
irrigation to manage climatically-related 
water variability, and boosting resilience 
through the adoption of more sophis-
ticated agricultural and water manage-
ment technologies. 

• Improve policy coordination and 
strengthen local national and re-
gional institutions to assist CSA 
implementation. CSA-related de-
velopments may be adding too much 
pressure for smallholder farmers. 
Strong institutional support is 
required to promote diversity in deci-
sion-making and improve information 
transmission. The adoption of CSA can 
be strongly encouraged by farmers 
(and farmer associations), among other 
institutions and stakeholders. The fund-
ing of CSA strategies and technologies 
must be coordinated across national 
governments. 

A long-term, 
integrated 
perspective 
of the 
management 
of natural 
resources must 
be adopted by 
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and regional 
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• To boost smallholders’, govern-
ments’ and private sector entre-
preneurs’ access to funding is 
required to develop and imple-
ment CSA, and novel financing 
schemes should be developed. 
These schemes should engage the 
help of cooperative banks, and national 
banks. Building a pipeline of invest-
ments is necessary to advance CSA. 
The public sector’s funding for adapta-
tion and mitigation is anticipated to be 
the largest source of climate finance for 
CSA in developing countries. Potential 
funding sources include bilateral do-
nors, global financial institutions, the 
Global Environment Facility (GEF), and 
the Green Climate Fund. Through na-
tional policy instruments like National 
Adaptation Programmes (NAPs) and 
Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Ac-

tions (NAMAs), the UNFCCC can allo-
cate funding to NAPs. Meanwhile, de-
velopment partners should also agree 
on implementation plans for specific in-
vestments based on their comparative 
advantages; synergies should be ident-
ified, and cooperative plans should be 
formed. 

• Increase national investments in 
agriculture. Investments in CSA in-
terventions need to be more deliber-
ately channelled and dispersed, with 
larger and more coordinated invest-
ments. If there are national policies 
and frameworks for action for CSA, 
farmers will adopt technologies more 
frequently. Furthermore, carbon fi-
nancing could help farmers in the 
early phases, before the trees in 
agroforestry systems start to provide 
a profit.  
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AA Association Agreements 
AFD French Development Agency 
AGREENFI Agricultural and Rural Finance Guarantee Programme 
CAM Crédit Agricole du Maroc 
CAP Common Agricultural Policy 
CH4 Methane 
CIHEAM Centre International des Hautes Etudes Agronomiques 

Méditerranéennes 
COP Conference of the Parties 
COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019 
CSA Climate Smart Agriculture 
C3S Copernicus Climate Change Service 
DDR Doha Development Round 
DCFTAs Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreements 
EAFRD European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
EC European Commission 
EEA European Economic Area 
EFSD+ European Fund for Sustainable Development 
EFSI European Fund for Strategic Investments 
EIP European Innovation Partnership 
EIP-AGRI European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Productivity 

and Sustainability 
EMFF European Maritime and Fisheries Fund 
EMP Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 
ENP European Neighbourhood Policy 
ENP-South European Neighbourhood Policy-South 
ENPARD European Neighbourhood Programme for Agriculture 

and Rural Development 
ENPI European Neighbourhood and Partnership Instrument 
ENP European Neighbourhood Programme 
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization 
FARM Food and Agriculture Resilience Mission 
G20 Group of Twenty 
G7 Group of Seven 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
GEF Global Environment Facility 
GHI Global Hunger Index 
GIAHS Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems 
GIs Geographical Indications 
GMO Genetically Modified Organism 
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development 
IFPRI International Food Policy Research Institute 
INTERREG EU funding program for regional development and cooperation 
IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
LEADER Liaison Entre Actions de Développement de l’Économie Rurale 

(French for “Links between the rural economy and development 
actions”) 

LIFE+ EU funding program for environment and climate action 
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LULUC Land Use and Land Use Change 
MEDA Mediterranean Development Aid 
MENA Middle East and North Africa 
MPCs Mediterranean Partner Countries 
MT Metric Ton 
NAMAs Nationally Appropriate Mitigation Actions 
NAPs National Adaptation Plans 
NDICI Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation 

Instrument 
NGO Non-Governmental Organization 
NBSs Nature-based solutions 
NTBs Non-tariff barriers 
ODA Official Development Assistance 
PMV Plan Maroc Vert 
POs Producer Organisations 
PRIMA Partnership for Research and Innovation in the Mediterranean Area 
PPP Public-Private Partnerships 
RRF Recovery and Resilience Facility 
SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 
SEMC Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Countries 
SEMCs Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Countries 
SPS Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
UfM Union for the Mediterranean 
UN United Nations 
UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
URAA Uruguay Round Agreement on Agriculture 
US United States 
WEF World Economic Forum 
WFP World Food Programme 
WTO World Trade Organization 
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