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WETLANDS

OF INTERNATIONAL IMPORTANCE
IN THE MEDITERRANEAN REGION

The Mediterranean Sea, where the continents of Europe,

Africa and Asia converge, forms a unique ecological region.
By 2024, 413 wetlands of international importance had been added

to the Ramsar Convention List, accounting for 17% of the global total.

The region is globally renowned for its exceptional biodiversity,

which is the result of its distinctive climatic
and geographical characteristics.

Much of the Mediterranean coastal profile is
characterized by an intricate succession of

peninsulas and multiple islands and archipelagos,
while the rugged topography gives rise to a highly

heterogeneous range of landforms and habitats
that harbor a rich and distinctive biodiversity,
largely based on endemic flora and fauna
species unique to this part of the world.

The Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa limosa)is a e

migratory shorebird that breeds in northern Europe
and winters in western and southwestern Africa.

They follow the Atlantic route, stopping at coastal
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estuaries and mudflats like the Tagus and Sado
estuaries in Portugal, on their way south.
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BIRD MIGRATION ROUTES

The Mediterranean basin is a pivotal region on the African-Eurasian flyway, one of the world's primary bird
migration routes. Spanning from the Arctic to southern Africa, it acts as a vital unifying element between
the major continents of Africa, Europe and Asia. An estimated 2.1 billion migratory birds of over 500 species
fly through the basin each year, using multiple corridors mostly concentrated at the western and eastern
ends, and relying on wetlands as critical stopover sites. In doing so, they link the approximately 46,000 km
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MEDITERRANEAN WETLANDS:
HOME TO WILDLIFE AND PEOPLE

Mediterranean wetlands include many kinds of water environments—river deltas, flowing
and seasonal rivers, and lagoons and marshes with fresh, brackish or salty water—as well
as floodplain forests, salt pans and reservoirs. Together they cover about 18.5 million hectares,
roughly 2% of the land in the 27 Mediterranean countries and of the world’s wetlands.
Packed with wildlife and plants, these areas have supported local people for centuries,
who fish, grow rice and harvest salt, using skills passed down through generations.

Another of the region’s most distinctive features is its culture. For millennia, great
civilizations, important empires, trade routes, mythical cities, and schools of thought and art
have developed around the Mediterranean Sea. Knowledge has sailed from one shore of

its basin to the aother, and this immense cultural richness has spread globally like

no other, shaping a globally recognizable cultural identity over the years.

Mediterranean wetlands have served as human habitats for millennia, uniquely showcasing
cultural traits that have shaped their distinctive landscapes and traditions.

COASTAL FRESHWATER WETLANDS

The Mediterranean coastal freshwater wetlands are very special ecosystems
that function as natural nurseries: rice fields - born of centuries of traditional
management - protect the shoreline and provide habitat for fish and crustaceans,
while small-scale artisanal fishing ensures sustainable harvests.

They also serve as key stopover and breeding sites for waterbirds

- flamingos, herons and sandpipers - and support a wide variety

of wildlife. Conserving this mosaic of marshes and riparian

corridors is essential for maintaining the ecosystem

services that support Mediterranean communities.
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THE DIRECT DRIVERS TO BIODIVERSITY LOSS IN THE MEDITERRANEAN

Biodiversity loss is increasingly driven by pressures resulting from human activities. These human-induced actions, known as direct
drivers, actively contribute to ecosystem degradation and species decline. In the Mediterranean context, the main direct drivers have
been identified and adapted from the IUCN threats classification scheme (version 3.2; IUCN, 2020).

Intensive agriculture
and aquaculture

18% 22%

nene) Urban and transport
" development

Climate change

% Over exploitation of species

b
‘,Sxx \ Dams and water abstraction

-

Invasive species

4%
5% .
Terrestrial

Marine

Freshwater
10%

28%

7363 Mediterranean species from the IUCN Red List

The IUCN Red List is a crucial indicator of biodiversity and an essential tool for preventing species extinction. In the case of the
Mediterranean Basin Biodiversity Hotspot, its application makes it possible to identify trends in species decline and habitat
conservation status, as well as the main threats they face. When used alongside other indicators, such as the Living Planet Index,
the Red List contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the state of biodiversity.

Total species’ Plants Mammals  Birds Amphibians Reptiles Fish Invertebrates
(freshwater)
... Thisisjust a small example.
Invertebrates make up a
2250 300 500 10q_ 300___ 55 2100 highly diverse group, but
. (i . ' little is known about the
' . : total number of species.
Itis estimated that insects
alone account for about
Threatened species 30% 20% 12% 30% 23% 44% 31% 150,000 species in the

Mediterranean region.

SALT MARSHES AND SALT PANS

The salt marshes and salt pans of the Mediterranean region play a crucial role in both |
ecological balance and human well-being. Salt marshes act as natural buffers against A W\
coastal erosion and storm surges, while their intricate network of channels and
reedbeds supports a remarkable diversity of wildlife, from wading birds to amphibians.
Meanwhile, inland and coastal the salt pans are vitally important to local communities,
as they sustain the traditional salt-extraction industry - an essential product for
food preservation and regional cuisine - and provide employment

across many areas.

MEDITERRANEAN OASES

Y

Barn Swallow
Hirundo rustica

_,

Little Tern .
Sternula albifrons

Salt lakes (chotts and sebkhas in Arabic) are some
of the largest wetlands in the Mediterranean Basin.

The most extensive are found in North Africa, where

the combined effects of sudden torrential rain and rapid
runoff in the desert-like landscapes sometimes results

in the formation of vast expanses of water

in continental depressions.

y understanding and protecting these
unique ecosystems, we safequard the rich
biodiversity of the Mediterranean and ensure
that local communities continue to benefit
from the invaluable services they provide.
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The shallow salt pools of the salt pans .

provide vital resting and feeding grounds

- for flamingos, ducks and other migratory
waterbirds, helping to sustain their
long-distance journeys.
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THE MEDITERRANEAN WETLANDS INITIATIVE (MEDWET) i CREDITS:

It was created in 1991 within the International Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar Convention)
as the first Ramsar Regional Initiative (RRI), with the mission of halting the degradation
process of Mediterranean wetlands and uniting all efforts for their effective conservation
and the rational use of their resources. MedWet is based on the collaborative effort of the
27 Mediterranean countries, as well as entities such as the Ramsar Secretariat, and national
and international organizations and institutions of various types interested in issues related
to the conservation of Mediterranean wetlands, all of them with the common goal of building
bridges of understanding so that our region becomes a better place for nature and people.

i MedWet Secretariat| @ info@medwet.org
Tour du Valat,
Le Sambuc|
13200 Arles | France

https://www.facebook.com/MedWetOrg
https://www.linkedin.com/in/medwetorg/
https://vimeo.com/medwet : Year: 2025
https://www.instagram.com/medwetorg/ ISBN: 978-84-09-74527-2
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Mediterranean oases are water refuges in arid landscapes,
enabling the cultivation of date palms and vegetables that
sustain local communities. They provide habitat for reptiles,
mammals and migratory birds, form ecological corridors and
preserve ancestral irrigation knowledge, making them crucial
i for biodiversity, cultural heritage and regional resilience.
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HISTORY AND HERITAGE IN THE MEDITERRANEAN
WETLANDS: AKEY TO IDENTITY

The Mediterranean wetlands keep ancient remains of the people who lived there - from
Roman ditches and watermills to salt-making and rice-growing methods passed down

by Islamic and Christian cultures, but also historic buildings of great heritage value.

Along with local stories and water festivals, form a heritage that strengthens local identity.
Valuing this history is key to involving communities in protecting wetlands and passing

on traditional knowledge to future generations.
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‘Mediterranean wetlands provide
exceptional landscapes for ecotourism
and environmental-education

Loggerhead turtle
Caretta caretta
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