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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.
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Every year, the White Stork
(Ciconia ciconia) migrates from
Europe to Africa, with over 30,000
birds crossing the Strait of Gibraltar.
This 5,000-kilometre journey is
driven by the search for food and
milder conditions during the
European winter.

Every year, the White Stork
(Ciconia ciconia) migrates from
Europe to Africa, with over 30,000
birds crossing the Strait of Gibraltar.
This 5,000-kilometre journey is
driven by the search for food and
milder conditions during the
European winter.

The Black Kite (Milvus migrans)
migrates annually to Africa,
covering over 3,000 kilometres.
Western populations cross the
Strait of Gibraltar, with around
50,000 individuals passing through,
while eastern populations cross
the Bosphorus Strait and Sinai.
During the journey, they feed
on small mammals and birds,
using thermal currents to
conserve energy.

The Bee-eater (Merops apiaster),
with its vibrant colours and agile flight,
migrates from Europe to tropical Africa
after summer. During this journey,
covering several thousand kilometres,
it feeds on insects, particularly
bees and wasps, showcasing
its adaptation to aerial life.

The Common Swift (Apus apus)
leaves Europe after summer and
embarks on a long journey south.
This small bird, rarely lands, flies
thousands of kilometres over the
Mediterranean, the Middle East,
and the Sahara, seeking insects and
better winter conditions in Africa.

The Greater Flamingo (Phoenicopterus roseus)
migrates after breeding in the wetlands of southern Europe,
with part of the population crossing the Mediterranean
to reach the lagoons and wetlands of North Africa,
covering distances of up to 2,000 kilometres.

The Zitting Cisticola (Cisticola juncidis)
migrates annually from Europe to

Africa, covering up to 3,000 kilometres.
Around 10,000 individuals cross

the Mediterranean, flying in small
flocks and using thermal currents

during their journey.

The Black-tailed Godwit (Limosa limosa) is a
migratory shorebird that breeds in northern Europe

and winters in western and southwestern Africa.
They follow the Atlantic route, stopping at coastal

estuaries and mudflats like the Tagus and Sado
estuaries in Portugal, on their way south.

TOUR DU VALAT
MedWet Secretariat
Mediterranean Wetland
Observatory

MedWet/Com 8
2007

MedWet/Com 10
2010

GLAND
Ramsar Convention Secretariat /
International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN) headquarters 

Ramsar Convention Secretariat /
International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN) headquarters 

International Union for Conservation
of Nature (IUCN): Centre for
Mediterranean Cooperation

CAGLIARI 
COP1 1980

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
of Mediterranean coastline, creating a shared natural heritage and dependency
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The Black Stork (Ciconia nigra)
migrates annually from Europe’s
forests and wetlands to Africa’s

tropical regions. It follows eastern
routes, crossing the Balkans,

Bosphorus Strait, and heading
over the Middle East and Sahara.

This 6,000-kilometre journey,
driven by the search for food

and milder climates, is usually
done alone or in small groups.

White Stork
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Milvus migrans

Bee-eater
Merops apiaster

Common Swift
Apus apus

Zitting Cisticola
Cisticola juncidis

Black Stork
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Greater Flamingo
Phoenicopterus roseus

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.

Wetlands of International Importance of the Mediterranean Region and its hinterland
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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.

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.

Rice
is an aquatic cereal that has fed

us since ancient times and is part
of the Mediterranean diet.

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.

Reedbeds are crucial habitats for a variety
of wildlife, including birds, mammals,and

invertebrates. They also play an important role
in water filtration and nutrient cycling.

Grey heron
Grey heron

Eurasian Otter 
Lutra lutra

Northern shoveler
Spatula clypeata

Eel
Anguilla anguilla

Shelduck
Tadorna tadorna

Black-winged stilt
Himantopus himantopus

Glossy Ibis
Plegadis falcinellus

Great Cormorant
Phalacrocorax carbo

White-spectacled Bulbul
Pycnonotus barbatus

Desert Sparrow
Passer simplex

Laughing Dove
Streptopelia senegalensis

Barn Swallow
Hirundo rustica

Gazela-dorcas
Gazella dorcas

Osprey
Pandion haliaetus

Audouin's Gull
Ichthyaetus audouinii

White Stork
Ciconia ciconia

Cream-coloured Courser
Cursorius cursor

Little Egret
Egretta garzetta

European seabass
Dicentrarchus labrax Dusky grouper

Epinephelus marginatus

Loggerhead turtle
Caretta caretta

Greater Flamingo
Phoenicopterus roseus

Greater Flamingo
Phoenicopterus
roseus

Black-headed Gull
Chroicocephalus ridibundus

Little Tern
Sternula albifrons

Mediterranean wetlands provide
exceptional landscapes for ecotourism
and environmental education

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
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.

THE DIRECT DRIVERS TO BIODIVERSITY LOSS IN THE MEDITERRANEAN 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.

This is just a small example.
Invertebrates make up a
highly diverse group, but
little is known about the
total number of species.
It is estimated that insects
alone account for about
150,000 species in the
Mediterranean region.

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).
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MEDITERRANEAN OASES
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
for biodiversity, cultural heritage and regional resilience.

HISTORY AND HERITAGE IN THE MEDITERRANEAN
WETLANDS: A KEY 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.

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.

By understanding and protecting these
unique ecosystems, we safeguard the rich
biodiversity of the Mediterranean and ensure
that local communities continue to benefit
from the invaluable services they provide.

The most frequent place to find
coastal wetlands is at the mouths of 
rivers and beside beaches in bays or
in long stretches of sand adjacent to
coastal dune systems or sandy spits.

Marine Terrestrial

THE MEDITERRANEAN WETLANDS INITIATIVE (MEDWET)
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.

MedWet Secretariat |
Tour du Valat,
Le Sambuc |
13200 Arles | France 

https://www.facebook.com/MedWetOrg
https://www.linkedin.com/in/medwetorg/
https://vimeo.com/medwet
https://www.instagram.com/medwetorg/+33 (0) 4 90 97 06 78 

info@medwet.org

medwet.org
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