
Known as Mare Nostrum (“Our Sea”) at the height of the Roman 
Empire, the Mediterranean Sea has facilitated trade and cultural 
exchanges for centuries and shaped its surrounding lands into a 

distinct region. A crossroads for civilizations,1 its coastal environment has 
served as a constant feature for the diverse peoples around it to forge a 
common heritage and a distinct way of life that has resulted in similar tra-
ditions and values. To this day, the region is characterized by major flows 
of people, intense trade in goods and services, and, increasingly, environ-
mental risks that also raise important security questions.

The Mediterranean region is shaped by its own complexity: it is far from 
homogeneous in terms of climate, environment, or culture.2 And the twen-
ty-one nations that border the Mediterranean Sea have significant social, 
economic, and political contrasts.3 As the United Nations’ 2020 report, 
State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean, notes, 
“throughout the past decade, gaps have persisted between Northern 
Mediterranean Countries (NMCs) and Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 
Countries (SEMCs) in terms of demographic dynamics, human develop-
ment, access to natural resources and environmental protection.”4 

1 Katerina Sokou, “Treat the Mediterranean Like the Center of the World Again. Europe’s 
Climate Security Depends on It.” New Atlanticist, Atlantic Council, January 13, 2022, https://
www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/treat-the-mediterranean-like-the-center-of-the-
world-again-europes-climate-security-depends-on-it/.

2 Wolfgang Cramer, Joël Guiot, and Katarzyna Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change 
in the Mediterranean Basin – Current Situation and Risks for the Future, First Mediterranean 
Assessment Report (MAR1), MedECC (Mediterranean Experts on Climate and environmental 
Change), 2020, 632, https://www.medecc.org/first-mediterranean-assessment-report-mar1/.

3 The countries that are part of the Mediterranean region are all riparian states: Albania, Algeria, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Lebanon, Libya, 
Malta, Monaco, Montenegro, Morocco, Slovenia, Spain, Syria, Tunisia, and Turkey.

4 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment and Development in 
the Mediterranean, United Nations, 2020, https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-
environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/.
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Yet as coastal ecosystems, they are all facing increased en-
vironmental risks and impacts due to climate change: rising 
sea levels, global warming, and a heightened prevalence 
and intensity of major weather events are all predicted to 
significantly impact coastal nations, raising the urgency for 
climate change adaptation and resilience.5 

Higher temperatures are already affecting the Mediterra-
nean region 20 percent more than the world average and 
are projected to continue to do so in the future too.6

5 Sokou, “Treat the Mediterranean.”
6 While the average air temperature worldwide has increased by about 1.1 degrees Celsius since pre-industrial times, Mediterranean temperatures are 1.5 

degrees Celsius higher, according to the United Nations’ 2020 report, State of the Environment and Development in the Mediterranean. High-resolution climate 
simulations project that Mediterranean temperatures will rise 2.2 degrees Celsius by 2040, as future regional average warming is projected to surpass the 
global average by 20 percent per year, and 50 percent in the summer. See, “Climate Change in the Mediterranean,” United Nations Environment Programme, 
accessed April 1, 2022, https://www.unep.org/unepmap/resources/factsheets/climate-change.

7 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change.
8 Marco Turco et al., “Exacerbated Fires in Mediterranean Europe Due to Anthropogenic Warming Projected with Non-Stationary Climate-Fire Models,” Nature 

Communications 9, 3821 (2018), https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06358-z.

Prolonged heat waves will also have an outsized impact 
on the Mediterranean region. Risk of heat stress within 
the European population is expected to increase by 4 
percent annually and could swell to 20 to 48 percent by 
2050.7 Forest fires will affect an increasing area in the 
Mediterranean region, projected to be 40 to 100 percent 
bigger compared to recent levels.8

Precipitation, meanwhile, is projected to be reduced by 
10 to 15 percent, which will increase current water short-

Locals evacuate the area with their animals as a wildfire rages in the suburb of Thrakomakedones, north of Athens, Greece, August 7, 
2021. REUTERS/Giorgos Moutafis

https://www.unep.org/unepmap/resources/factsheets/climate-change
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-06358-z
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ages and decrease agricultural productivity.9 Similarly, de-
mand for water is projected to double, or possibly triple, by 
2050, while water resources remain limited and unevenly 
distributed.10

At the same time, coastal zones will face erosion, flooding, 
and the salinization of river deltas and aquifers. Finally, 
warming of the sea surface will also continue this century, 
by 1 to 4 degrees Celsius, depending on the greenhouse 
gas emissions scenario. 

These climate impacts also have socioeconomic implica-
tions for the economies of Mediterranean countries. As 
the independent network of Mediterranean Experts on 
Climate and environmental Change (MedECC) notes, “the 
expected extreme climate conditions and pollution of the 
Mediterranean are likely to result in economic vulnerabil-
ities and risks of higher intensity than in other European 
regions.”11

According to the most recent Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) report, the Mediterranean region is 
already experiencing increasingly adverse impacts of cli-
mate change on the availability of water and food produc-
tion, including on animal productivity and fisheries yield, 
which is damaging key economic sectors. Similarly, climate 
change is impacting the health and well-being of popula-
tions, especially as it relates to heat and malnutrition.12 

Populations in coastal areas have continued to increase at 
unsustainable rates over the last decade.13 These growing 
urban populations will likely face severe droughts, with the 
number of people affected increasing as the temperature 
rises.14

9 According to Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin – Current Situation and Risks for the Future, the southern countries, in particular, 
will experience longer dry spells, while in Southern Europe rainfall will be reduced by up to 30 percent. 

10 More than 70 percent of the renewable water resources of the Mediterranean region are found in the north, even as demand is projected to grow more in 
the south and east. Some scenarios project that half of the Mediterranean countries, mostly in the south and the east, will be unable to cover irrigation water 
demand by the end of this century. See, Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change, Section 3.1.5.2, 250; and State of the Environment 
and Development in the Mediterranean, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP/MAP), 2020, 185, https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-
environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/.

11 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change.
12 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability, Working Group II contribution to the Sixth Assessment Report of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Cambridge University Press, In Press, 11.
13 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment. 
14 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment, Section 3.1.4.1.
15 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment, Section 5.1.1.3.
16 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment, 45.
17 United Nations Environment Programme, State of the Environment.

The economic costs of droughts could exceed the costs of 
earthquakes or floods. Food security is a particular threat, 
as the projected increase in drought events will affect the 
agricultural sector in the Mediterranean region, especially 
wheat exports and livestock production. In combination 
with growing populations, these impacts may exacerbate 
the risk of food insecurity.15

At the same time, extreme weather events such as flash-
floods may affect agriculture, tourism, and industry, while 
sea level rise coupled with changing storm features is likely 
to seriously impact port operations. Likewise, warming in 
combination with overfishing may cause more than 20 per-
cent of exploited fish and marine invertebrates to go locally 
extinct by 2050.16

The economic risk is particularly high for tourism. Climate 
change is putting a strain on Mediterranean tourism, which 
is the region’s most important industry. Tourism’s contri-
bution to GDP has risen by 60 percent in the past twenty 
years; it is highest in Malta, Montenegro, Greece, and 
Morocco and is a big employer throughout the region. As 
the number of tourists visiting the Mediterranean region 
has doubled since 1995, reaching 360 million in 2017, this 
creates its own strain on natural resources, including fresh-
water availability.

The hotter and drier summers projected for the Mediter-
ranean region may have a significant impact on tourism as 
they affect the comfort level of tourists, while the projected 
sea level rise and coastal erosion may also threaten the 
region’s major tourist attractions.17 In the summer of 2021, 
while Southern Europe experienced its worst heat wave in 
almost three decades, the IPCC published a report which 

https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/
https://planbleu.org/en/soed-2020-state-of-environment-and-development-in-mediterranean/
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suggested that once-in-fifty-year heat waves are now likely 
every decade.18

Yet the danger that climate change presents to the eco-
nomic prospects of the Mediterranean countries should 
their shores no longer be hospitable to tourism is just be-
ginning to be assessed. MedECC estimates that Northern 
Mediterranean regions may experience climate-induced 
tourism revenue declines of up to 0.45 percent of GDP per 
year by 2100.19

The potential economic cost of climate change is wider. In 
a 2017 sectoral report, Moody’s noted that climate change 
will increasingly pose credit challenges for European cities 
and regions as they face a growing likelihood of sudden 
climate shocks that will test city governments’ adaptability 
and could alter their economic and financial strength—both 
essential components of their credit profiles. The credit rat-
ing agency noted that droughts and wildfires are a concern 
for Southern European cities, such as Lisbon and Athens, 
as more than 30 percent of their urban areas face the risk 
of forest fires and their dry spells are projected to become 
more than sixteen days longer than what they used to be (in 
2071–2100, compared to 1971–2000).20 

Climate Change As a Geopolitical Challenge

The impacts of climate change extend way beyond the 
economy. As MedECC notes, climate change is a risk to 
human security as it undermines livelihoods and indirectly 
influences violent conflict.21 Global warming will be partic-
ularly severe in the Mediterranean region and will put a 
strain on infrastructure and food systems, increasing the 
risk of instability. At the same time, the projected popula-
tion growth in the east and south is predicted to add to 
migration pressures, which may contribute to existing geo-
political tensions.

18 Jake Spring, “Once-in-50-Year Heat Waves Now Happening Every Decade—U.N. Climate Report,” Reuters, August 9, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/business/
environment/once-in-50-year-heat-waves-now-happening-every-decade-un-climate-report-2021-08-09/.

19 Wolfgang Cramer, Joël Guiot, and Katarzyna Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change in the Mediterranean Basin – Current Situation and Risks for the 
Future, First Mediterranean Assessment Report, Summary for Policymakers, MedECC (Mediterranean Experts on Climate and environmental Change), 2020, 
Section 5.1.2, 27, http://www.medecc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/MedECC_MAR1_SPM_ENG.pdf.

20 Moody’s, Climate Change Will Pose Increasing Credit Risks for Cities, Sector In-Depth, Regional & Local Governments – Europe, December 12, 2017, https://
www.moodys.com/login?ReturnUrl=http%3a%2f%2fwww.moodys.com%2fresearchdocumentcontentpage.aspx%3f%26docid%3dPBC_1098303. 

21 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change.
22 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses Increasing Challenges to US National Security Through 2040, 

National Intelligence Estimate on Climate Change, October 21, 2021, 6, https://www.dni.gov/index.php/newsroom/reports-publications/reports-publications-2021/
item/2253-national-intelligence-estimate-on-climate-change. 

23 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses.
24 Ibid. 

In its first National Intelligence Estimate on climate change, 
the US National Intelligence Council (NIC) warns that chal-
lenges directly related to climate change will affect all 
countries, both developed and developing. In fact, the re-
port cites greater demand for climate-related aid and hu-
manitarian relief, as well as for financing and technology 
assistance—and it notes the UN estimate that developing 
countries will require more than $300 billion in annual in-
vestment by 2030 to adapt.22

The NIC sees heightened geopolitical tensions over the cli-
mate response and the race to “dominate” the new energy 
transition technologies. It projects that up to 2040, geopo-
litical tensions will grow as countries argue about how to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. At the same time, the 
financial needs of the developed world will also grow as 
the physical impacts of climate change intensify. The NIC 
report also predicts growing competition over minerals and 
technologies, and the use of “contentious” economic tools 
by countries to advance their interests. 

At the same time, the NIC report warns that cross-border 
migration that is at least partly attributed to climate impacts 
may exacerbate geopolitical flash points—and it projects 
a heightened need to deal with migration pressures. The 
report notes that cross-border migration will likely increase 
as climate impacts “put added stress on internally dis-
placed populations already struggling under poor gover-
nance, violent conflict, and environmental degradation.”23 
The NIC report warns that such migration may contribute 
to instability “when it upsets socioeconomic, political, and 
demographic dynamics,” straining ties between originating 
and receiving countries.24 

More widely, the NIC report predicts that the increasing 
impacts of climate change on the environment will exacer-
bate cross-border geopolitical tensions. Competition over 
natural resources is a key concern—in particular, conflict 

https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/once-in-50-year-heat-waves-now-happening-every-decade-un-climate-report-2021-08-09/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/once-in-50-year-heat-waves-now-happening-every-decade-un-climate-report-2021-08-09/
http://www.medecc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/MedECC_MAR1_SPM_ENG.pdf
https://www.moodys.com/login?ReturnUrl=http%3a%2f%2fwww.moodys.com%2fresearchdocumentcontentpage.aspx%3f%26docid%3dPBC_1098303
https://www.moodys.com/login?ReturnUrl=http%3a%2f%2fwww.moodys.com%2fresearchdocumentcontentpage.aspx%3f%26docid%3dPBC_1098303
https://www.dni.gov/index.php/newsroom/reports-publications/reports-publications-2021/item/2253-national-intelligence-estimate-on-climate-change
https://www.dni.gov/index.php/newsroom/reports-publications/reports-publications-2021/item/2253-national-intelligence-estimate-on-climate-change


5ATLANTIC COUNCIL

The Rising National Security Threats from Climate Change in the Mediterranean RegionISSUE BRIEF

over water due to increased water insecurity. One of the 
areas identified as high risk is the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA), where about 60 percent of surface water 
resources are transboundary.25 This focus is in line with a 
MedECC warning that the MENA region’s major river ba-
sins (Nile, Jordan, Tigris, and Euphrates) will face a strong 
increase in demand for water due to demographic pres-
sures, industrialization, and urbanization. Coupled with the 
impacts of climate change, MedECC also warns that these 
changes may increase insecurity internationally, as water 
insecurity may lead to conflict, which in turn may increase 
migration pressures toward the Mediterranean region.26

Finally, developing countries will experience the most 
acute physical impacts of climate change in the longer 
term, requiring more resources from the United States on 
a diplomatic, economic, humanitarian, and military level. 
Given their inability to adapt due to a lack of adequate re-
sources, the NIC notes that climate change “will increase 
the potential for instability and possibly internal conflict 
in these countries.”27 

One of the two most vulnerable areas identified by the NIC 
is neighboring some Mediterranean countries. The NIC re-
port identifies a regional arc of instability in Central Africa, 
increasing the need for the United States and its allies “to 
provide humanitarian aid, settle disputes, or accept mi-
grants.” A projected decline of fossil fuel revenue would 
even strain the finances of Middle Eastern countries that 
rely on fossil fuel exports, which will also be severely af-
fected by climate change as very high heat and extended 
droughts are expected to require more resources for 
adaptation.

The relationship between climate, migration, and conflict 
is complex. While acknowledging this reality, MedECC 
notes that climate change is likely to act as a threat mul-
tiplier in the MENA region, and is likely to affect interstate 
relations.28 It also notes studies that suggest migration 
in the Mediterranean region may actually be toward re-
gions facing higher environmental risk due to the rapid 

25 Ibid.
26 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change, 518.
27 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses.
28 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change, 518.
29 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 35.
30 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses, ii.
31 Sokou, “Treat the Mediterranean.” 
32 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 19.
33 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses. 

urbanization trend that is evident in these regions, espe-
cially in the south and the east—and underlines the need 
to prepare and adapt infrastructure to sustain and protect 
migrants in their destinations.

Climate Adaptation and Resilient Development 
As Matters of National Security

In its latest report, the IPCC notes that it has very high confi-
dence that climate change “is a threat to human well-being 
and planetary health”—and warns that any more delays to 
take truly global action “will miss a brief and rapidly closing 
window of opportunity to secure a livable and sustainable 
future for all.”29

Yet despite the high confidence of the scientific community 
in the systemic nature of climate change, and for many of 
its direct impacts, its impact on national security interests 
is not as easy to map. In its inaugural report, the NIC notes 
that it has low to moderate confidence in its own predic-
tions, given the complex dimensions of decision-making 
and the difficulty in connecting weather, climate, and socio-
political models.30

In addressing the systemic challenges that climate change 
poses to the world, national security establishments should 
heed environmental experts’ advice and rethink global 
supply chains, food systems, and economic interdepen-
dencies, rather than only focusing on their national climate 
plans.31 This is key to accounting for the future threats to 
national security, given the prediction that there will be 
growing cross-border risks within the energy, water, and 
food sectors.32

Despite their advantages regarding capabilities, the United 
States and its partners in the developed world face increas-
ingly costly challenges that will require a concerted effort 
to succeed in reducing emissions and capping climate 
warming.33 Even in the most resilient developed countries 
that have ample access to resources to adapt to climate 
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change, this transition will not be easy. Climate impacts, in-
cluding excessive heat, extreme storms, and flooding, will 
become more costly, require military shifts, and increase 
the need for humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 
operations.

The national security risks posed by climate change, both 
systemic and country specific, need to be assessed in the 
context of each nation’s national security strategy. For 
the Mediterranean countries that face many similar chal-
lenges, this should include an assessment of the economic 
impacts of climate change to also be able to account for 
the potential geopolitical flash points in a region that has 
historically been one of the most interdependent in the 
world.

A good place to start on a national level would be to repli-
cate the US Climate Security Advisory Council—a partner-
ship between the federal science community and the NIC 
which was established by Congress to anticipate how cli-
mate change will impact US national security interests. As 
regards EU security interests, a comprehensive approach 
that includes the whole Mediterranean region would help 
identify the impacts of climate change. The EU has a good 
base from which to start in the UN Environment Programme/
Mediterranean Action Plan (UNEP/MAP), which provides a 
comprehensive assessment of the regional environment 
and state of development.

Given the inequalities in resilience, adaptation, and pre-
vention capacities among Mediterranean nations to deal 

Damaged cars are seen following flash floods at Marousi suburb, near Athens, Greece, July 26, 2018. REUTERS/Costas Baltas
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with the impacts of climate change, the EU should focus its 
development assistance to strengthen the mitigation and 
adaptation capacity of its non-EU Mediterranean neigh-
bors. Contrary to the funds available to EU countries, the 
resources available to non-EU riparian states are limited 
even as their vulnerability to the impacts of climate change 
is higher. As the IPCC report notes, across sectors and 
regions, the most vulnerable people and systems are dis-
proportionately affected by climate change.34 And when 
climate hazards are combined with high vulnerability, cli-
mate change contributes to humanitarian crises, with sub-
sequent displacement and involuntary migration that lead 
to regional instability. 

The United States and the EU should also consider a 
concerted effort to promote investment that supports cli-
mate-resilient development, access to appropriate technol-
ogy and rapidly scalable finance, and capacity building at 
all levels—in government, civil society, and the private sec-
tor.35 Such a transatlantic effort would facilitate the goal of 
climate-resilient development for both human systems and 
ecosystems, including by addressing financial, governance, 
institutional, and policy constraints.36

As is the case within the EU, this effort should include sup-
porting energy transition projects in a region largely de-
pendent on hydrocarbons but with a massive potential in 
renewable energy.37 Energy transition and integration of re-
newable energies in the energy mix would have significant 
economic and geopolitical benefits for the Mediterranean 
region. According to MedECC, by developing improved 
energy efficiency and deploying renewable energies at a 
greater scale, “the entire Mediterranean region can re-
duce tensions on energy security for importing countries, 
improve opportunities for exporting ones and reduce 
energy costs and environmental damage for the whole 
region. 

Embarking on an energy transition path will also help 
improve social welfare and contribute to job creation, 
among other positive externalities.”38

34 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 7.
35 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 35.
36 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 33.
37 Sokou, “Treat the Mediterranean.” 
38 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change, 28.
39 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses, 10.
40 Ambassador (Ret.) Alexander R. Vershbow and Lauren M. Speranza, More in the Med: How NATO Can Refocus Its Efforts in the South and Italy Can Lead the 

Charge, Scowcroft Center for Strategy and Security, Atlantic Council, 2019, https://atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/More_in_the_Med.pdf. 

At the same time, expanded markets for advanced tech-
nologies could be driven by demand for investments in ad-
aptation technologies that manage water stress.39 Useful 
advanced technologies could include water storage and re-
use systems, such as integrated circular water management 
solutions and wastewater treatment, but also desalination. 

All this does not just make good economic or even environ-
mental sense, it is critically important for Europe’s security. 
As a strategic conduit between the Middle East, Africa, 
and Europe that is intrinsically linked to transatlantic se-
curity, the Mediterranean region should be a priority for 
NATO too, as climate change may accentuate the chal-
lenges of increased geopolitical competition, instability, 
and uncontrolled migration.40

Putting the climate crisis at the heart of national security 
analysis is a key step in anticipating its impacts not just on 
the physical environment, but also on the economy and 
the geopolitical landscape. For any of the countries of the 
Mediterranean region, and indeed for the EU, this should 
include an analysis of the climate impacts throughout the 
region. And in parallel with its ambitious Climate Action 
Plan to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, the EU 
should adjust its foreign policy, development aid, and secu-
rity policy for plan B: a not-too-distant scenario where it will 
have to face the geopolitical and security implications of 
the world missing this target—a prospect that is even closer 
for the Mediterranean region given it is warming faster than 
average. 

Greece: A Case Study of High Stakes and 
Opportunities

In Greece, the summer of 2021 offered an example of the 
climate-related challenges ahead even as the country’s 
tourism sector posted a recovery. Tourism revenues in 2021 
more than doubled compared to 2020—even though, at €10 
billion, they were well short of the record-breaking €18 bil-
lion of 2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic brought global 

https://atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/More_in_the_Med.pdf
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tourism to a standstill.41 For a country that still bears the 
scars of a decade-long financial crisis and generates a fifth 
of its GDP from tourism, the pandemic was a major setback.

Yet the pandemic may prove to be a mere blip compared 
to the longer-term impacts of climate change on one of 
Greece’s biggest industries. Even as tourists were back 
seeking a return to the pleasures of travel and reconnect-
ing with nature, the impacts of climate change were every-

41 Reuters staff, “Greece Sees 2021 Tourism Recovering After Strong Jan-Aug – Minister,” Reuters, November 14, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/article/greece-
economy-tourism-idUSL8N2S5096.

where around them: In record high temperatures that made 
physical activity outdoors a challenge, in the smoke from 
the wildfires burning around Athens that hid the sun in the 
Aegean, even in the jellyfish that made a rare appearance 
on the beaches of the popular island of Mykonos as warmer 
sea temperatures brought them close to shore.

Rising temperatures and more frequent heat waves are 
likely to negatively impact tourism during the summer sea-

A firefighting plane drops water over a fire near holiday homes in Costa village in the Argolida region, in Southeastern Greece during 
a developing wild fire, July 20, 2015. Dozens of people were evacuated as firefighters fought the fire, which broke out on Monday 
afternoon in Panorama in Costa village at a forested area where dozens of summer houses are located, according to local media. 
REUTERS/Yannis Behrakis

https://www.reuters.com/article/greece-economy-tourism-idUSL8N2S5096
https://www.reuters.com/article/greece-economy-tourism-idUSL8N2S5096
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son, especially as it is oriented toward outdoor activities. 
Even 1.5 degrees Celsius of global warming could directly 
impact tourism: Cyprus and Greece may face a decrease of 
8 percent and 2 percent in overnight stays, respectively.42 
As the rest of the European region is projected to have mar-
ginal positive changes as a result of milder climate warm-
ing and making better use of the shoulder season, this 
projection underlines the need for all countries, but espe-
cially Greece and Cyprus, to expand their tourism season. 
Moody’s has warned that additional increases in the fre-
quency and severity of climate events could hurt Greece’s 
tourism industry. In a sector comment on August 10, 2021, 
the credit rating agency noted that even as wildfire-related 
costs are “manageable,” the wildfires still raging at the 
time “highlighted Greece’s vulnerability to climate change.” 
More specifically, it deemed that “the wildfires are indica-
tive of the credit risks from climate change,” which it cap-
tured in its “moderately negative” environmental issuer 
profile score for Greece.43 Hence, the economic risks from 
climate change weigh on Greece’s credit rating, raising the 
prospect of another financial crisis as the country still tries 
to manage one of the world’s largest public debts.

Moody’s estimates that environmental damage and the 
possibility of property tax bases decreasing as a result of 
the subsequent fall in the value of properties also pose 
longer-term credit difficulties for local governments. More 
specifically, the disruption triggered by wildfires, including 
water and power outages, poor air quality, and road clo-
sures, will likely affect tourism, an issue for the credit of lo-
cal governments in each country.44 The credit strength of 
Athens, in particular, is sensitive to the impact of climate 
change. As the city is likely to continue facing extreme heat 
waves and average summer temperatures are expected to 
increase by 2 degrees Celsius between 2021 and 2050, 
Moody’s notes the potential impact on the city’s economic 
activity.45 According to the city’s Climate Action Plan, reve-
nues of tourism-related businesses, including restaurants 
and shopping centers, typically fall by around 10 percent 
during heat waves. Moody’s warns that if heat waves were 

42 Based on research quantifying the effect of climate change on future overnights stays. Also see Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental 
Change, 479.

43 Moody’s, Greece: Wildfire-related costs are manageable, but events highlight vulnerability to climate change, Sector Comment, Environmental Risks – Greece, 
August 10, 2021, https://www.moodys.com/credit-ratings/greece-government-of-credit-rating-348330. 

44 Moody’s, Climate Change Will Pose Increasing Credit Risks for Cities.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Climate Change and International Responses, 12.
48 Greek Republic, Prime Minister, “Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis’ Speech at the COP26 World Leaders Summit,” November 1, 2021, https://

primeminister.gr/en/2021/11/01/27841.

to lead to lower tourism revenues, this would “negatively 
impact the city’s overall economic strength,” which is one of 
the factors that underpin its ratings—meaning that Athens 
would face the risk of a downgrade.46

Indeed, the NIC identifies Greece and Cyprus as the most 
vulnerable to climate change among the EU member 
states, which it rates by the level of exposure and lack of 
adaptive capacity.47 This projection underlines the ur-
gent need for Greece to make the best use of the emer-
gency financial support from European institutions and 
the NextGenerationEU fund. Greece is one of the biggest 
beneficiaries as a percentage of GDP of the European 
Recovery Fund (ERF). It plans to use the sizable funding for 
its national COVID-19 recovery plan to transform its econ-
omy and build resilience to climate change. Its Recovery 
and Resilience Plan, dubbed Greece 2.0, is focused on the 
energy transition, while its 2021 climate bill sets the road 
map for achieving carbon neutrality by 2050, in line with 
the EU’s climate goals. 

A key part of this plan is focused on mitigation efforts 
that contribute to slowing the rate of global warming. In 
his COP26 speech on November 1, 2021, Greek Prime 
Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis committed to a fast transi-
tion to low-carbon electrification, aiming for Greece to 
become one of the main generators of offshore wind pro-
duction in the Mediterranean region by installing a base 
of 2 gigawatts (GW) by 2030, and for the country to also 
focus on pumped-storage hydroelectricity, taking advan-
tage of its unique geomorphology. He also announced 
that Greece will adopt a new strategy for tourist destina-
tions, with a goal of eliminating more than 10 million tons 
of CO2 by making the Greek islands 100 percent green 
and sustainable.48

Despite the formidable task ahead and its high vulnerabil-
ity, Greece is starting the transition from a solid foundation. 
In recent years, Greece has become one of the ten big-
gest producers of wind and solar energy in the world as the 

https://www.moodys.com/credit-ratings/greece-government-of-credit-rating-348330
https://primeminister.gr/en/2021/11/01/27841
https://primeminister.gr/en/2021/11/01/27841
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Greek energy mix has shifted from lignite to natural gas and 
renewable energy sources. In 2020, its per capita produc-
tion of green electricity was the fifth largest in the world, at 
more than 30 percent of its total electricity production.49. 
And despite the risks of climate change, MedECC calcu-
lates that tourism has the potential to become more resil-
ient than the overall economy in the Mediterranean region. 
Sustainable tourism, in particular, could mitigate the neg-
ative economic impacts of climate change, as adaptation 
and mitigation are key to an effective response to climate 
change not just for tourism, but for all sectors of the econ-
omy, and especially so for large urban centers.50

Athens has adopted its own Resilience Strategy for 2030 
and, with the support of the Atlantic Council’s Adrienne 
Arsht-Rockefeller Foundation Resilience Center, which has 
a mission to reach 1 billion people with resilience solutions 
by 2030, is part of a first wave of cities that aim to build 
their resilience in the face of climate change. With Athens 
facing some of the toughest climate conditions as relates to 
heat among EU cities, it is focused on the most vulnerable 
population groups, which are also projected to be dispro-
portionately affected by heat stress.51 

As the city’s first “chief heat officer” Eleni Myrivili put it, 
Athens is an “interesting pilot program” for the region, to 
try different measures and see what works—and what may 
be replicated to protect the most vulnerable from future 
shocks and stresses that the regions’ urban centers will 
face as a result of climate change.52 

Natural Disasters Highlight the Need for 
International Cooperation

Greek emergency response teams have been struggling 
to contain the summer wildfires that are becoming in-
creasingly frequent and destructive. During last summer’s 
record-long heat wave, a total of thirteen megafires dec-

49 REN21, Renewables 2021 Global Status Report, 2021, https://www.ren21.net/gsr-2021/.
50 Cramer, Guiot, and Marini, eds., Climate and Environmental Change, 479.
51 An Atlantic Council report on the economic and human dimensions of climate change in the United States also revealed how heat stress disproportionately 

affects specific regions, racial groups, and economic sectors. See, Extreme Heat: The Economic and Social Consequences for the United States, Adrienne 
Arsht–Rockefeller Foundation Resilience Center, Atlantic Council, August 2021, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/extreme-heat-
the-economic-and-social-consequences-for-the-united-states/.

52 Jason Horowitz, “Athens Is Only Getting Hotter. Its New ‘Chief Heat Officer’ Hopes to Cool It Down,” New York Times, August 21, 2021, (updated October 29, 
2021), https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/21/world/europe/athens-is-only-getting-hotter-its-new-chief-heat-officer-hopes-to-cool-it-down.html.

53 Aryeh Savir, Tazpit News Agency, “Israel Sends Further Aid to Fires Plagued Greece,” Jewish Press, August 10, 2021, https://www.jewishpress.com/news/israel/
israel-sends-further-aid-to-fires-plagued-greece/2021/08/10/.

54 “Turkey expresses support for Greece over fires,” Kathimerini, August 6, 2021, https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/1165845/turkey-expresses-support-for-
greece-over-fires/.

imated more than 287,000 acres of forest, making them 
Greece’s worst wildfires in decades. Deeming the wildfires 
a natural disaster, Mitsotakis, Greece’s prime minister, cre-
ated a new Ministry on Climate and Civil Protection to con-
front the challenge of climate change.

At the same time, international assistance was key to help-
ing put the fires out. Greece received support through the 
EU Civil Protection Mechanism: nine planes, two hundred 
vehicles, and one thousand firefighters from more than 
ten EU member states. The United States provided an air-
craft and an assessment team to assist in post-fire recov-
ery. Partners willing to help included other Mediterranean 
countries facing similar challenges: Even as it was facing 
its own wildfires, Israel provided firefighters and two fire-
fighting planes to help extinguish the wildfires in Greece.53 
Turkey also expressed its support to Greece during that 
difficult time, with the two sides reportedly agreeing on 
mutual assistance on battling wildfires.54 Disaster response 
teams have helped bring Greece and Turkey closer in the 
past after powerful earthquakes hit both countries in 1999, 
leading to a breakthrough in relations described as “earth-
quake diplomacy.” Climate change may present more op-
portunities for both countries to offer each other disaster 
response assistance in the future.  

Regional cooperation, in particular, is key to building ca-
pacity to suppress wildfires. And even as such events tend 
to happen over the summer season testing each nation’s 
capacity at the same time, sharing resources when pos-
sible may create important efficiencies. The countries of 
the Mediterranean region would also benefit from capac-
ity building in organizational disaster management to han-
dle acute crises. Greece should deepen its ties with other 
Mediterranean countries, including its trilateral partner-
ships with Israel and Cyprus, and Egypt and Cyprus, but 
also with the countries of the Arab Gulf, to focus on tech-
nological cooperation to promote energy transition in the 
region and address the impacts of climate change.

https://www.ren21.net/gsr-2021/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/extreme-heat-the-economic-and-social-consequences-for-the-united-states/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/extreme-heat-the-economic-and-social-consequences-for-the-united-states/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/21/world/europe/athens-is-only-getting-hotter-its-new-chief-heat-officer-hopes-to-cool-it-down.html
https://www.jewishpress.com/news/israel/israel-sends-further-aid-to-fires-plagued-greece/2021/08/10/
https://www.jewishpress.com/news/israel/israel-sends-further-aid-to-fires-plagued-greece/2021/08/10/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/1165845/turkey-expresses-support-for-greece-over-fires/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/1165845/turkey-expresses-support-for-greece-over-fires/
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In the context of Greece’s relations with the United 
States, there is great value in increasing cooperation on 
disaster preparedness and, more broadly, security-re-
lated climate response capabilities, both bilaterally and 
in the context of NATO. These capabilities should be 
added to a new, more strategic mission for NATO in the 
Mediterranean region, which would also include a stron-
ger focus on defense, deterrence, and containment, as 
Alexander R. Vershbow and Lauren M. Speranza suggest 
in an Atlantic Council report.55 

55 Vershbow and Speranza, More in the Med.
56 U.S. Department of State, Joint Statement on Third United States – Greece Strategic Dialogue, Media Note, Office of the Spokesperson, October 14, 2021, 

https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-third-united-states-greece-strategic-dialogue/.

In a joint statement in October 2021 on their third strategic 
dialogue, the United States and Greece added a new pil-
lar to their agenda, that of “Humanitarian Challenges and 
Disaster Preparedness.” Taking into account the long-term 
challenges that climate change poses, the two countries 
pledged to develop stronger ties to support “disaster pre-
vention-preparedness” and “resilience building, including 
wildfire response and recovery”; discussed the prospect 
of training in the future; and agreed to start working-level 
consultations. 56 Over the longer term, Greece also pro-

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Greece’s Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias deliver remarks for the U.S.-Greece Strategic 
Dialogue at the State Department in Washington, U.S. October 14, 2021. REUTERS/Jonathan Ernst

https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-third-united-states-greece-strategic-dialogue/


12 ATLANTIC COUNCIL

ISSUE BRIEF The Rising National Security Threats from Climate Change in the Mediterranean Region

posed cooperation on soil stabilization, erosion control, and 
reforestation.

In its policy toward the Eastern Mediterranean, Greece has 
advocated for increased energy cooperation and a swift 
transition to renewable energy, even as it continues to ex-
plore all options to bring the region’s natural gas into the 
rest of Europe and be part of the transit route for gas travel-
ling from the Middle East to Europe (the so-called Southern 
Gas Corridor initiative). The latter is not insignificant in the 
context of European efforts to diversify from Russian gas, 
which have acquired greater geopolitical urgency following 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Greece plans to use electricity 
interconnectors that are able to send energy from Egypt 
and Israel into Europe, which will also provide a conduit to 
the European market for the Eastern Mediterranean’s vast 
solar energy potential.

But even as climate change threatens Greece’s economy 
and requires that it adapt its key infrastructure systems to 
account for the changing climate conditions, it is also a par-
ticular challenge given the country’s geopolitical role as a 
frontier state for the EU. As such, Greece has seen a rise in 
migrants that it views as testing the limited capacity of both 
its major urban centers and much smaller communities of 
the islands where they first land. Greece was on the front 
line of Europe’s migration crisis in 2015, when nearly 1 mil-
lion people fleeing conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan 
landed on its islands.57 And two years after thousands of 
migrants tried to forcibly cross over the land border into 
Greece from Turkey, Mitsotakis noted earlier this year that 
Greece had “every interest in working with Turkey to con-
tain illegal flows of migrants and to eradicate the smuggling 
networks that prey on vulnerable people.”58

As a border state, Greece is responsible for securing the 
borders of the EU, including preventing uncontrolled migra-
tion. Even as the direct impact of climate change on mi-

57 “Greece Says Border Forces on Alert to Avoid Repeat of 2015 Migrant Crisis,” Reuters, August 19, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/greece-
says-border-forces-alert-avoid-repeat-2015-migrant-crisis-2021-08-19/#:~:text=Greece%20was%20on%20the%20frontline%20of%20Europe%27s%20migr-
ation,sought%20a%20common%20EU%20stance%20on%20the%20issue.

58 Elena Becatoros, “Greek PM ‘Unapologetic’ in Defending Greek Borders,” AP News, September 30, 2021, https://apnews.com/article/europe-middle-east-
greece-migration-athens-1014772cfd86b9722a2bc8fdc120319b.

59 Hans-O. Pörtner et al., Climate Change 2022, 16.
60 Sokou, “Treat the Mediterranean.” 

gration is hard to estimate, experts agree that its indirect 
impacts will be evident in economically driven migration, 
while weather and climate extremes will increasingly affect 
violent conflict between states, contributing to forced mi-
gration.59 Managing migration pressures requires political 
will, building local capabilities to successfully integrate mi-
grants, and coordination within the EU so that each mem-
ber state carries a fair share of the burden. 

Importantly for Greece and the EU more widely, the chal-
lenge of dealing with increased instability on their borders 
incentivizes adopting a systematic approach to climate 
mitigation and adaptation efforts that include the entire 
Mediterranean ecosystem.60 Increasing EU engagement 
in its Mediterranean neighborhood and beyond, in the 
Middle East, and in Africa, should be based on an assess-
ment of future security challenges that include the im-
pacts of climate change in the wider region.
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