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Abstract  

The Eastern Mediterranean region faces a complex interplay between climate change impacts and 

the growing influence of great powers through their competing infrastructure development initia-

tives. China's Belt and Road Initiative, the EU's Global Gateway, and the G7's Partnership for Global 

Infrastructure Investment vie for influence, each with its own strategic objectives, posing challenges 

for advancing climate action in a context of multipolarity and rivalry. Countries in the region must 

navigate shifting geopolitical sands, balancing short-term gains with long-term sustainability. The ab-

sence of a unified regional approach further complicates this landscape. To forge a low-carbon fu-

ture, Eastern Mediterranean countries must work together to establish a coordinated vision, engage 

with external powers to align investments with regional priorities, and prioritise cooperation on cli-

mate action. 

Introduction 

For millennia, the lands bordering the Eastern Mediterranean have been a crossroads of cultures, a 

stage for shifting populations, trade, and geopolitical events that have shaped the course of history. 

These lands have also been a stage for many geopolitical and socioeconomic events that have 

shaped the lives of these populations. At times, environmental changes have themselves triggered 

and shaped those changes and helped write chapters of this region's long history. 

The high variability in rainfall across the Levant (a region that includes modern-day Syria, Lebanon, 

Jordan, Israel, and Palestine) and the south of Turkey has always shaped the patterns of human set-

tlement and agriculture, as the area of sedentary habitation expands and shrinks during wet and 

drier years. Furthermore, major environmental changes have tended to have more lasting impacts. 

The climatic shift to drier conditions between the 15th and 19th centuries, for example, coincided with 

the abandonment of settled villages across the region and a shift towards nomadic life. 

In the 21st century, the East Mediterranean region – which includes the countries of the Levant as well 

as Turkey, Egypt and the island of Cyprus – is on the cusp of another major environmental shift. The 

region's exposure to climate change impacts, and its own vulnerabilities, present it with several long-

term challenges. As the region grapples with these challenges, it will be important to understand the 

complex interplay between environmental changes and the social, economic, and political factors 

that shape the lives of the populations in this diverse and historically significant part of the world. 

This interplay is further complicated by the growing influence of great powers, whose infrastructure 

development initiatives have a regional scope and are poised to play a significant role in shaping the 

region's response to climate change. The decisions these powers make in the coming years will have 

far-reaching implications for the region's sustainable development and its ability to forge a low-car-

bon future. 

Weathering the Storm with a Leaky Roof 

Due to its distinctive geographical features, the Mediterranean basin is considered a climate change 

'hotspot', meaning it is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. The region is ex-

pected to receive less precipitation, with the East Mediterranean projected to receive up to 30% less 

rain if current trends continue.1 Climate change models are also projecting longer droughts and more 

devastating floods, with reduced groundwater storage and increased evaporation diminishing the re-

gion's ability to mitigate the effects of dry periods. 

The East Mediterranean is also likely to experience temperature increases above the global average. 

Under the business-as-usual scenario, which assumes that greenhouse gas emissions continue to 
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rise at the current rate, the increase in average temperatures around the East Mediterranean could 

exceed 5°C by the end of the century.2 

These physical changes are anticipated to result in socioeconomic impacts. The agricultural sector is 

predicted to be the most severely affected, with reduced water availability, increased temperatures, 

and shifts in the growing season all combining to reduce agricultural productivity. This will have an 

impact on food security, as the region will be more dependent on food imports and thus vulnerable 

to global shortages, price shocks, and increasing disruptions. Reduced productivity will also have an 

impact on livelihoods, particularly as most of the region's agriculture is rain-fed, with the exception of 

Egypt and Israel. In Syria, almost two-thirds of the rural population rely on rain-fed crop production 

for food and subsistence. 

Tourism is also expected to be adversely affected by climate change due to water scarcity and unat-

tractive summer weather conditions, which could deter visitors and strain the industry's resources. 

This poses a major economic risk for countries that depend on tourism for income and employment. 

Job losses in agriculture and tourism are expected to lead to urban migration in search of city jobs, 

resulting in higher urban unemployment, reduced municipal services provision, and potentially in-

creased social tensions. 

These impacts would have been enough to contend with, but they are also compounded by existing 

structural vulnerabilities. The region’s population and environmental footprint have long exceeded 

the levels that could be sustained by available water and biocapacity. Growing demand for natural 

resources puts more pressure on already struggling infrastructure.  

Additionally, the region’s crumbling infrastructure is far from resilient to the impacts of climate 

change. Like a house with a leaky roof, it leaves its inhabitants vulnerable to the storms ahead. Being 

largely reliant on one or two sources of energy, one or two sources of water, and one mode of mobil-

ity, regional infrastructure lacks redundancy and flexibility to address any disruption caused to these 

systems due to climate change.  

One of the most critical areas where the region's infrastructure is failing is in water management. 

Across the East Mediterranean, a significant portion of precious freshwater resources is lost due to 

leaky pipes, aging distribution systems, and inefficient irrigation practices. It is estimated that half of 

fresh water is lost during the distribution process in Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, 40% in Pales-

tine, and 20–30% in Cyprus.3 In many parts of the region, groundwater is being abstracted from aqui-

fers at an unsustainable rate. The region also lacks sufficient infrastructure to fully reuse its treated 

waste water.  

The consequences of this wastage are far-reaching, particularly in a region already grappling with wa-

ter scarcity. Lost water means reduced availability for agriculture, industry, and households placing 

additional stress on communities and economies. It also means that the region is less able to buffer 

against the impacts of climate change, such as more frequent and severe droughts. Leaky water in-

frastructure is not only failing to protect against water shortages but is also squandering the limited 

resources that could help the region weather the coming climate crisis. 

Gathering Clouds  

The impacts of climate change are already affecting the region's climate, economics, and politics. The 

region has experienced a marked increase in the severity, magnitude, and duration of droughts over 

the last decade. The drought that affected the region between 1998 and 2012 was the worst drought 

since the 12th century. It resulted in damage to agriculture, the death of 85% of private cattle, loss of 

rural livelihoods, and ultimately the displacement of 800,000 people who relocated in search of urban 



KAS-REMENA Policy Paper Series No. 3 / 2024 3 

Winds of Change, Tides of Power: The Eastern Mediterranean’s Climate Dilemma 

 

jobs, creating informal settlements around cities such as Homs, Daraa, and Hama.4 This led some 

scholars to suggest that the drought contributed to the Syrian uprising in 2011. 

Viewed this way, climate change is considered a threat multiplier, meaning it can exacerbate existing 

challenges and tensions for this fragile region, rather than a future challenge that should give way to 

other pressing problems. Its impacts on agriculture, resource competition, and living conditions are 

all correlated with conflict, instability, and other violence – although no direct causal link has been es-

tablished between climate and violent conflicts. 

In this arid region, increased competition for water resources caused by climate change is exacer-

bated by the reality that every country in the region shares at least a river or an aquifer with its neigh-

bours, and by the lack of transboundary water management in some cases. The construction of the 

Southeastern Anatolia Project in Turkey, which includes 22 dams on the Tigris and Euphrates, is esti-

mated to have reduced the average annual flow in the Tigris-Euphrates River Basin to 45% of the 

long-term average,5 while Israel's control of the Jordan River limits Syrian, Lebanese, Jordanian, and 

Palestinian access to its waters. 

Moreover, climate change could also exacerbate existing grievances by fuelling political discontent, 

socioeconomic tensions, and unrest. Its uneven impacts might align with existing rifts between com-

munities. Such inter-communal tensions, coupled with the deterioration of living conditions, could 

provide a recruitment opportunity for terrorist organisations. 

For armed violence to erupt, additional factors such as a political ideology are needed, but when it 

does, it often securitises natural resources and infrastructure, reducing communal resilience to cli-

mate change impacts. For example, in 2016, less than two-thirds of Palestinians under Israeli occupa-

tion had access to safe and adequate drinking water,6 while 95% of the water supply in the Gaza Strip 

is contaminated by sewage and seawater infiltration.7 In Syria, the conflict damaged half of the coun-

try's water distribution infrastructure, reducing water supply rates to 5–30% of pre-war levels.8 

To address climate challenges, countries in the region must work together to address the underlying 

social, economic, and political factors that contribute to regional instability. This will require a con-

certed effort from governments, civil society organisations, and the international community to foster 

cooperation, build resilience, and promote sustainable development in the face of a changing cli-

mate. 

United in Adversity 

If regional historical precedents are anything to go by, the chances of resource competition spilling 

over into conflict might prove limited. In a study by the World Bank, water-scarce areas of the Middle 

East and North Africa have been shown to have experienced more instances of water cooperation 

(57%) than water conflict (36%).9 While the share of conflict events in the East Mediterranean is likely 

to be higher owing to the conflicts between Israel and Arab countries over the waters of the Jordan 

River, this confirms evidence from other parts of the world suggesting that long-term exposure to wa-

ter scarcity strengthens preference for cooperation. Such a preference must be built upon through 

regional collaboration if the worst impacts of climate change are to be avoided. 

The recently formed East Mediterranean Gas Forum has demonstrated that the region could cooper-

ate on issues of common benefit. The Forum itself – if reformed to encompass shared climate and 

energy challenges, and to include Turkey, Syria and Lebanon – has the potential to become a vehicle 

for climate action, collaboration and conflict prevention. But historical grievances and unresolved 

conflicts such as those in Syria, Israel–Palestine and the island of Cyprus all present obstacles that 

need to be addressed first. Regional rivalries must also give way to a spirit of partnership. The abrupt 
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cancellation of the water-for-energy agreement between Jordan and Israel following the outbreak of 

the Gaza war demonstrated that peace and climate collaboration must go hand in hand.  

In the Great Game 

To address these challenges and develop national and regional climate adaptation and mitigation ca-

pabilities, the Eastern Mediterranean region urgently needs technical and financial support. This fact 

has not gone unnoticed by great powers whose infrastructure development initiatives have a re-

gional scope and are poised to target the region with infrastructure projects. 

Infrastructure development has long been used by great powers to advance their strategic objectives, 

long before the Marshall Plan was implemented in Europe 75 years ago. From the perspective of 

these powers or other supporting countries, infrastructure development allows for influence to be 

gained within the recipient nation at different stages of the project cycle. Financing, the first and larg-

est avenue, enables great powers to extract concessions, reward allies, access local resources, and 

shape projects to suit their interests. The design and construction stage provides opportunities for 

setting standards, transferring technology, and collecting intelligence, while the final stage of owner-

ship and operation can be leveraged for deeper intelligence gathering and restricting competitor ac-

cess. 

Moreover, great powers can accrue more influence if they, or businesses they control, own and oper-

ate a network of infrastructure assets, allowing them to monopolise critical skills and technologies 

and enhance their resilience to disruptions during conflicts and disasters. This incentivises great pow-

ers to strive for creating larger networks of infrastructure elements such as ports, roads, and rail-

roads, further consolidating their strategic advantage and influence in the recipient countries. 

The first to establish a presence in the region has been China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which 

recently marked a decade of infrastructure investment. From China's perspective, the Eastern Medi-

terranean is a vital geostrategic crossroads to its major markets in Europe and is already a key part of 

the BRI. The BRI has not placed a lot of importance on climate projects, but China has recently indi-

cated that the next stage of the BRI will be greener and that it will further deepen cooperation in 

green infrastructure and energy projects with developing countries. 

The BRI has made significant inroads in the Eastern Mediterranean region, with various projects and 

investments in countries such as Egypt, Turkey, Israel, and Greece. In Egypt, the BRI has focused on 

infrastructure development and energy projects, with significant Chinese investments in the Suez Ca-

nal Economic Zone, the new administrative capital, and the renewable energy sector.  

Turkey, given its strategic location at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, is emerging as another part-

ner for China with investments in transport infrastructure totalling $4 billion including the Yavuz Sul-

tan Selim Bridge and the Kumport container terminal in Istanbul. China also operates the Haifa port 

in Israel, and its state-owned company COSCO holds a controlling stake in the Port of Piraeus, which 

has become a key hub for Chinese trade with Europe. 

The EU's recently announced response to the BRI, known as the Global Gateway (GG) initiative, is 

likely to emerge as the region's most influential initiative. This is due to the region's proximity to Eu-

rope and the EU's stake in the region through Cyprus, a member state. The EU's recognised leader-

ship on climate action and its domestic flagship initiative, the European Green Deal, also support ex-

panded collaboration. 

The last, but not least, infrastructure initiative aiming to establish a presence in the region is the G7's 

Partnership for Global Infrastructure Investment (PGII). In 2023, it made headlines with the unveiling 

of the India – Middle East – Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), a trade and infrastructure route that 
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presents a direct competitor to China's BRI in the region. With the United States being the driving 

force behind the PGII, the initiative could leverage American alliances and security architecture in the 

region to shape its infrastructure. 

Unlike the BRI, both the PGII and the GG have prioritised high-quality, sustainable human and physi-

cal infrastructure that incorporates green principles from the beginning. President Biden stated that 

the PGII would allow countries to "see the concrete benefits of partnering with democracies“.10 Also 

contrary to the BRI's dependence on government finance, the PGII and GG's approach to finance en-

visions a mix of investment, aid, and blended finance for projects. 

The Chessboard of Climate Geopolitics 

This emerging competition between infrastructure investment initiatives highlights how the increas-

ing multipolarity in the geopolitical landscape and intensifying great power competition pose chal-

lenges for advancing climate action in the Eastern Mediterranean. Competing interests and priorities 

among major powers can hinder coordinated efforts to address climate change, as each pursues its 

own strategic objectives in the region. Moreover, geopolitical tensions and conflicts, such as disputes 

between regional states, risk diverting critical attention and resources away from the urgent task of 

developing climate resilience. 

As countries in the Eastern Mediterranean manage their varied partnerships and alliances with the 

US, EU, and China, the effectiveness of climate initiatives may be impacted by shifting geopolitical 

sands. The pressure to align with one great power or another could lead some states to prioritise 

short-term economic gains over long-term sustainability, further complicating the path to a low-car-

bon future. For example, nations might choose to adopt a cheaper or faster route to financing energy 

projects that locks-in carbon emissions for decades. 

One scenario in which this could occur is one where the EU offers to fund a large-scale project for de-

centralised renewable energy production in Lebanon as a solution for its chronic shortages and in 

order to reduce its dependence on fossil fuels. The project would necessitate grid restructuring and 

upgrades to facilitate decentralised power generation. In this scenario, China would simultaneously 

offer to finance the rapid construction of a new natural gas power plant, which could be fuelled by 

future discoveries of offshore natural gas and necessitates a different approach to grid modernisa-

tion more suited to centralised electricity generation. Such scenario could leave Lebanese policymak-

ers in a dilemma, forcing them to make a difficult choice balancing energy security with the energy 

transition, and implementation speed with long-term sustainability. Additionally, they would need to 

make difficult calculations regarding their political alignments. 

The region has not yet agreed on a unified approach to climate adaptation and mitigation and is thus 

unable to set regional parameters for engaging initiatives on its own terms or in a way that ensures 

integration. In the absence of a regional framework, the initiatives are unlikely to spearhead infra-

structure integration themselves, given the differing interests of each grand strategy, their quest for 

influence at the expense of other great powers, and their reluctance to share information. This lack of 

a coherent and consistent approach to climate policy will inevitably result in fragmented, disjointed, 

and less efficient climate infrastructure.  

The heightened rivalry between great powers also threatens to undermine much-needed regional 

cooperation on shared climate challenges. As countries in the Eastern Mediterranean face increasing 

pressure to choose sides in the geopolitical competition, collaboration on transboundary issues like 

climate change may fall by the wayside. While some countries might be able to leverage great power 

competition to their advantage and access initiatives on their own terms, in other cases, making a 

choice would result in increased dependence. This threatens to deepen regional rifts and tensions by 

creating competing visions for regional climate action. Climate infrastructure, as part of mechanisms 
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for advancing grand strategies could – paradoxically – replace one cause of regional instability with 

another in this arena of great power competition. 

Finally, the region's ability to forge a sustainable future, and the pace at which it will do so, will de-

pend to a large extent on how the US, EU, and China choose to wield their influence, whether through 

regional institutions, development finance, technology transfer, or other means. The decisions these 

powers make in the coming years will shape the incentives for countries in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean to prioritise either green development or business-as-usual approaches. 

Charting a New Course for the Region 

To navigate the complex geopolitical landscape and ensure that great power competition does not 

undermine the region's climate goals, countries in the Eastern Mediterranean must work together to 

establish a coordinated vision for addressing the common challenge of climate change and the re-

quired socio-economic transformations. Developing this shared vision will be key to guiding engage-

ment with external powers and ensuring investments align with regional priorities. This vision should 

serve as a framework for regional climate action, guiding engagement with external powers and en-

suring that investments and initiatives align with the region's priorities and development goals. 

By presenting a united front and a clear set of priorities, the region can engage with the US, EU, and 

China in a way that establishes genuine and equitable partnerships. This approach will enable coun-

tries in the Eastern Mediterranean to co-design investments and funding in line with national policies 

and the regional framework, ensuring that external initiatives complement existing plans and sup-

port long-term sustainable development. 

However, forging this regional consensus will require countries in the Eastern Mediterranean to over-

come their differences and establish effective mechanisms for collaboration. This will involve ad-

dressing long-standing political tensions, building trust, and finding common ground on shared chal-

lenges. Only by working together can the region hope to navigate the complex geopolitical landscape 

and secure the support it needs to build a more resilient and sustainable future.  

To establish genuine and equitable partnerships with the US, EU, and China, countries in the Eastern 

Mediterranean must develop a collaborative approach that prioritises regional consensus and a 

shared vision for sustainable development. This approach could involve the creation of a comprehen-

sive regional climate action framework that outlines the region's climate priorities, targets, and strat-

egies. Existing regional organisations, such as the Union for the Mediterranean, the Eastern Mediter-

ranean and Middle East Climate Initiative, or the East Mediterranean Gas Forum, could be reinforced 

and expanded, providing a platform for dialogue, coordination, and decision-making on climate-re-

lated issues. 

Furthermore, countries in the region could collaborate to identify and prioritise key climate infra-

structure projects, such as renewable energy installations, water management systems, and climate-

resilient agriculture initiatives. By presenting a united front and a clear set of investment priorities, 

the region can engage with external powers more effectively and negotiate terms that benefit all par-

ties involved. Regional cooperation could also involve the establishment of knowledge-sharing plat-

forms, joint research initiatives, and capacity-building programs, allowing countries in the Eastern 

Mediterranean to enhance their collective ability to address climate challenges and develop innova-

tive solutions tailored to the region's specific needs. 

Additionally, the Eastern Mediterranean could work together to leverage international support for 

regional climate action, including financial assistance, technology transfer, and capacity-building initi-

atives. By presenting a united front and demonstrating a commitment to regional cooperation, the 

region may be better positioned to attract support from infrastructure development initiatives as well 
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as multilateral institutions. Ultimately, implementing this collaborative approach will require political 

will, diplomacy, and a willingness to compromise. Countries in the Eastern Mediterranean must rec-

ognise that the long-term benefits of regional cooperation on climate action outweigh the short-term 

costs of setting aside political differences. 

The Eastern Mediterranean region faces significant challenges in addressing the socioeconomic and 

security impacts of climate change, with its path to climate resilience complicated by political and ge-

opolitical hurdles. However, there is reason for optimism in this ancient and diverse region. By resolv-

ing their differences, establishing effective mechanisms for collaboration, and skilfully navigating the 

complexities of the multipolar world order, the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean have the op-

portunity to write an inspiring new chapter in the region's history – one characterised by resilience, 

cooperation, and sustainable progress. The road ahead may be difficult, but with a shared vision, a 

commitment to working together, and the support of the international community, the region can 

overcome the obstacles it faces and build a more prosperous and sustainable future for all its inhab-

itants. 
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