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Introduction
Since Egypt hosted COP27 and the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) hosted COP28, policy awareness about climate 
change — and its transboundary effects — has been 
increasing. Severe water scarcity, driven by rising tem-
peratures and reduced precipitation, has long tested 
the resilience of MENA countries, affecting agriculture 
and livelihoods. Rapidly expanding coastal zones are 
also increasingly threatened by sea level rise, cyclones, 
and flooding. 

The transboundary nature of climate challenges—dis-
rupting migration, trade, financial flows, and natural 
resource management—poses significant regional impli-
cations. Adaptation efforts in one country may uninten-
tionally create new risks in other countries by shifting rather 
than reducing vulnerabilities. These challenges are com-
pounded by the region’s socio-economic weaknesses and 
governance deficits, including limited decentralisation and 
weak civil society empowerment (Lahn and Shapland 
2022; Knaepen et al. 2023; Vinke 2024). 

The situation is worsened by the lack of regional coop-
eration and market integration, particularly in managing 
shared water resources, energy production, and trade 
and transport corridors. With more extreme climate 
impacts projected, the cost of inaction will be high, leav-
ing the MENA region vulnerable to transboundary climate 
risks from within and beyond the region. As the MENA 
region is heavily dependent on food imports from out-
side the region, any disruptions—whether due to climate 
change or conflicts in supplier countries—can have severe 
negative repercussions for livelihoods and food security 
in the region (World Bank 2020; Harris et al. 2024).

Transboundary climate risks, whether originating in the 
MENA region or from climate impacts elsewhere, can spill 
over into regions with historical, social, and economic ties 
to MENA. For example, climate risks from the MENA region 
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could disrupt Europe’s security, trade, and diplomatic 
relations, while also driving unsafe or illegal migration, 
potentially fueling organised crime such as human traf-
ficking (Lahn and Shapland 2022; Knaepen et al. 2023).

Despite increasing awareness of transboundary climate 
risks, they remain inadequately addressed in the climate 
adaptation strategies of both international partners and 
MENA countries, leaving the region insufficiently equipped 
to handle these challenges. While international adapta-
tion finance could help MENA societies reduce their vul-
nerability and mitigate spillover impacts, such funding 
has been limited despite the significant need. Although 
there is increasing international investment in large-scale 
renewable energy projects in the MENA region, these 
projects offer limited adaptation benefits and are often 
perceived as primarily serving export markets.

Given the widespread and multifaceted consequences of 
transboundary climate risks impacting the MENA region 
and its interconnected areas, this brief covers several 
key points. First, it examines the various transboundary 
climate risks affecting the region. Then, it explores why 
MENA countries struggle to invest adequately in systemic 
resilience, limiting their ability to manage these risks both 
regionally and domestically. The brief also assesses adap-
tation finance as a tool for resilience, including a case study 
on the limitations of European support. Finally, it offers 
recommendations for MENA policymakers, focusing on 
scaling up adaptation finance and strengthening decen-
tralised governance systems, among other strategies. 

Managing transboundary climate risks

Transboundary climate risks in the  
MENA region
The MENA region, a diverse and complex geograph-
ical area, stretches from Morocco in the west to Syria 
in the north, Iran in the east, and Yemen in the south. 
Home to approximately 472 million people, it has a 
rapidly growing young population. Conditions vary 
widely: some nations, such as Qatar, Kuwait, and the 
UAE, boast among the highest national income per 
capita in the world, while others, like parts of Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and 
Libya, are low-income, conflict-affected societies strug-
gling with human displacement and extreme poverty. 
Meanwhile, middle-income countries like Morocco 
and Egypt actively pursue business opportunities in 
the global green transition (Lahn and Shapland 2022; 
Raggett and Harrison 2019).1 

The MENA region is particularly vulnerable to the phys-
ical impacts of climate change due to its geographical 
location. These climate impacts can, for instance, 
undermine economic development, disrupt trade and 

security, and affect infrastructure investments (Lahn 
and Shapland 2022; Opitz-Stapleton et al. 2023a). 
This results in the region being exposed to transbound-
ary climate risks. For instance, the high dependency of 
several MENA countries on food imports, particularly 
cereals, makes them susceptible to international food 
price shocks triggered by climate impacts (or conflicts) 
elsewhere (Knaepen 2021).

Specifically, transboundary climate risks can propa-
gate across borders and generate risks for other 
countries and regions through five main pathways: 
biophysical, financial, trade, human-centered, and 
geopolitical (Benzie et al. 2016; Opitz-Stapleton et al. 
2023b). Adaptation actions that enhance resilience in 
one country might also inadvertently create new risks 
for other countries if they redistribute rather than reduce 
vulnerabilities. Table 1 provides concrete examples from 
the MENA region for each pathway. 

The capacity of MENA countries to adapt to climate 
change is constrained by complex geopolitical dynamics 
and pervasive political and socioeconomic challenges 
(Lahn and Shapland 2022; Knaepen et al. 2023). The 
following three sections will illustrate how the region’s 
lack of regional cooperation, domestic governance chal-
lenges, and inadequate adaptation finance contribute to 
its insufficient preparedness. 

A lack of regional cooperation in the  
MENA region 
The examples in Table 1 demonstrate that addressing the 
diverse transboundary climate risks in the MENA region 
requires enhanced cooperation and management across 
sectors such as infrastructure, trade, and agriculture. 
However, the region’s tendency towards ‘excessive bilat-
eralism’ and lack of unified political interests hinder effec-
tive regional collaboration on climate risks. Organisations 
like the Union du Maghreb Arabe (UMA), designed to 
overcome these challenges, have struggled to make sig-
nificant progress. One key factor is the ongoing instabil-
ity in Libya and persistent diplomatic tensions between 
Morocco and Algeria, which continue to hamper regional 
integration (De Groof et al. 2019). Similarly, the Union for 
the Mediterranean (UfM) intends to provide a platform 
for regional cooperation on climate and energy, offering 
technical support and fostering dialogue among its 42 
member states from Europe and the MENA region. 
However, it remains more of a technical body with limited 
political influence. This, together with a lack of harmonised 
data, hinders UfM’s ability to comprehensively tackle 
transboundary adaptation challenges at a regional level 
(Desmidt 2021).

On a more positive note, two regional initiatives show 
promise. The United Nations Economic and Social Com-
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mission for Western Asia (ESCWA) brings together around 
20 Arab countries to address climate change and water 
resource management through the RICCAR Regional 
Knowledge Hub (UNESCWA 2024). RICCAR primarily pro-
motes regional dialogue on water resources in the con-
text of climate change, while also fostering collaboration 
and data sharing on climate adaptation across multiple 
sectors. Although it has been successful in facilitating 
regional cooperation and building the capacity of insti-
tutions, its effectiveness is sometimes limited by funding 
challenges and regional political tensions. Additionally, 
the Royal Scientific Society (RSS) of Jordan, through its 
Climate Change Studies Division, collaborates with 
Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, and Iraq to develop scientifically 
grounded climate solutions, with a focus on addressing 
transboundary climate risks. This includes efforts to build 
the capacities of local communities and institutions in 
both the public and private sectors (Interview with Senior 
Fellow, Anwar Gargash Diplomatic Academy, 23 July 2024; 
RSS Team 2019).

Domestic climate governance deficits in the 
MENA region
Domestic governance, which encompasses a country’s 
policies, institutions, and systems, plays a critical role 
in either mitigating or exacerbating vulnerabilities to 
transboundary climate risks. Talebian and Benzie (2023) 
propose several strategies for addressing these risks, 
including a focus on ‘domestic adaptation,’ which aims to 

“Domestic governance, which 
encompasses a country’s policies, 
institutions, and systems, plays a 
critical role in either mitigating or 
exacerbating vulnerabilities to 
transboundary climate risks.”

Table 1. Transboundary climate risks in the MENA region 

Categories of transboundary climate 
risk pathways 

Examples in the MENA region

Biophysical (potential risks for trans-
boundary ecosystems, such as  
international river basins, oceans and 
the atmosphere)

Turkey’s construction of dams on the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers in the 1990s and 
2000s was intended to enhance water infrastructure and reduce drought vulnera-
bility for its farmers. However, these dams also caused water shortages downstream 
in Syria, exacerbating drought conditions and sparking interstate tensions (Knaepen 
and Byiers 2017; Kim and Ferré Garcia 2024).

Financial (potential risks to international 
financial flows, such as foreign direct 
investments in major infrastructure 
projects)

The Desertec Initiative, launched in 2009, aimed to harness solar energy from the 
deserts in the MENA region to supply clean energy across the region and to Europe. 
Backed by foreign direct investments, including European utilities and technology 
firms, it envisioned large-scale solar plants and a cross-regional energy infra-
structure. However, regional political instability, a lack of adequate cross- 
border governance and climate impacts, particularly extreme heat and desert 
storms, led many investors to withdraw, significantly scaling down the project 
(Hamouchene 2023). 

Trade (potential risks to international 
trade, such as the import and export of 
climate-sensitive crops and implications 
for food security)

The MENA region currently imports over 50% of its food from outside and will 
need to either increase foreign exchange or boost domestic production to  
meet rising demand. The region is susceptible to food price increases caused  
by droughts, reduced yields, or conflicts elsewhere in the world (Lahn and  
Shapland 2022).

People-centred (potential risks to  
the cross-border movement of  
people, ranging from displacement  
to transhumance)

The Syrian war, which has displaced over 13 million people—88% of whom are  
either still in Syria or in neighbouring countries like Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon—
is closely linked to severe drought and compounded by a fragile state (UNHCR 
2024; Kelley et al. 2015; Norman et al. 2024; Vinke 2024).

Geopolitical (potential risks from 
cross-border security implications or 
conflict, with implications for regional 
or global governance)

Climate change - in particular, drought - has been an indirect driver of social  
instability in North Africa, eventually leading to the ‘Arab Spring’ (Schilling et al. 
2020; Scheffran 2020; Selby 2019). 

Jordan’s water security is intrinsically linked to regional geopolitics due to its reli-
ance on transboundary water resources. Following the recent Israeli conflict in 
Gaza, Jordan has proposed a Declaration of Intent with the UAE and Israel for a 
water-for-energy deal, notably without Palestinian involvement (El-Sharif and 
Muasher 2024).
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“Governance deficits, such as 
centralised power structures, 
exclusion from decision-making,  
and inefficient resource allocation, 
weaken resilience-building efforts at 
both national and regional levels.”

reduce vulnerabilities and strengthen adaptive capacity 
through effective risk management at the source. In this 
context, how well-prepared are MENA countries’ gov-
ernance systems to implement adaptation strategies 
for managing these transboundary risks at the local or 
national level? This section explores how governance 
deficits—such as inefficiencies in policy implementation 
and institutional coordination—impede adaptation efforts 
and ultimately heighten vulnerabilities to climate risks 
that extend beyond national borders.

Governance deficits, such as centralised power struc-
tures, exclusion from decision-making, and inefficient 
resource allocation, weaken resilience-building efforts 
at both national and regional levels. Many MENA coun-
tries operate under highly centralised, patronage- 
based systems that rely heavily on oil and gas revenues. 
While centralisation can streamline responses to climate 
impacts, it also presents challenges. These governments 
frequently prioritise rent-seeking behaviours over urgent 
climate action and tend to exclude civil society, women, 
youth, and other vulnerable groups from decision-making 
processes—groups that are often at the forefront of identi-
fying adaptive solutions and highlighting maladaptation. 
In Tunisia, for example, the central bureaucracy is char-
acterised by a notable lack of emphasis on adaptation 
and resilience-building, and NGOs have been excluded 
from the drafting of key climate-related government laws 
(Ben Youssef 2021). Combined with weaker local govern-
ance, these factors impede the effective decision-making 
needed to address transboundary climate risks (Lahn 
and Shapland 2022; Knaepen 2021). 

Additional challenges in climate governance revolve 
around contentious water and land use issues, directly 
impacting income and livelihoods and thus becoming 
highly sensitive political topics (Houdret 2012; Desmidt 
2021). In arid and semi-arid regions, conflicts over these 
resources often exacerbate tensions between political elites 
and small-scale farmers (Houdret 2012; Desmidt 2021). 
In several MENA countries, elite rent-seeking behaviours 
are evident in the promotion of water-intensive crops like 
citrus fruits for export, despite high food import depend-
ency and significant underinvestment in rural areas 
(Houdret et al. 2017; Desmidt 2021; Knaepen 2021).

Furthermore, the regional emphasis on renewable  
energy initiatives intensifies competition for water and 
land resources, shifts government spending priorities, 
and poses significant employment challenges (Desmidt 
2021). In Morocco, government-supported renewable 
energy projects are being developed in fertile but water- 
scarce regions, adversely impacting local farmers and 
redirecting water from agricultural uses. Similar trends 
are observed in the Gulf states and Jordan (Shehabi 
2024). Additionally, Morocco’s 2008 Plan Maroc Vert, 
which aimed to boost agricultural GDP by 5.25% from 
2008 to 2018 (ADA 2024), focused on investing in irrigation 
and agricultural equipment. However, this plan predom-
inantly benefited large-scale agribusinesses while sidelin-
ing small-scale and traditional farming operations (Attac 
Maroc 2020).

Tunisia, the world’s third-largest olive oil producer, exem-
plifies the trend of monocultural olive farming geared 
towards exports. While olive cultivation is suited to dry 
conditions and provides rural employment, it also dis-
places other agricultural activities, disrupts ecological 
balance, and misallocates scarce water resources. This 
approach undermines small-scale farmers in several 
ways: first, large-scale olive farming often monopolises 
land, pushing smallholders to less fertile or marginal 
areas. Second, the focus on olive oil production limits crop 
diversification, reducing small farmers’ ability to grow 
food for local consumption or markets, thereby shrink-
ing their income sources. Third, the high water demand 
for olive cultivation leads to competition for scarce water 
resources, leaving small farmers without sufficient water 
for other crops. As a result, they become increasingly 
marginalised in the agricultural economy, heightening 
dependence on food imports for key staples and increas-
ing vulnerability to food price fluctuations. This vulnerabil-
ity was starkly evident during harvest failures in exporting 
countries and during the onset of the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022, which disrupted global food supply 
chains (OECD/FAO 2018; Desmidt 2021; Hildén et al. 
2020; Desmidt 2021; Knaepen 2021; Knaepen et al. 2023).

In Libya, centralised governance limits local participation 
and creates uneven resource distribution, worsening socio- 
economic challenges from climate change. Political insta-
bility and the control of critical agricultural and energy 
infrastructure by the Libyan Arab Armed Forces further 
hinder resilience efforts. With 75% of its food imported 
due to low agricultural output, exacerbated by conflict, 
Libya is highly vulnerable to global food supply disrup-
tions intensified by climate change. Additionally, heavy 
reliance on oil export revenues exposes the country to oil 
price volatility, which is increasingly affected by global 
efforts to transition to renewable energy and reduce 
carbon emissions. As demand for fossil fuels decreases 
due to climate policies, Libya’s economic stability becomes 
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more precarious, further limiting its ability to invest in cli-
mate adaptation and resilience-building efforts (Wehrey 
2024; GEMS 2017; UN Libya 2023).

Even in a smaller and relatively stable country like Jordan, 
weak climate governance has hindered the necessary 
transformative changes for effective adaptation. Climate 
adaptation policies are often disconnected from key sec-
toral policies, such as those related to trade, water, energy 
tariffs, unemployment, and financial services, limiting 
their impact. While Jordan is highly dependent on food 
imports, it achieves self-sufficiency in olives, vegetables, 
fruits, eggs, and dairy (EIU 2022). However, climate change 
is expected to reduce rainfed yields, affecting thousands 
of farming families (El-Sharif and Muasher 2024).

Egypt is expected to face absolute water scarcity by 2025 
(Cohen 2021; UN-Water 2006). Coupled with rising tem-
peratures, unsustainable agricultural practices, and rapid 
population growth, this has already caused a significant 
decline in agricultural output, with projections suggesting 
a further reduction of up to 47% by 2060. As a result, Egypt 
has become the world’s largest grain importer, heavily 
dependent on supplies from Russia and Ukraine (UNDP 
and Government of Egypt 2023; Lahn and Shapland 2022). 
Although large-scale water projects and land reclama-
tion schemes were initiated to address food security, they 
are costly, benefit only a small population segment, and 
fail to restore ecological balance. Reclaimed lands have 
high water utilisation rates due to less fertile soil and 
primarily support export crops, while the green energy 
transition has yet to deliver equitable benefits (Al-Mailam 
and Hamzawy 2023; IRENA 2023; Sayigh et al. 2023).

The lack of a robust enabling environment at the 
national level in MENA countries exacerbates their 
challenges in addressing transboundary climate risks. 
Without strong regional cooperation, these risks  
can have cascading effects beyond the region. The 
MENA region’s complex historical, political, and socio- 
economic ties with global actors such as the EU, US, 
India, and China mean that transboundary climate 
risks could significantly disrupt security, trade, and dip-

lomatic relations (Lahn and Shapland 2022; Knaepen 
et al. 2023). Furthermore, the region’s limited access 
to adaptation finance exacerbates these challenges, 
hindering efforts to manage and mitigate the wide-
spread impacts of climate change, as will be discussed 
in the next section.

Barriers to adaptation finance in the  
MENA region
Despite the growing recognition of transboundary climate 
risks, international partners and MENA countries have 
been slow to incorporate these risks into their adaptation 
strategies, leaving the region vulnerable to wide-reaching 
impacts. Effective policy responses require integrating 
risk management measures across various sectors, from 
trade to security. Scaling up adaptation finance is crucial 
to helping MENA societies reduce their vulnerability and 
manage the transboundary effects of climate change.2

Under the UNFCCC framework, all countries in the MENA 
region are categorised as Non-Annex I Parties (devel-
oping countries), have no historical responsibility for 
human-made climate change, and have the right to ben-
efit from the means of implementation provided by the 
UNFCCC financial mechanisms (Osman 2024). However, 
the MENA region’s inadequate availability of and access 
to international (and domestic) adaptation finance severely 
limits its capacity to address climate change. 

Many lower-middle-income countries in the MENA region 
face significant debt burdens. For example, in 2024, 
Egypt’s government debt is 96.4% of its GDP, Tunisia’s 
debt stands at 78.6% of GDP, and Morocco’s debt reaches 
70.4% of GDP (IMF 2024). Hence, the bulk of MENA’s cli-
mate adaptation finance is expected to come from inter-
national sources, with less than 5% of domestic funding 
due to the region’s limited fiscal capacity (ESCWA 2021; 
ESCWA 2022; Naran et al. 2022). 

The estimated adaptation finance needs are substantial, 
averaging $27 billion annually (2021 value) and potentially 
rising to $66 billion annually over the 2021-2030 period 

Table 2. Adaptation finance needs in selected MENA countries 

Country Adaptation finance gap (annually by 2030)

Egypt $50 billion

Morocco $16 billion

Tunisia $4.3 billion 

Jordan $329,445,830

Lebanon NA (Lebanon’s NDC/NAP does not provide a precise total financial estimate)

Algeria NA (Algeria’s NDC does not provide a precise total financial estimate)

Source: Osman 2024; Guzmán et al. 2022
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(UNEP 2023). Table 2 outlines varying financing needs 
across countries. However, only half of MENA states pres-
ently have detailed cost estimates for implementing 
their Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under 
the Paris Agreement (ESCWA 2022). Libya and Yemen 
have not yet submitted NDCs, leaving their adaptation 
finance requirements unclear. Algeria submitted an NDC 
but did not specify a cost estimate (Osman 2024).3

There is a geographical discrepancy between MENA 
states, whereby fragile and conflict-affected countries, 
like Libya and Syria, have received little or no climate 
finance via the multilateral climate funds. During the 
period 2012-2020, 92% of (global) public climate finance 
was concentrated in six countries: Egypt, followed by 
Morocco, Jordan, Tunisia, Iraq, and Lebanon, with the 
energy and transport sectors receiving 45% of total cli-
mate flows, and water and agriculture receiving a com-
bined 22% (Watson et al. 2024).

Adaptation has generally received less funding than 
mitigation. Figure 1 shows that during 2003-2023, flows 
to initiatives classified as climate change mitigation 
amounted to $1.12 billion, approximately three times more 
than flows targeting adaptation ($346 million). Most of 
this finance was in the form of loans or concessional 
loans dedicated to renewable energy mega-projects 
and provided by the Clean Technology Fund (CTF) and 
the Green Climate Fund (GCF) (Watson et al. 2024).4 
Additionally, multilateral climate funds, such as the GCF, 
Adaptation Fund or the Climate Investments Funds under 
the World Bank do not address transboundary climate risk 

or invest in systemic resilience by, for instance, advanc-
ing cooperation between (non-)neighbouring countries 
(Browne et al. 2022). 

The adaptation finance gap, combined with governance 
challenges, leaves the MENA region unprepared to handle 
transboundary climate impacts, which in turn also have 
cascading consequences for other connected regions. 

Allocating multilateral adaptation finance (for example, 
from the Green Climate Fund or the World Bank’s Inter-
national Development Association) to conflict-affected 
MENA countries is a major challenge. This raises a crucial 
question: who will fund adaptation efforts in the region? 
Two possible outcomes emerge, both problematic for 
MENA countries. First, (new) donors or investors may step 
in, but they could prioritise their own interests, such as 
resource access, and bypass the strict standards that 
govern multilateral funds. This could worsen existing vul-
nerabilities and reinforce centralised governance, under-
mining local resilience. Second, there may simply be a lack 
of funding, leaving the region dangerously unprepared 
for climate impacts and transboundary risks. The next 
section explores the role of European adaptation finance 
in addressing these challenges in the MENA region. 

Case study: European adaptation finance 
to the MENA region
Through the transboundary climate risk pathways (see 
Table 1), climate change impacts in the MENA region 

Figure 1. Approved climate funding across themes in the MENA region (2003-2023) 

Mitigation

1.12B

346M

131.4M

12M

Adaptation Multiple foci REDD+

Source: Watson et al. (2024) • Created with Datawrapper



TACKLING TRANSBOUNDARY CLIMATE RISKS IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA 7

“Despite the EU’s acknowledgement 
of climate change as an ‘existential 
threat’ in its strategic agenda for 
2019–2024, its priorities up to 2029 
show minimal emphasis on climate 
and ecological transition.”

can cascade across borders, affecting nearby Europe. 
These effects can pose significant challenges to devel-
opment, cooperation, and security policies (Lahn and 
Shapland 2022; Hildén et al. 2020). Consequently, how 
Europe support adaptation to enhance resilience in the 
MENA region becomes a strategic political priority.5 

Adaptation has gained prominence in recent EU policy 
focusing on the Southern Mediterranean. EU-funded 
programmes under the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP)-South (2021) aim to prioritise climate resilience 
(Knaepen and Vajpeyi 2022). The European Commission’s 
agenda for the Southern Neighbourhood highlights green 
transition (for instance, mitigation) and climate action 
(for instance, adaptation) as crucial for post-pandemic 
recovery, in alignment with its Green Deal (EC DG NEAR 
2021). Additionally, the Multi-annual Indicative Programme 
(MIP) for the Southern Neighbourhood (2021-2027) 
emphasises enhancing adaptive capacities through cross- 
border cooperation and multi-stakeholder approaches, 
supported by increased financial commitments.

‘Adaptation within the system’ refers to actions aimed 
at mitigating, absorbing, or adapting to climate impacts 
within a system (such as a country) where the recipient 
country has the influence or authority to make changes 
(Talebian et al. 2023). This analytic concept could practi-
cally apply were the EU to scale up (innovative) adapta-
tion finance in MENA countries to manage transboundary 
climate risks, whether these risks originate within the MENA 
region or stem from external sources.

However, OECD DAC finance data from the EU to the MENA 
region until 2021 show that European climate adapta-
tion finance allocated to the MENA region has been low 
compared to the region’s substantial needs and alloca-
tions to other regions, as illustrated in Figure 2 for the 
period 2012–2021. 

Mitigation-related finance in the MENA region has been 
relatively low, with EU development finance (excluding 
the European Investment Bank [EIB]) for mitigation rang-
ing from 0.6% (Lebanon) to 3.3% (Morocco) during 2012–
2021. However, investments in mitigation are expected 
to increase, especially with the EU’s emphasis on energy 
transition and security in the Southern Neighbourhood 
(EU 2024). The EU is intensifying efforts to source renew-
able energy from North Africa, aiming to offset reduced 
Russian oil and gas supplies with alternatives like solar 
energy and green hydrogen. Morocco and Egypt have 
already signed significant green energy partnerships with 
the EU, with much of the output targeted for the Euro-
pean export market (Habibic 2024; Kemp 2024; El-Katiri 
2023). While Europe is focused on decarbonisation and 
competitiveness, its investments in the region are also 
seen as a response to China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(Bodenstein and Furness 2023; Gruarin 2024). There is a 
perception in MENA countries that the EU prioritises its 
geopolitical interests under the guise of climate transition, 
as seen with the controversial Carbon Border Adjustment 
Mechanism (Raggett and Harrison 2019; Bodenstein and 
Furness 2023; Gruarin 2024). 

Migration remains a top priority on the EU’s agenda con-
cerning the MENA region. However, recent EU migration 
agreements with countries like Egypt (EC DG NEAR 2024) 
and Tunisia (EC 2023) reflect a predominantly self- 
interested approach. These agreements focus heavily on 
migration control and management, prioritising border 
security and the reduction of irregular migration flows 
into Europe. However, they completely neglect the grow-
ing impact of climate change as a driver of migration in 
the MENA region.

Despite the EU’s acknowledgement of climate change 
as an ‘existential threat’ in its strategic agenda for 2019–
2024 (EC 2019), its priorities up to 2029 show minimal Source: SEI Aid Atlas 2024 • Created with Datawrapper

Figure 2. Percentage of total EU development  
finance (excl. EIB) spent on adaptation in selected 
MENA countries (2012-2021) 
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“Looking ahead, while the EU’s 
current priorities may limit 
adaptation finance, global  
pressures and the rising  
prevalence of transboundary risks  
in a warming, more unpredictable 
world might drive an increase in 
adaptation funding.”

emphasis on climate and ecological transition. Instead, 
the agenda prioritises defence, foreign policy, enlarge-
ment, and illegal migration (EC 2024), raising concerns 
about the EU’s readiness to address transboundary 
climate risks and its tendency toward a reactive rather 
than preventive approach. However, the EU has an  
opportunity to safeguard its own interests by funding 
adaptation in the MENA region. By doing so, it could 
balance the politicisation of aid and climate finance, 
transforming potential conflicts into mutually beneficial 
outcomes. Enhancing systemic resilience could deliver 
significant gains in security, sustainability, and soci
etal well-being.

Looking ahead, while the EU’s current priorities may limit 
adaptation finance, global pressures and the rising prev-
alence of transboundary risks in a warming, more unpre-
dictable world might drive an increase in adaptation 
funding. This anticipated shift also underscores the need 
for broader changes in how multilateral finance mech-
anisms address these complex challenges (Browne et al. 
2022). The next and final section outlines the actionable 
steps, particularly for MENA policymakers, necessary to 
achieve this resilience.

Conclusion and recommendations
Climate hazards and their transboundary effects will 
intensify in the next 10 to 15 years. The MENA region’s vul-
nerability to such impacts are rooted in social inequities, 
weak governance structures, and political instability. 

Amid a rapidly evolving global landscape, collaborative 
efforts between international partners and the MENA 
region are crucial to address transboundary climate risks 
and to ultimately foster inclusive development, peace, and 
regional stability. How can policymakers from the MENA 
regions and international partners, along with private 
sectors and civil society, enhance cooperation to address 
these challenges? This question underscores the need for 
action on four critical fronts (Knaepen et al. 2023):

1.	 Knowledge, tools and innovation, to understand 
and manage the complexity and uncertainty of 
transboundary climate risks based on transformative 
adaptation approaches; 

2.	 Policy coherence, to overcome the incoherence 
between various policy domains such as climate, 
development, security and trade; 

3.	 Diplomacy and cooperation between the MENA 
region and its international partners to manage 
shared risks across scales;

4.	 Finance, including innovative instruments from inter-
national partners and domestic resources to sup-
port adaptation to transboundary climate risks and 
strengthen systemic resilience in the MENA region. 

Table 3 presents concrete policy recommendations for 
MENA policymakers across four key action areas. This 
brief has emphasised the critical role of international 
partners, particularly the EU, in supporting adaptation 
efforts in the MENA region and addressing transbound-
ary climate risks. While the focus was not solely on these 
partners, their involvement is crucial. International part-
ners should prioritise adaptation to transboundary cli-
mate risks in multilateral funds like the Green Climate 
Fund of the Adaptation Fund and integrate adaptation 
into various sectoral policies, from trade to security. They 
are encouraged to significantly increase adaptation  
finance through grants, concessional funding, and inno-
vative finance mechanisms such as debt-for-climate 
swaps. For the EU, restructuring relations through the 
ENP and leveraging ‘strategic autonomy’ could enhance 
cooperative efforts with the Southern Mediterranean, 
reinforcing regional resilience and sustainability.
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Table 3. Policy recommendations for MENA policymakers and international partners to better adapt to 
transboundary climate risks

Action area Recommendations for MENA

Knowledge, tools and innovation 	 Collaborate under the leadership of UfM (involving RICCAR, RSS Jordan) to 
publish a comprehensive MENA flagship report on transboundary climate 
risks, including an assessment of the cost on the regional economy of failing  
to act, and the role of governance structures in addressing injustices and  
promoting economic diversification; 

	 Advocate for an IPCC Special Report on transboundary climate risks, with a 
dedicated chapter to transboundary climate risks in the MENA region.

Policy coherence 	 Promote equitable and ecological transitions in export-oriented food value 
chains and wider food systems in MENA countries. This should include devel-
oping alternative sustainable development pathways that account for trans-
boundary climate risks, ensuring sustainability and resilience across borders;

	 Explore co-benefits between adaptation and mitigation efforts by, for instance, 
integrating renewable energy transitions to enhance climate resilience in agri-
culture. This can improve local adaptability but also strengthen regional stability 
by reducing reliance on fossil fuels or mitigating climate-induced resource 
conflicts (Suarez 2020);

	 Revise existing regional policies to better integrate transboundary climate 
risks, ensuring that current frameworks are equipped to effectively manage 
these challenges. In parallel, foster the co-creation of new regional strategies, 
engaging relevant organisations and stakeholders (for example, UfM, UMA, 
RICCAR, RSS) to enhance regional coherence and collaboration in addressing 
transboundary risks. 

Diplomacy & cooperation 	 Enhance decentralisation and strengthen local governance: Support local 
authorities and empower civil society by addressing capacity gaps and ineffi-
ciencies at the local level to make them better equipped to manage and respond 
to the multifaceted impacts of climate risks that cross regional boundaries;

	 Encourage the European Commission’s DG NEAR to consider a Team Europe 
Initiative on Adaptation and Resilience for MENA region with a specific focus 
on transboundary climate risks. This initiative could adopt a triptych approach—
Understanding, Planning, Investing—inspired by EU adaptation strategy (2021) 
and the French Development Agency’s (AFD) AdaptAction6 and it could incor-
porate the abovementioned MENA flagship report on transboundary climate 
risks to further enhance regional collaboration and resilience-building efforts;

	 Strengthen the EU-Southern Mediterranean climate partnership (for example, 
through the UfM) to facilitate discussions on common transboundary issues 
such as energy, water security, climate, and environmental protection. Engage 
key global stakeholders like the US, China, and Saudi Arabia in these multilateral 
dialogues to develop cooperative frameworks in North-South and South-South 
contexts, and encourage this broad partnership to advocate for adaptation to 
transboundary climate risks within the multilateral UNFCCC processes.

Finance 	 Ensure accurate cost estimates for managing transboundary climate risks 
are integrated into upcoming NDCs 3.0 and forthcoming NAPs. This should be 
supported by capacity-building for stakeholders to enable robust cost assess-
ments using methodologies such as Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA), Multi-Criteria 
Decision Analysis (MCDA), or Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs);7

	 Mobilise domestic climate finance to address identified transboundary climate 
risks in middle-income MENA states via innovative schemes or central banks; 

	 Mobilise multilateral climate finance sources, such as the Green Climate Fund, 
the World Bank’s International Development Association, and public develop-
ment banks, with technical support from the International Development Finance 
Club (IDFC) and the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures, to 
more effectively address adaptation to transboundary climate risks in the MENA 
region and pioneer innovative solutions in this space.
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Endnotes
1.	 The term ‘MENA region’ is a Western construct that risks 

oversimplifying the rich historical and political diversity of 
the area. It is used in this brief primarily because of the 
common climate vulnerabilities shared by the countries in 
this region. The countries mainly covered in this brief are 
located in the Levant and the Maghreb regions. 

2.	 ‘Adaptation finance’ are the ‘public and private financial 
resources provided to support developing countries in adapt-
ing to the adverse effects of climate change’, specifically 
aiming to help countries reduce their vulnerability to cli-
mate impacts, increase resilience to climate variability, and 
enhance adaptive capacities. This funding typically sup-
ports projects related to areas like water management, 
agriculture, infrastructure resilience, and disaster risk reduc-
tion (OECD 2023).

3.	 All MENA region countries, with the exceptions of Libya and 
Yemen (owing to their political situation), have submitted 
their NDCs. Regarding National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), 
Kuwait is the sole country that has submitted its NAP as a 
standalone document to the UNFCCC. Jordan, which part-
nered with the German Development Cooperation (GIZ), 
and the UAE, which funded its NAP through its domestic 
budget, has employed its updated NDCs to integrate their 
NAPs. Several countries, including Egypt, Morocco, and 
Tunisia, have started to develop their national adaptation 
plans using funds provided by the Green Climate Fund. But 
they still need to be finished (Osman 2024).

4.	 The definitions of ‘mitigation’ and ‘adaptation’ are the ones 
used by the respective funds.

5.	 This brief primarily highlights the role of Europe in address-
ing transboundary climate risks. However, numerous other 
international partners beyond the EU, also play significant 
roles in providing adaptation finance to the MENA region. 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) invests heavily in 
regional infrastructure, enhancing climate resilience through 
improved transportation, energy, and water management 
systems. However, it is essential to recognise that some BRI 
projects have also resulted in environmental degradation 
(Chiu 2022). The Gulf States—Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, 
Kuwait, Oman, and Bahrain—are also actively involved in 
regional adaptation efforts. They undertake various sus-
tainable development projects and collaborate through the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) on climate resilience initi-
atives. The GCC’s 2030 Vision highlights key objectives for 
enhancing climate resilience and promoting sustainable 
development (GCC 2021). 

6.	 For more details on AFD’s AdaptAction programme, visit 
afd.fr/en/adaptaction.

7.	 For more details on these methodologies, visit climate-
adapt.eea.europa.eu/en. 
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