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Executive summary 

The five North African countries – Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia – represent a 
biologically important but highly vulnerable sub-region within the Mediterranean hotspot. The region 
as a whole has been subject to millennia of human intervention creating a unique bio-cultural 
landscape. However, political transformations in the 20th century, notably colonisation, 
independence, centralisation and authoritarian regimes, have had serious repercussion on the 
environment.  Recent political events have raised both hopes and concerns with respect to 
governance and notably, environmental governance. 

This report identifies North Africa’s main environmental governance challenges and opportunities. 
The aim of the report was to define areas where IUCN can support the countries of North Africa in 
strengthening environmental governance. Interviews, questionnaires and desk top research 
contributed to the analysis.  

The term environmental governance loosely refers to who has power; who has influence and 
decision-making capacity; what processes, systems, policies and laws are in place; what institutions 
exist and how decisions-makers are held accountable in relation to the environment. It extends from 
the local to the international level and includes processes (laws, policies, customary practices etc.), 
stakeholders (communities, government, private sector etc.) and structures (institutions at all levels). 
The literature often distinguishes environmental governance from natural resource governance, with 
the former referring to the broader environment (including for example the atmosphere), and the 
latter focusing specifically on the resources themselves (in particular ecosystems and biodiversity, 
including land and water, and also subsoil resources). While this report focuses on natural resource 
governance, both terms are used interchangeably so as not to exclude connections that exist 
between them in the context of governance changes.    

Evidence of poor environmental governance in North Africa spans numerous environmental topics: 
fisheries, protected areas, biodiversity, freshwater and land resources. At the root of the 
mismanagement and poor state of environmental resources, one finds a wide range of factors 
related to environmental governance. These are inter alia: poor transboundary collaboration, 
predominance of a sectoral approach, the need to improve the legal framework (and its application), 
conflicts over land rights, poor valuation of traditional environmental knowledge and practices, 
inadequate civil society engagement,  limited community empowerment and devolved governance, 
limited technical and financial assistance by foreign agencies, pervasive corruption, capacity gaps: 
both human and institutional, and institutional weaknesses.  

As a result, a number of areas in which IUCN could support the societies of North Africa to improve 
their environmental governance have been identified. These areas are: 1. Capacity building: at the 
local, national and regional levels;  2. Fostering grassroots and civil society input into environmental 
decision-making; 3. Establishing broad-based civil society networks; 4. Strengthening and 
operationalizing legislation; 5. Improving decision-making based on recognition of the real value of 
natural resources; 6. Strengthening regional collaboration; 7. Improving decision-making based on a 
reliable environmental information base and effective environmental monitoring; 8. Strengthening 
institutions; 9. Promoting informed public participation in decision-making through awareness raising 
and environmental education; 10. Supporting reforms in land and natural resource access, use and 
tenure rights; 11. Integrating indigenous approaches in environmental governance and management; 
12. Strengthening diverse forms of environmental protection; and 13. Seizing opportunities.  

Nineteen recommendations have been provided to IUCN for its support to North Africa under these 
topics. 

The report concludes that it is too early to witness major changes in environmental policies, 
governance and management in the region since the revolutions of 2011 or the Arab Spring. Indeed, 
the revolutions have served to exacerbate or highlight critical and longstanding concerns related to 
environmental governance. Nevertheless, at this important crossroads it is crucial to limit the 
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environmental damage resulting from the short-term shift in priorities, and to set the stage for a 
sustainable and viable long term approach to environmental governance in the region. A number of 
opportunities exist and these will need to be rapidly seized. In some cases long term engagement will 
be required while other more time-bound actions will be necessary. 
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Introduction 

The Mediterranean ecoregion is a biodiversity hotspot which faces ongoing threats both in the 
northern and southern shores. This region has witnessed millennia of human intervention, which has 
left it very fragile but has also signified that a unique bio-cultural landscape has emerged.  

Algeria’s diversity of ecosystems which includes wetlands, marine and coastal zones, mountain 
ecosystems, forests, steppes and the desert hold a total of over 16,000 species (both natural and 
agricultural). 1 All of these ecosystems are currently under threat with wetlands and forests being the 
most at risk. In Egypt, the harsh terrestrial conditions signify that wildlife is concentrated in pockets, 
with the Nile and its delta, the Red Sea and some oases representing high zones of endemism.2 The 
Nile delta is particularly important for migrating and wintering birds. The Cyrenaican Peninsula at the 
border between Libya and Egypt represents an area of high biodiversity3 exhibiting a range of 
habitats and containing almost 80 percent of Libya’s flora, with approximately 100 species endemic 
to the peninsula itself. Libya’s Mediterranean waters are particularly important for the critically 
endangered Bluefin tuna and for sea turtles. Morocco represents a major centre of biodiversity, with 
its altitudinal range extending from sea level to beyond 4000m above sea level. Levels of endemism 
reach 20 percent for plants and 11 percent for animals.4 Tunisia boasts important forest areas, 
totalling about 1.28 million ha, as well as a diversity of wetlands (totalling 254 sites) of importance 
notably for migrating birds.5 

While the Mediterranean region can be characterised as one ecological unit, it is also made up of 
very distinct parts each with its own specific environmental and socio-political challenges. One such 
challenge relates to environmental governance, defined by IUCN as  “the complex set of norms, 
institutions and processes that determine how power and responsibilities are exercised, how decision 
are taken, and how citizens participate in the management of natural resources”.6 

Environmental governance relates to who has power; who has influence and decision making 
capacity; what processes, systems, policies and laws are in place; what institutions exist and how 
decisions-makers are held accountable. It can be seen as a triangular relationship involving processes 
(laws, policies, frameworks etc), stakeholders (both proximate and distant) and structures 
(institutions, community groups, ministries etc.)7 and is relevant from the local to the international 
level (see Figure 1). 

                                                           
1
 Government of Algeria, 2009. 

2
 CEPF, 2010 

3
 CEPF, 2010. 

4
 Kingdom of Morocco, 2009.  

5
 Government of Tunisia, 2009.  

6
 Borrini-Feyerabend, Kothari and Oviedo. 2004  

7
 Mansourian and Oviedo, 2009. 
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Figure 1: Three elements of environmental governance from local to international levels (Adapted 
from: Mansourian and Oviedo, 2009) 

 

Failures in governance of natural resources leads to poor and unsustainable management of these 
resources, conflict over conservation and use of the resources and generally poor conservation 
outcomes. Indeed, the governance of natural resources has implications for the achievement of 
management objectives (effectiveness), the sharing of costs and benefits (equity), and livelihood 
security (human wellbeing). Effective environmental governance also helps to ensure support 
(community, political and financial) for sound and sustainable management of resources. 

Today, the southern shore of the Mediterranean region is at a major crossroads facing a radical 
political shift, with three out of five countries (Egypt, Tunisia and Libya), undergoing complete 
upheaval and much uncertainty, and the remaining two (Algeria and Morocco), facing more subtle 
yet very real changes. This completely new political climate is having significant impacts socially, 
economically but also environmentally, creating a number of opportunities but also generating real 
and potential threats for the region’s environmental resources. 

Some of the threats include (but are not limited to): 

- Lack of enforcement and monitoring,  
- a worsening of the “tragedy of the commons” with a plundering of resources for short 

term gain 
- exacerbated pollution 
- the environment being sacrificed for economic gains  
- reduced investment in the protection and sustainable management of natural resources 

Opportunities include (but are not limited to): 

- Raising the political profile of the environment   
- Building a new citizens’ awareness and sense of collective responsibility towards the 

environment 
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- Promoting co-management of natural resources and finding new governance models that 
suit local conditions and the current desire and drive for local empowerment, 

- Capacity building and awareness raising, 
- Strengthening and enforcing prior commitments (in the multilateral environmental 

agreements (MEAs) for example) 
- Engaging new partners for environmental conservation 

IUCN is keen to seize these opportunities to support the new governments and civil society in North 
Africa to protect and sustainably manage their natural resources.  

 

Methodology 

The content of this report is based on background reading of relevant documentation, including 
organisations’ websites, press releases, relevant articles and reports. It is also based on a 
questionnaire sent out to 30 people/organisations and 12 telephone interviews with a selection of 
environmental actors in the five countries of North Africa and beyond. 

 

Brief historical note 

While this report is not intended to be a historical account of environmental governance, three 
important milestones affecting, to different degrees, the region and its relationship to its natural 
environment, deserve to be mentioned upfront: Colonialism, Arabisation and the revolutions of the 
21st Century.  

Colonialism – all countries in North Africa were subject to colonialism (by the French, Italians, British 
and Spanish) in the 19th and early 20th Centuries.  Under colonial rule a strong centralised system was 
established in countries which until then exhibited a predominantly rural and community-based 
tradition. As concerns natural resources, this signified that the foreign power took over many of 
these strategic resources. For example, in Algeria, in the nineteenth century, vast tracts of forest 
(notably cork oak forests) were leased to wealthy French businessmen with links to the colonial 
government. At the same time, it also signified that the colonial powers established national and 
written legislation (as opposed to existing customary rules) related to the environment. For example 
in Morocco, under the French “protectorate” the law regulating forests  was promulgated in 1917 
(Dahir of 17 October 1917)8 and returned all forests to the State for it to manage them as it saw fit. 
Such legislation has influenced natural resource management in the region to this day. A strong 
centralised colonial government also meant the gradual erosion of the diversity of centres of 
influence (from traditional authorities, communities and regions) and with it the loss of many 
customary and traditional modes of governance. 

Arabisation – Upon independence, the countries of North Africa had a strong desire for a non-
European identity and this took shape in Arabisation. In reality, the term “arabisation” has two 
forms: one is the sense of identity among fellow “Arab nations” and the second is a promotion of the 
Arabic language. This distinction also separates the five countries, with the Maghreb countries 
presenting a strong linguistic form of Arabisation, and Libya and Egypt adopting a full identity 
dimension to Arabisation with Gamal Abdel Nasser (Egypt’s president from 1956 to 1970), 
representing the strong, charismatic leader who sought to define the region (in this case extending to 
the Levant, or the eastern shore of the Mediterranean) as strong and defiant vis a vis the ex-invaders. 
In Algeria, the founding of the new constitution after independence in 1962 lay on an Islamic State,  
with Arabic as the State language.9 In its rejection of French, which had been until then the official 
language, it also rejected all other indigenous languages, notably the various Berber languages. The 

                                                           
8
 Puyo, 2002. 

9
 Mostari. 2003. 
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impact of Arabisation was also to create pride and a sense of common identity across very diverse 
States; a common identity which is slowly starting to fizzle as distinct national identities are now re-
emerging. Furthermore, and of relevance to the environment, the process itself was authoritarian, 
denying individual rights and participation. It led to a further loss of cultural diversity in favour of a 
unified and centralised Arab state.  

 

The 21st Century – 2011 was a historic year for North Africa, with the fall of three long term dictators. 
Without entering into the political ramifications of these momentous changes, the impact on 
environmental governance has been and is essentially twofold: on the one hand, the three countries 
concerned (Egypt, Libya and Tunisia) are undergoing such significant changes that the environment is 
currently taking a back seat and this is happening in a relative political vacuum. The fact that the 
environment is falling off the priority list as more pressing issues are addressed is a worrying, but 
hopefully short term, trend. On the other hand, gradual and eventual changes in governance 
arrangements more broadly are having, and will have, significant repercussions on environmental 
governance. The latter point affects all countries, and maybe is more valid today in Algeria and 
Morocco which have managed to stave off the radical changes apparent in their neighbouring 
countries by anticipating a number of structural changes. Thus, for example, in Morocco an 
increasing trend towards decentralisation can be seen with repercussions on environmental 
management and governance.10  

 

The report 

In this context, this report aims to identify priorities in terms of governance of natural resources for 
IUCN to support lasting change in environmental conservation in the region. The first section of this 
report highlights signs of poor environmental governance across North Africa in different sectors as 
evidenced by over-use, unsustainable or illegal use of natural resources. The next section analyses 
the environmental governance weaknesses leading to these symptoms. Section III identifies 
opportunities for IUCN to engage in environmental governance in North Africa. Finally, the last 
section highlights conclusions and recommendations for IUCN to engage with its partners in the 
region on the topic of environmental governance. 

 

 

  

                                                           
10

 Bergh and Jari, 2010. 
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Section 1: Evidence of poor environmental governance  

In this section we explore the evidence for poor environmental governance in North Africa as it 
affects different natural resources and sectors. In practice, poor environmental governance results in 
over-use, inequitable distribution, illegal use and general mismanagement of the resources in 
question. Most of the issues identified originated well before the Arab spring but in many cases the 
Arab spring has served to highlight and/or exacerbate them. This section does not seek to explore 
each topic in detail, but rather to provide a snapshot, with a focus on recent (2011) evidence 
wherever possible. 

  

1.1. Biodiversity loss 

 Number of key biodiversity areas11 

Algeria 40 

Egypt 12 

Libya 19 

Morocco 68 

Tunisia 62 

Table 1: Key biodiversity areas  

Loss of habitat, poaching, illegal use and overhunting are all affecting wildlife in North Africa with 
pollution placing an additional burden on marine biodiversity. Habitat loss is driven by infrastructure 
development (notably for tourism)12 and industrial activities such as mining or dam construction. In 
Algeria for example, all seven ecosystems present (coastal and marine, steppic, montane, forests, 
freshwater, desert and agricultural) are currently regressing.13 Morocco reported in 2009 over 600 
threatened species and is facing an annual loss of its forest estate of 31,000 ha.14 

 

Illegal wildlife trade 

One of the identified threats to the Mediterranean’s biodiversity is the collection of both marine and 
terrestrial species for aquaria and private collections.15 The endangered and endemic Barbary 
Macaque (Macaca sylvanus) for example, has declined by 84 percent because of the illegal pet 
trade.16 According to a recent report by Oceana17, Tunisia, Morocco and Egypt are also sources of 
shark fins for the lucrative Asian market. 

In addition, the region is an important transport and trade link for the illegal trade in other 
endangered species, particularly in Egypt given its strategic transport route at the crossroads of 
continents. Martin and Vigne note an “almost total lack of enforcement” in the last six years as 
concerns ivory, with Cairo being a hub for illegal ivory trade.18  

Illegal and unsustainable use of natural resources 

                                                           
11

 Key biodiversity areas are defined as “having the presence of at least one globally threatened, restricted 
range, biome restricted or congregatory species”. Source: CEPF, 2010 
12

 CEPF, 2010. 
13

 Government of Algeria, 2009. 
14

 Kingdom of Morocco, 2009. 
15

 CEPF, 2010. 
16

 Van Lavieren, 2008.  
17

 Oceana, 2010.  
18

 Martin and Vigne, 2011. 
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Illegal exploitation of resources, notably fishing, hunting and logging, remain a pervasive issue in 
North Africa. For example, in Libya water birds are regularly hunted in the Cyrenaican peninsula and 
the recent increase in availability of guns has further exacerbated this problem.19 In Algeria despite a 
strong legislative framework, “a lack of enforcement capacity to control hunting and poaching has led 
to the critical endangerment of Saharan gazelles and antelopes, three of which, the scimitar-horned 
oryx, the addax and the dama gazelle, have already been lost.”20 Overall, recent events have signified 
that illegal activities and excessive harvesting or conversion of natural resources have been on the 
rise. This can be attributed essentially to three factors: poor enforcement and monitoring, poor 
awareness of the importance of natural resources and the direct result of a dramatic economic 
downturn, leaving poor people with limited resources.  

1.2. Incomplete protected areas networks  

Several protected areas are critical for endemic and/or endangered species. For example, Morocco’s 
Eastern High Atlas Mountains National Park Key Biodiversity Area, the Ifrane National Park Key 
Biodiversity Area and the Eastern Middle Atlas Key Biodiversity Area all hold significant numbers of 
threatened mammal, bird and reptile species. The Mediterranean coast from Morocco to Tunisia 
supports the last remaining habitats for several threatened reptile and mammal species.21 The 
Algerian-Tunisian coast encloses a number of important wetlands such as El Kala in Algeria and 
Ichkeul in Tunisia which are critical sites for wintering waterbirds.22 

Yet overall protected area coverage remains relatively low in North Africa and significant 
improvements in their management are needed. Existing protected areas were frequently 
established in a top-down fashion with little or no consultation with local communities (and in some 
cases evictions) with the result that in many instances communities do not understand the value, 
relevance and importance of these areas, and all too often resent their creation.23 

 Terrestrial protected areas within 
Mediterranean hotspot24 

Coastal and marine protected areas25 

 Total number % of territory Total number 

Algeria 40 0.4 8 

Egypt 4 9.5 4 

Libya 14 NA - 

Morocco 50 0.9 10 

Tunisia 48 0.7 7 

Table 2: Protected areas in North Africa 

 

In Tunisia, one of the symbolic actions following the removal of President Ben Ali was the destruction 
of fences from a number of protected areas. Indeed these were seen as synonymous with the 
government’s repressive regime, and as being imposed from above.  

                                                           
19

 CEPF, 2010. 
20

 SCF website: http://www.saharaconservation.org/ [accessed on 25 March 2012] 
21

 CEPF, 2010. 
22

 CEPF, 2010 
23

 African Commission on Human and People’s Rights and International Work Group on Indigenous Affairs, 
2005. 
24

 CEPF, 2010  
25

 Tolba and Saab, 2008. 
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Currently all North African countries fall short of having a truly representative network of protected 
areas, with good management plans and skilled staff to implement the plans. In addition, there 
remains a need to engage stakeholders in the management (and designation) of protected areas.26 
Throughout the region, community participation in the establishment and management of formal 
(IUCN categories) protected areas has been limited to non-existent. Even authority figures frequently 
do not see the value of these biodiversity havens. For instance, in Egypt in May 2011, in response to 
pressure from fishermen faced with an economically difficult situation post-Mubarak, the governor 
of South Sinai had given permission to 56 fishing boats to enter the Red Sea National Park of Ras 
Mohammad (IUCN category II). Fortunately, this decision was then overturned as the tourism and 
diving industry raised objections to the Ministry of the Environment.27 

Having said that, a number of traditional land use and conservation systems such as the himas28 and 
the agdals29 have been practiced for centuries in North Africa. These systems were more frequent in 
remote rural areas where the government was largely absent. While these traditional systems have 
slowly been lost over the years, there is an increased move, both by local and international 
institutions, to revive them. Although such approaches may not always be sufficient for areas that 
may require additional protection, their formal endorsement and valuation represents an important 
first step in engaging local communities in nature conservation. 

 

1.3. Collapse of fisheries 

Straddling three seas and oceans (the Red Sea, the Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean) as 
well as numerous freshwater lakes and rivers, North Africa is home to significant fish diversity. The 
Mediterranean as a whole boasts 253 endemic freshwater fish species (63 percent of freshwater fish 
species) and rates of endemism of 28 percent for the Mediterranean marine ecosystem.30 

 

 Production volume in tonnes (2007 data)31 

 Capture Aquaculture 

Algeria 148,437 405 

Egypt 372,492 635,516 

Libya 31,924 240 

Morocco 892,820 1,636 

Tunisia 103,194 3,367 

Table 3: Production in the fisheries sector 

 

Trends demonstrate a decline in fisheries in all countries except for Egypt (where a marked rise in 
aquaculture explains this trend - see Figure 2). 

                                                           
26

 Abd-Ar-Rahman Llewellyn , 2000 
27

 Egypt Independent newspaper online: http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/12553/Egypt/Politics-
/South-Sinai-governor-bans-fishing-in-Ras-Mohamed-p.aspx [accessed on 14 March 2012] 
28

 The term means “protected area” or “reserve” or “multipurpose area” in Arabic. 
29

 Agdals are an indigenous way of managing natural resources in the Atlas mountains. 
30

 CEPF, 2010 
31

 Malvarosa and De Young 2010.  

http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/12553/Egypt/Politics-/South-Sinai-governor-bans-fishing-in-Ras-Mohamed-p.aspx
http://english.ahram.org.eg/NewsContent/1/64/12553/Egypt/Politics-/South-Sinai-governor-bans-fishing-in-Ras-Mohamed-p.aspx
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Figure 2: Fisheries capture (FAO online statistical datasets) 

 

Both in Libya and in Egypt in particular, declines in fisheries have been identified as an alarming issue 
in recent months. Libya’s waters contain an important spawning area for the endangered Atlantic 
Bluefin Tuna (Thunnus thynnus) and reports during the summer of 2011 identified illegal fishing 
activity in these vulnerable sites. 32 Indeed 55 percent of global captured Bluefin Tuna comes from 
the Mediterranean, with 15 percent of declared exports originating from Tunisia and Libya.33 

In Egypt’s Mediterranean fisheries sector, the lack of enforcement, particularly in 2011, has signified 
that illegal techniques are used (notably small mesh nets), the spawning season which was meant to 
be off-limits, is not being respected, and quotas are being ignored.34  Several recent incursions by 
Egyptian fishermen into Tunisia’s territorial waters have been reported.35 

In Tunisia, the distribution of quotas for Bluefin Tuna was notoriously linked to powerful families 
until the fall of President Ben Ali. Conflict and distrust remains among fishing associations that feel 
that such an approach remains today.36 Furthermore in Tunisia as in the other countries, a large 
industrial fleet (in addition to those of the EU) fuelled by important subsidies, has served to stifle 
small-scale artisanal fisheries.37 This has also been an economic and social reality in the coastal zones 
of Libya where artisanal fisheries are a main source of employment.38  

 

  

                                                           
32

 Black, 2011. 
33

 Franquesa et al, 2008. 
34

MacGrath, 2011.  
35

 Several Articles in Business News Tunisia (see: businessnews.com.tn) 
36

 Article “Saison 2011 de pêche au thon rouge en Tunisie : l’ombre de Mourad Trabelsi serait encore là ! » in 
Business News Tunisia, available at: 
http://www.businessnews.com.tn/imprimee.php?t=520&a=24599&temp=1&lang=&w= [accessed on 18 May 
2012] 
37

 See notably article “Tunisie - Des chalutiers paralysent la voie maritime entre Sfax et Kerkennah » in Business 
News Tunisia (available at: http://www.businessnews.com.tn/Tunisie---Des-chalutiers-paralysent-la-voie-
maritime-entre-Sfax-et-Kerkennah,520,27651,1 [accessed on 18 May 2012]) 
38

 IUCN, 2011. 
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1.4. Declining freshwater resources and oases 

North Africa is one of the most arid zones on earth, with water availability per capita amongst the 
lowest on the planet.39 According to the UN, North Africa withdraws 92 percent of its renewable 
waters far above the sustainable threshold of 75 percent.40 Because of concerns over water 
availability, the region has the highest density of dams, and as a consequence is using more 
freshwater than the natural re-fill rates.  Wetlands have been transformed in order to support a 
growing aquaculture sector – in particular in Egypt.41 Protection of water catchments has been 
identified as an urgent priority in order to maintain freshwater resources in the face of climate 
change. In particular, concerns arise with respect to i)  availability of water for agriculture for a 
predominantly rural population (relating to food security), ii) ongoing poor access to clean water 
(and subsequent health concerns) and iii) the fact that much of the region’s water is transboundary. 
The latter concern is particularly acute given the relatively volatile nature of the region’s politics. The 
Nubian Sandstone aquifer between Egypt and Libya (and Chad and Sudan) is being depleted at an 
alarming rate. This can be traced back to rapid and poorly planned development of the industrial 
sector and agriculture. Limited transboundary cooperation has further exacerbated the situation. 
 
Freshwater pollution is a serious concern and stems in large part from a lack of adequate legislation 
and enforcement. In Egypt for example, according to a recent report by the cabinet’s Information 
and Decision Support Centre, the amount of sewage water discharged into the Nile by industrial 
facilities subject to the environmental authorities’ control reached 4.3 billion cubic metres in 2009-
2010 and domestic solid waste reached 21 million tonnes (a daily rate of 58,000 tonnes).42 In 
Alexandria, 65 percent of industries are discharging their waste into Lake Manzala which once 
provided up to a third of Egypt’s fish for human consumption.43  

Oases 

Oases are an important source of freshwater in the arid lands of North Africa and are largely 
dependent on underground water. They support both people and wildlife, notably migrating birds. 
Both climate change and over (or illegal) use are threatening the region’s oases, and with them a vital 
source of surface freshwater in the desert. Indeed, oases are being affected both in quality – 
salinization and sand intrusion – and in quantity. In Morocco for example, over 50 percent of oases 
are affected by salinization.44  

A change in agro-pastoral systems, with increased sedentarisation, has been partly responsible for 
the mismanagement and decline of oases. In the Maghreb largely forced settlement of nomadic 
tribes in the late 20th century led to an intensification of water use for crops and livestock.45 Poor 
governance arrangements have encouraged illicit and over-use of this vital source of freshwater. For 
example in Tunisia, up to 56 percent of oases in the region of Kebili suffer from illegal tapping of 
underground aquifers.46  

 

                                                           
39

 World Bank, 2007. 
40

 UN, 2011.  
41

 CEPF, 2010. 
42

 Article in Egypt Independent online: “Report: Sanitary drainage absent in 99% of poorest villages”. See : 
http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/656931 [accessed on 5 March 2012] 
43

 Article in Egypt Independent online by Hoda Baraka: “Egypt's lakes: 'a truly tragic environmental tale'”  See: 
http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/650181 [accessed on 5 March 2012] and World Bank website: 
http://water.worldbank.org/water/publications/improving-water-quality-lake-manzala [accessed on 26 April 
2012] 
44

 Kingdom of Morocco, 2002. 
45

 Hervieu and Thibault, 2009. 
46

 Sghaier, 2010. 

http://www.egyptindependent.com/node/650181
http://water.worldbank.org/water/publications/improving-water-quality-lake-manzala
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1.5. Land degradation and desertification  

Over-grazing has been identified in all countries as a major cause of land degradation. The size of 
herds has grown in parallel with the human population and in addition, a change in livelihoods 
leading to semi-nomadic or permanent settlements has also exacerbated pressures on fragile lands. 
In the last 40 years, arable land per capita in the Mediterranean region as a whole has halved.47 In 
Egypt, 45 percent of rangelands are classified as heavily degraded48, while in Tunisia, of the “4.8 
million ha of arable land, 3 million ha are susceptible to and threatened by degradation”.49  In the 
Arab region as a whole (including the eastern Mediterranean and Arabian peninsula) human activity 
has caused degradation on 68 percent of total land area.50 The impacts on food security for a large 
rural population are significant. It is all the more worrying as climate change scenarios predict further 
droughts and reduced rainfall for the region. Except for Libya, all countries are well above the world 
average in terms of the share of the population living on degraded land (see Table 4 below). 
 

 Population living on degraded land (% of total – data for 2010) 

Algeria 28.8% 

Egypt 25.3% 

Libya 8.5% 

Morocco 39.1% 

Tunisia 36.7% 

World average 10.1% 

Table 4: Percent of the population living on degraded land  
(Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2011) 
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Section 2: Regional overview of environmental governance challenges  

This section explores the underlying environmental governance challenges contributing to many of 
the symptoms described in the previous section. The issues identified here cut across most of the 
symptoms identified above.  

Socio-economic challenges 

Some key social and economic root causes which are not directly related to environmental 
governance warrant mention upfront as they are important to understanding the sub-regional 
context (see Table 5).  

A large and growing population - particularly in Algeria and Egypt – increases pressure on 
environmental resources. Relatively high illiteracy rates (in all countries but Libya according to UNDP 
figures) further complicate governance more generally and environmental governance more 
specifically.  

 Algeria Egypt Libya Morocco Tunisia World  

Illiteracy rates51 27.4% 33.6% 11.1% 43.9% 22.4% 19.1% 

Total population (in millions) 36 82.5 6.4 32.2 10.6  

Population growth rate52  1.4% 1.7% 0.8% 1% 1% 1.1% 

Total fertility rate 2.1 2.6 2.4 2.2 1.9 2.4 

Proportion of rural population 32.9% 56.5% 21.9% 41.2% 32.3% 49.2% 

GDP per capita  (PPP in USD) 8,172 5,673 16,502 4,494 8,273 10,715 

Table 5: Key socio economic data (Source: UNDP, 2011) 

 

Gross domestic product (GDP) per capita remains below the world average except for Libya, with an 
important range between Morocco and Egypt at one end, and Libya at the higher end.  

Centralisation of political and economic power in the capital cities has also signified that rural areas, 
biodiversity and the environment more generally have tended to be neglected. Furthermore, there is 
a clear urban-bias with respect to the environmental factors that have been given the most attention 
(air pollution, water and sanitation and to a certain extent the advance of the desert.) 

The recent global economic downturn has been exacerbated in North Africa given the unstable 
situation stemming from the revolutions, with the result that countries that were economically 
healthy and growing until 2010, have seen their economic situation plummet, notably because of a 
lack of foreign investment. Both Tunisia and Egypt have been hard hit with an expected decrease of 
50 percent in foreign direct investment in 2011.53  The economic crisis has exacerbated over-use, 
illegal use and harvesting, and conversion of natural resources. Equally the emphasis by new 
governments on creating jobs, improving the investment climate and generally focusing on the 
economic situation, without accompanying improvements on environmental standards, could 
represent new threats to natural resources, both in terms of potential over-exploitation and lax 
environmental rules to favour short term economic gains. At the same time an economic slow-down 
could be an opportunity for establishing new standards (notably environmental safeguards) in the 
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framework of a “green economy”.54 Interviewees and questionnaire recipients acknowledged that in 
the short term the current political (and economic) situation represented a threat to adequate 
environmental protection and management. However, in the long term they generally concurred 
that it was an opportunity. 

 

Environmental governance challenges 

Eleven issues related to environmental governance have been identified in the course of this work; 
importantly most of these challenges pre-date the Arab Spring. 

 

2.1. Limited transboundary collaboration on environmental priorities 

Priority environmental concerns identified by governments at the regional level include water 
(quality and quantity), desertification, energy, pollution and climate change.55 Many of these 
concerns transcend borders, creating tensions in terms of international/regional cooperation and 
potentially fuelling conflicts. There are no adequate mechanisms or institutions to date to address in 
an efficient manner such cross-border issues that concern natural resources. Poor governance has 
been identified as a challenge particularly concerning the transboundary resources that are forests, 
fisheries and water.56 Given for example the large Nubian underground aquifer that straddles Egypt, 
Libya, Chad and Sudan, transborder collaboration is essential to secure its effective management. 
Legislating, managing, monitoring and patrolling across international fisheries also require improved 
transborder collaboration and agreements.  

Furthermore, many of the region’s biologically important zones and/or ecological units straddle more 
than one country. For example, the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) identified 17 major 
biodiversity corridors in the Mediterranean ecoregion as a whole, of which nine lie in North Africa 
and five are transboundary.57 Managing these corridors requires effective transboundary 
collaboration. The creation of transboundary protected areas could provide an efficient means of 
protecting these sites, but to date efforts in this direction have been limited. 

 

2.2. A sectoral approach 

While an environment ministry exists in all five countries, the environment tends to be seen as a 
standalone sector with limited or no real integration across other relevant sectors and ministries (for 
example, the energy, industry and finance ministries). Algeria highlights this in its report to the CBD 
as one of five major constraints to progress on the CBD targets.58 All too often environmental 
concerns are perceived at best as a luxury, and at worse as an obstacle to economic development. 
This latter perception is currently gaining ground at a time when economic and development 
concerns are on the rise in the region. The tendency therefore is for environmental concerns to be 
brushed aside rather than effectively integrated into other relevant political decisions.  For example, 
high petrol subsidies in Egypt have helped to sustain an unmanageable fleet of cars with subsequent 
severe air pollution.  
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Increasingly, mainstreaming biodiversity and environmental goods and services is being encouraged 
at an international level as a means of ensuring that environmental costs are reflected in a range of 
decisions (for example, industrial development, energy or infrastructure). Such an approach is 
nascent in North Africa, with as an example, Tunisia’s Commission Nationale du Développement 
Durable being a cross-ministerial commission.59 In order to increase capacity on such issues, a 
capacity building workshop was held in February 2012 for Arab states on the topics emerging from 
the TEEB (The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity) report.60  

 

2.3. Improving the legal framework (and its application) 

In 2008, an Arab-wide report on the environment identified that “new legislation and an institutional 
commitment to environmental governance are becoming extremely important”.61 In Egypt and Libya 
legislative tools are in many instances outdated and require further strengthening as well as 
improved application.62 Countries of the Maghreb in contrast, have a vast array of legislative texts 
although in practice both their application and enforcement are inadequate. This is either because of 
a lack of effective tools (notably specific policies) for implementation, or lack of capacity (financial or 
human). In some cases application of legislative texts is hindered or slowed down by overlapping 
mandates between different ministries or agencies. Thus, for example the forestry department under 
the agriculture ministry in Tunisia is in charge of forests and terrestrial protected areas, while the 
environment ministry is in charge of marine protected areas. In the cases of protected areas with 
both a marine and a terrestrial component, the ministerial responsibility becomes unclear.  

 

2.4. Unclear land rights 

A post-colonial legacy has meant that land tenure regimes remain unclear and conflictual in the 
region, with a mix of traditional, Islamic, colonial and modern legislation all overlapping.  Natural 
resource management is affected as a direct result of these unclear and insecure ownership, access 
and use rights.63 For example, in all North African countries the vast majority of forests belong to the 
State, a colonial legacy,64 yet communities harvest a large number of products from forests 
(fuelwood, food, medicines etc.) which in many cases is tolerated, but remains illegal and 
unregulated because of ill-adapted land tenure and resource access legislation. 

In Islam, land that is not under production or use is considered wasted (mewat) and can be reclaimed 
in order to be used.65 Such a perception can rapidly lead to the exploitation of natural areas.  

Over the last century the dispossession of land traditionally held by communities has been a major 
issue in North Africa, with subsequent impacts on communities’ livelihoods, economic means and 
also on the ultimate management objectives for the land.66 In Libya, the government of Gaddafhi 
treated any land not assigned to sedentary populations as government owned, even if in practice this 
land was held collectively by local communities.67  

                                                           
59

 Government of Tunisia, 2009. 
60

 See TEEB website: www.teebweb.org [accessed on 12 March 2012] 
61

 Tolba and Saab, 2008.  
62

 CEPF, 2010. 
63

 IAASTD, 2009.  
64

 FAO, 2003. 
65

 UNHABITAT, 2005. 
66

 African Commission on Human and People’s Rights and International Work Group on Indigenous Affairs, 
2005. 
67

 Harbeson 1990 quoted in Centre for Environment and Development for the Arab Region and Europe 
(CEDARE), 2005. Africa Environment Outlook (II) Chapter 2: North Africa (Incomplete Draft) 

http://www.teebweb.org/


19 
 

Today, much of the region’s rural land is managed by smallholders without property rights to the 
land they are managing.68 This lack of property rights acts as a disincentive for appropriate 
agricultural investment with subsequent inefficiencies in production and subsequent environmental 
impacts as highlighted in Algeria.69 In Egypt “Lack of clarification regarding land tenure and processes 
for resolving conflicts over access to rangelands, dry and rainfed areas may provide insufficient 
security for pastoralists and farmers to invest their time and efforts in constructing soil conservation 
and land use measures.”70 
 

2.5. Need to value and record traditional environmental knowledge and practices 

Frequently violent periods of repression of rural communities and minorities in the last century in 
North Africa have led to the loss or erosion of traditional environmental practices. These practices 
relate notably to water use, agriculture and medicinal plants. Throughout the region knowledge of 
specific plants and particularly their survival patterns in periods of drought can help to mitigate 
against the impacts of climate change. Years of centralisation have served to negate the value and 
expertise of traditional practices. Egypt’s National Action Programme to Combat Desertification 
highlights that “traditional practices, indigenous knowledge and management systems which were 
developed by local communities in response to their constraints, have broken down” as a result of 
government policies.71 
 
The traditional agdal systems still used in some parts of the Atlas Mountains of Morocco represent a 
relatively sustainable method of agro-silvo-pastoralism.72 Increasingly, other traditional techniques 
that have been repressed in the last few decades are re-surfacing and changes in policies provide an 
opportunity to revalue and promote locally-adapted and indigenous measures to manage the 
environment.  

 

2.6. Inadequate civil society engagement  

Under centralised governments there had been little to no tradition of true civil society participation 
and engagement in natural resource management. Avenues to voice civil society’s opinions, desires 
or needs were few and far between. Those that did exist were heavily monitored and censored. In 
2007, Tunisia developed guidelines for community management of protected areas, however in 
practice, these were not applied.73  

In fact one can differentiate two elements concerning civil society engagement: means to organise 
civil society (via associations, organisations etc) and means to actively bring these groups to the 
table to contribute to political decisions. While the former (organisations) have been in existence to 
a greater or lesser extent depending on the country, to date the latter (active engagement) has 
certainly been less widespread in all five countries. Tunisia notes in its submission to UNCSD for 
Rio+20 that there has been “virtually no citizen participation in the various decision-making 
processes”.74 
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Few recent attempts are still very superficial and much remains to be done to set up a real dialogue 
and the right platforms and institutions to favour such collaboration and engagement.  An 
experimental project funded by the French agency AFD and managed by WWF in the eastern-most 
part of Algeria for example was recently seeking to promote co-management principles for the 
management of the El Kala National Park.   

 

2.7. Limited community empowerment and devolved governance 

The authoritarian regimes characterising post-colonial North Africa favoured a centralised system 
with power remaining in the hands of a few individuals and institutions situated essentially in the 
capital cities. There are national distinctions to be made. For example in Libya, Colonel Gaddafhi 
owed much of his power to skilful negotiations with tribal leaders. On the other hand, in Tunisia, the 
relative homogeneity of the people helped President Ben Ali to maintain full control over 
communities who were allowed to organise themselves in associations but who were heavily 
monitored and controlled. The military strength and tradition of all North African States further 
maintained this rift between power-making structures and communities. Concerning the 
environment, leaders situated in the capital cities were taking decisions regardless of the reality on 
the ground, while rural communities, situated close to their natural heritage, understood, perceived 
and depended on these natural resources on a daily basis but had no rights over them. Nevertheless, 
in some cases, for example such as the remote locations of Morocco’s Atlas or Rif mountains, 
communities were empowered by default due to a political vacuum. Here, for example traditional 
agropastoral systems which include set asides and other conservation actions, have been used by 
local communities for centuries. In Egypt local associations and in particular associations of water 
users have been trialled with success since 1999.  These pilots have reduced public financing for 
water distribution infrastructure and have generally proven more efficient in terms of operations and 
maintenance, leading to less water pollution, and more efficient water use.75 

Algeria’s 2009 National Report to the CBD recognises that more needs to be done to engage 
minorities in environmental management.76 For example, the indigenous Berber people which 
account today for about 25 percent of the population, have seen their culture and language 
suppressed over the years. 77 In 1980 an uprising of rural Berber populations demanded more rights, 
and it is only in the 1996 Constitution that the Amazigh (Berber) minority was recognised as a 
legitimate founding group in the country and only since 2002 that their language (Tamazigh) has 
been recognised as an official language that can be taught in schools. 78 Such recognition and 
valuation of indigenous rights, uniqueness and knowledge can prove very important for 
environmental governance. 

Recent events, particularly in Egypt, Libya and Tunisia, have enabled the population to regain a sense 
of control, power and responsibility over the destiny of their countries. This in turn creates a unique 
opportunity to establish solid foundations for devolved environmental governance and public 
participation in environmental decision-making. 

 

2.8. Limited technical and financial assistance by foreign agencies  

Even before the revolutions, North Africa received the least overseas funding out of all the 
Mediterranean sub-regions (see Table 6). This has further dropped in the last year. 
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Destination of the investment  Annual investment (USD) 

Middle East  100,930,090 

North Africa 21,078,683 

Northern Mediterranean, Canaries, Madeira & Azores islands  43,227,616 

Balkan States 25,842,223 

International Agencies  100,902,000 

TOTAL  294,590,013 

Table 6: Investments (Source: CEPF, 2010) 

 

One unfortunate side-effect of the Arab spring has been the reduction in aid and technical assistance 
related to the environment (with most foreign aid focusing on “democratisation” of the region). 
Thus, in the short term concerns arise with respect to this (lack of) engagement, while in the long 
term it is expected to increase. 

 

2.9. Corruption 

One of the drivers of the revolutions in North Africa has been social dissatisfaction with corruption.79 
The corruption index (on a scale of 0 to 10 with 0 signifying a highly corrupt State), reveals that all 
five countries hover below 4.3 (Tunisia, had the highest score in 2010 at 4.3, while Libya had the 
lowest at 2.2) on this scale.80 This is an underlying, pervasive and systemic problem which will not be 
solved overnight.  It does however also affect the environmental sector, particularly for example, 
when it comes to tolerating illegal activities that harm the environment. Recent and ongoing political 
changes in the region provide an opportunity to improve North Africa’s record in this respect. 

 

2.10. Shortfall in capacity: human and institutional  

The environmental sector requires significant capacity building at all levels: central government, 
regional and local governments, civil society, and youth.  The CEPF identified that civil-society groups 
need “training with respect to fund raising, writing project proposals, accounting, reporting, building 
networks, strategic planning, and organizational development, lobbying and working with the media 
and to improve their advocacy skills and cooperation with governments.”81 

The Moroccan national report to the CBD in 200982 identified capacity as one of its priority objectives 
and the same report by the Tunisian government in 2009 also highlighted the need for capacity 
building.83  

In addition, it is also important to ensure a minimal understanding of environmental issues among 
decision-makers beyond the environment sector. For example, parliamentarians frequently have a 
very limited understanding of priority environmental issues, yet they play an important role in 
ultimate decisions related to the environment. Civil society groups that are also active in the sector 
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are frequently hampered by poor capacity be it in technical issues or even in the general running of 
organisations, fundraising or other areas key to their effectiveness.  

 

2.11. Institutional weaknesses 

The centralisation of power in the capital cities signifies that local institutions are extremely weak 
and under-resourced in all countries in North Africa. The gap between the capital cities and the rest 
of the country operates at various levels: in terms of understanding, funding, capacity, support, 
technology, degree of organisation amongst others. In Egypt in February 2012, a rangers’ protest 
served to highlight the lack of capacity, poor working conditions and poor technical support from the 
Egyptian Environmental Agency (EEA).84 Protected areas also tend to be weak institutions, with 
managers frequently under-resourced. For example, the CEPF (2010) highlights the lack of support to 
protected area managers notably, but not only, in Ramsar sites in the Oranie Moulouya corridor 
between Algeria and Morocco. The environment ministries are relatively new in most countries and 
not always well staffed or resourced. As the political landscape is changing, there are new 
opportunities to make fundamental improvements. 
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Section 3: Opportunities for IUCN to support environmental governance in North 
Africa 

In this section we look at options for IUCN to support improvements in environmental governance in 
North Africa. Some opportunities are at the regional level where economies of scale can be achieved 
and where the weight of a regional grouping (for example in lobbying at the level of international 
conventions) can prove most efficient. Other efforts will be more meaningful at the national level 
such as the strengthening of specific institutions. In some instances interventions at the local level 
will be the most appropriate, in particular regarding the valuation of local knowledge. 

 

3.1. Capacity building: at the local, national and regional levels 

With regard to capacity building, it is important to differentiate two main stakeholder groups: civil 
society organisations (both NGOs and community-based organisations) and governments. Supporting 
the capacity of both of these groups is a priority although different needs will have to be addressed.  

Capacity building should cover a vast range of current technical issues related to environmental 
governance, including but not only, concerns with respect to transboundary areas, effective 
protected area management, consultation and participation in environmental decision-making, 
water management, adaptation to climate change, soil and land management, etc. 

IUCN through its experience and network of experts can play a role in providing this support. For 
example, at the level of protected areas IUCN could support work through participatory workshops 
to refine, develop or indeed re-design management plans for existing protected areas. It could also 
support awareness-raising campaigns using appropriate media to reach target groups. New 
transboundary protected areas may need to be established to protect some of the identified priority 
corridors that straddle more than one country, and capacity to address transboundary governance 
challenges in this respect could be strengthened. 

Recommendation 1: IUCN should prioritise capacity building in technical matters of 
community-based organisations, civil society groups and government authorities at all levels 
in North Africa particularly related to the following thematic areas: environmental legislation 
(updating, implementing, harmonising etc.), water governance (legal framework, community 
participation etc.), fisheries governance (legislation, enforcement, community participation 
etc.) and protected areas governance (transboundary governance, community participation 
etc.) 

Recommendation 2: IUCN could provide support to civil society organisations (national and 
local non-governmental organisations as well as community-based organisations, with an 
emphasis on engaging new constituencies) to enable them to become a respected voice in 
environmental governance in the countries of North Africa.   

 

3.2. Fostering grassroots and civil society input into environmental decision-making 

The last few decades have seen very limited, if any, true community engagement in environmental 
decisions in most North African countries. Centralised and authoritarian governments have been 
reluctant to engage communities, be it for environmental or other issues. Today, the new political 
landscape provides opportunities for true engagement and participation of grassroots groups in 
major decisions, notably environmental ones. However, the means to do this remain uncertain and 
institutions such as IUCN can provide significant expertise, support and mentoring to ensure that this 
transition takes place smoothly and that civil society and grassroots groups can effectively engage in 
environmental decision-making. With its membership base that cuts across both government and 
non-government partners, IUCN has a particular role to play in promoting collaboration between 
different stakeholders.  
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Recommendation 3: IUCN could help to establish representative multistakeholder  platforms 
to promote participatory decision-making and to engage a diversity of  partners in a range of 
topics related to environmental governance, notably transborder collaboration, illegal trade 
in species, civil society engagement in protected areas establishment and management etc. 

 

3.3. Establishing broad-based civil society networks  

In the last decades a handful of civil society groups have been solicited either by foreign aid agencies 
or NGOs, or by the government as a means of demonstrating civil society input. Yet, today given the 
new political framework, new partners would need to be engaged, partners that can be truly 
representative of a broad base of the population.  At the same time, in most countries while new civil 
society groups are appearing on an almost daily basis (Tunisia reported a total of 1700 new NGOs 
since the fall of President Ben Ali..!), they lack the ability to effectively organise themselves so as to 
be a credible partner and voice.  Such groups need to be strengthened so as to be in a position to act 
effectively as civil society’s voice when it comes to environmental decisions. 

Recommendation 4: IUCN should work with local associations representing new 
constituencies to empower them, help them organise themselves, particularly as effective 
networks in order to rationalise their efforts, and to enhance their effectiveness as a group in 
order for them to become serious and reliable civil society counterparts for the government 
and international actors. 

 

3.4. Strengthening and operationalizing legislation 

The countries of the Maghreb have recently witnessed a proliferation of legal texts related to the 
environment, but in practice these have been given limited means of application. For example, 
Morocco explicitly acknowledges in its report to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) the 
shortfall of policies to translate laws into practice.85 In Libya and Egypt legislative tools may need to 
be further developed and strengthened. This is an area where IUCN may provide some support to 
relevant stakeholders to rationalise legislation and to promote their effective implementation to turn 
these tools into practice. This may be done through participatory workshops or small scale pilot 
projects for example.  

Recommendation 5: IUCN could help to pilot projects to improve streamlining, testing and 
demonstration of effective ways to implement environmental policies (for example on 
improving the regulatory framework for community fisheries). 

 

3.5. Improving decision-making based on recognition of the real value of natural resources  

In countries with relatively high rates of poverty it is all the more important to make explicit the 
value of natural resources so that true costs and benefits of conservation measures can be included 
in decision-making. For example in Egypt, the huge industry which has been generated around 
ecotourism (and tourism) in the Red Sea has helped to raise awareness about the economic potential 
of natural resources. A recent study suggested that the annual value of a single live shark in the Red 
Sea was about USD 200,000 in tourism revenue, (consequently generating about USD 4-8 million 
during its lifetime) while a captured shark would only generate a few hundred dollars.86 The 
dissemination of such information can contribute to enhancing the understanding of the value of 
biodiversity and thus, contribute to environmental conservation. 
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Recommendation 6: IUCN could support further studies that ensure better decision-making 
based on greater recognition of the value of biodiversity and natural resources in North 
Africa. 

 

3.6. Strengthening regional collaboration 

While the five countries of North Africa are very distinct, they share a number of commonalities. 
Building on these shared elements including shared natural resources, could provide a means of 
increasing the collective voice of the region in international fora, and improving management of 
shared resources. A large number of Mediterranean-wide groupings exist (for example, MedWet, 
Plan Bleu, Observatoire des Zones Humides etc.) with very few being solely for North Africa. There 
would be several advantages to supporting the North African region to develop a stronger voice as a 
regional grouping with respect to environmental concerns. For example, it could help support 
achievement of the targets under the CBD’s Programme of Work on Protected Areas or 
implementation of the protocol on Access and Benefit Sharing (ABS). 

A common approach to lobbying at international conventions would also achieve stronger outcomes 
and ensure a certain level of “economies of scale” while avoiding duplication of efforts. Furthermore, 
a stronger regional grouping would serve to promote exchanges and share learning. Such groupings 
exist for example among the Caribbean countries and serve to strengthen their voices when it comes 
to presenting their position at international fora. 

Regional collaboration is also needed to effectively manage transborder resources, notably aquifers 
and forests. The creation of transboundary protected areas can be an effective tool to, on the one 
hand improve management of a transboundary natural resource and on the other, to strengthen 
common planning, collaboration and management of the resource. 

Recommendation 7: IUCN could help to establish a regional group for lobbying in 
international environmental fora and could act as its facilitator.  

Recommendation 8: IUCN could support the development of a strong regional voice to 
represent common positions at international environmental fora. 

Recommendation 9: IUCN could support the establishment and management of 
transboundary protected areas in North Africa, both terrestrial and marine, with particular 
attention given to the establishment of appropriate shared governance frameworks. 

 

3.7. Improving decision-making based on a reliable environmental information base and effective 
environmental monitoring 

Reliable information is vital for effective decisions to be taken in the environmental arena. Yet all too 
often it appears that the capacity, tools and repositories for such up to date, scientific and detailed 
environmental data is wanting in North Africa. For example, data on fisheries is difficult to 
consolidate because of different information repositories, different forms and quality of data.87 
Furthermore, in undertaking research for this project alone, divergent data (notably on the number 
of protected areas) were available, indicating the lack of a strong and reliable source of relatively 
basic environmental data for all countries in the region. A strong data collection capacity will also be 
vital to strengthen environmental monitoring (and consequent adaptive management and decision-
making). It is a foundation for effective environmental (and broader) decision-making and 
management. 
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Recommendation 10:  IUCN could provide support to develop the infrastructure and 
institutional capacity for a sound environmental information base and management system 
for the region of North Africa to support informed decision-making. 

 

3.8. Strengthening institutions 

Within the framework of environmental governance there is a need to support the establishment of 
new decision-making structures that are more equitable, effective and transparent. Existing 
institutions need to be strengthened and their mandate broadened in many cases so that they can 
take effective decisions and implement necessary actions to safeguard and sustainably manage the 
environment. Morocco, in its report to the CBD recognises institutional weaknesses as a major 
constraint to progress on delivery of its CBD commitments.88 Institutional strengthening applies at all 
level, from local level institutions, such as water associations or protected areas bodies, for example, 
to national civil society associations and government bodies; it also applies to research institutions. 
Strengthening is required in terms of funding, management, human capital and positioning of the 
different institutions. For instance, Morocco’s Haut-Commissariat aux Eaux et Forêts et à la Lutte 
contre la Désertification received only 0.63 percent of the country’s total budget in 2011.89 
Furthermore, at least in Libya, Egypt and Tunisia, as an entirely new government structure is being 
established, there are opportunities to influence the types of environmental institutions that are set 
up, their profile, mandate and functions.  

Recommendation 11: IUCN can use its broad membership base to facilitate the 
strengthening of institutions at all levels in organisational matters (such as in matters of 
accountability, information management, strategic planning etc.) in the region. 

 

3.9. Promoting informed public participation in decision-making through awareness raising and 
environmental education  

In North Africa, as elsewhere, environmental governance is all too often mistaken as being simply the 
set of national laws and institutions related to the environment. In some cases through the 
background work for this report, it also transpired that international conventions were considered as 
one of the key components of environmental governance. However, the role of civil society was 
frequently overlooked as being of relevance to the subject of governance.  

A general lack of awareness about biodiversity and its importance, coupled with perceptions that 
biodiversity conservation is a luxury and a top-down approach to conservation efforts, have 
contributed to poor public efforts related to biodiversity conservation and on the contrary to 
exacerbating threats to biodiversity. It is important under the new conditions to demonstrate that 
environmental conservation is not a luxury for an elite few, as has been perceived in many cases to 
date, but is rather a concern for each and every one. 

In addition, environmental education is certainly not as far advanced in the Arabic-speaking world as 
it is in the English-speaking world. It would be important to overcome this gap by producing popular 
and locally-relevant materials to reach a wide cross-section of the population. This may signify not 
only producing written materials but also looking for other forms of reaching the population 
including radio, TV and other locally-adapted media. The topics should include specifically the value 
of biodiversity (and not just urban environmental challenges related to waste, water and air quality 
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for example, as is frequently the case), the importance of protecting and sustainably managing 
ecosystems, ecosystem services and their relevance to people.  

Recommendation 12: IUCN could help to increase awareness of the general public in 
environmental matters so that their political participation is well informed, through, for 
example, the production of locally- and culturally-relevant environmental materials. 

 

3.10. Supporting reforms in land and natural resource access, use and tenure rights 

Inadequate land and natural resource rights regimes are at the core of much ineffective land and 
natural resource management; without proper clear rights and entitlements to land use or access, 
people have no incentive to manage it properly. Furthermore, conflict over land ignites conflict over 
natural resources, which can lead to the destruction of natural assets such as forests. The current 
fundamental changes that countries in North Africa are undergoing provide an opportunity to 
address the long standing conflicts over land use, access rights and tenure. Significant reforms are 
needed in this area to improve legislation and thereby, promote improved land and natural resource 
management, while taking into account the specific situation and needs of each country and the 
different formal and customary systems of land and resource rights.   

Recommendation 13: IUCN could promote reforms in both land and natural resource access 
and use rights in North African countries notably through capacity building workshops on this 
topic, exchanges of experiences with other regions/nations, multistakeholder platforms and 
technical assistance on legal frameworks. 

 

3.11. Integrating indigenous approaches in environmental governance and management 

Over the last few decades many indigenous and traditional forms of environmental management 
have been eroded and lost, in part through voluntary repression of such diversity and in part through 
the promotion, notably via financial incentives, of “modern” practices (notably related to agricultural 
practices). The recent transformation that the region is undergoing provides an opportunity to re-
value these indigenous approaches and use them as an avenue to promote public engagement and 
responsibility in environmental management and governance.  

Recommendation 14: IUCN could support the integration of indigenous approaches to 
governance through for example the compilation of relevant case studies and through lesson 
learning and exchanges. 

Recommendation 15: IUCN could promote the recognition and application of local level best 
practices in environmental management in North Africa within the framework of 
international commitments such as under the CBD.  

 

3.12. Strengthening diverse forms of environmental protection 

Whilst in the past formal environmental protection was imposed from above, in the light of the Arab 
spring, there are renewed opportunities to engage communities in the establishment of protected 
areas, in their management and in monitoring the state of natural resources. 

Effectively protecting key biodiversity areas is a short term priority in order to conserve remaining 
biologically-representative ecosystems. Overall IUCN categories of protected areas are under-
represented in the region. However, in addition traditional forms of protection, such as the agdal 
and hima can play an important role in securing natural resources and reducing their unsustainable 
and over-use. Furthermore, given the large number of transboundary natural resources, there is a 
significant opportunity to establish transboundary protected areas.  
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Recommendation 16: IUCN could support the countries of North Africa to strengthen their 
networks of protected areas (both marine and terrestrial) through participatory and 
community-based models. 

Recommendation 17: IUCN could improve decision-making on protected area establishment 
and management through better information on biodiversity conservation tools and 
practices via, for example, the compilation of case studies. 

Recommendation 18: IUCN could organise training workshops at local, national and regional 
levels for protected areas staff to improve community participation in protected areas 
management, monitoring etc. 

 

3.13. Seizing opportunities 

North Africa is facing unprecedented changes which are creating numerous opportunities, notably in 
the field of environmental governance. In the immediate future there is likely to be a number of 
specific opportunities - such as the establishment of new governance bodies or the ratification of 
new laws – that will need to be seized to ensure that environmental governance issues are suitably 
considered. 

Recommendation 19: Based on this report, and using international meetings and other such 
opportunities, IUCN could leverage support for processes that improve environmental 
governance through, for example, engaging a range of stakeholders in the region and beyond 
(such as international donors) to define specific priorities for action as concerns 
environmental governance, to apply tools for assessing improvements in environmental 
governance, and to raise funding for this essential work. 
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Section 4: Conclusions and recommendations 

Fundamental environmental governance shortcomings play a significant role in many environmental 
challenges faced by North Africa. Fisheries collapse, water quality, land degradation and biodiversity 
loss are, to a large extent, associated with governance failures. 

While in general it is too early to witness major changes in environmental policies, governance and 
management in the region since the revolutions or the Arab Spring, recent events in the region will 
have profound repercussions on future environmental governance. Many of the current challenges 
are not new, although the current political turmoil and the lack of policing and enforcement are 
exacerbating underlying problems. However, at the same time, the longer term outlook for 
environmental governance in the region appears to be positive and opportunities abound. The 
evolving political landscape and the new conditions it has created represent a unique opportunity to 
embed environmental governance in a region that is currently re-defining its political future.  

Three important conclusions emerge from this report: 

1. It will be critical in this transition phase to limit the damage resulting from the short term 
shift in priorities, and to set the stage for a sustainable and viable long term approach to 
environmental governance in the region. 

2. Opportunities to improve environmental governance exist at all levels and it will be key to 
determine which entry level will achieve the most effective results. For instance, the 
strengthening of legislation could take place both at the regional and the national levels 
while support to institutions may focus more on the local and the national levels. 

3. Some actions may require long term engagement while others may be more circumscribed 
and immediate. For example the support to institutions – existing and new - will require a 
long term engagement, while the production of environmental materials in Arabic can be a 
relatively short term and self-contained action. 

A number of recommendations for IUCN’s engagement in the region and support to improve 
environmental governance in North Africa’s, were proposed above and are summarised in the table 
below. 
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Overview of Recommendations: 

Recommendation 1: IUCN should prioritise capacity building in technical matters of community-
based organisations, civil society groups and government authorities at all levels in North Africa 
particularly related to the following thematic areas: environmental legislation (updating, 
implementing, harmonising etc.), water governance (legal framework, community participation etc.), 
fisheries governance (legislation, enforcement, community participation etc.) and protected areas 
governance (transboundary governance, community participation etc.) 

Recommendation 2: IUCN could provide support to civil society organisations (national and local 
non-governmental organisations as well as community-based organisations, with an emphasis on 
engaging new constituencies) to enable them to become a respected voice in environmental 
governance in the countries of North Africa.   

Recommendation 3: IUCN could help to establish representative multistakeholder  platforms to 
promote participatory decision-making and to engage a diversity of  partners in a range of topics 
related to environmental governance, notably transborder collaboration, illegal trade in species, civil 
society engagement in protected areas establishment and management etc. 

Recommendation 4: IUCN should work with local associations representing new constituencies to 
empower them, help them organise themselves, particularly as effective networks in order to 
rationalise their efforts, and to enhance their effectiveness as a group in order for them to become 
serious and reliable civil society counterparts for the government and international actors. 

Recommendation 5: IUCN could help to pilot projects to improve streamlining, testing and 
demonstration of effective ways to implement environmental policies (for example on improving the 
regulatory framework for community fisheries). 

Recommendation 6: IUCN could support further studies that ensure better decision-making based on 
greater recognition of the value of biodiversity and natural resources in North Africa. 

Recommendation 7: IUCN could help to establish a regional group for lobbying in international 
environmental fora and could act as its facilitator.  

Recommendation 8: IUCN could support the development of a strong regional voice to represent 
common positions at international environmental fora. 

Recommendation 9: IUCN could support the establishment and management of transboundary 
protected areas in North Africa, both terrestrial and marine, with particular attention given to the 
establishment of appropriate shared governance frameworks. 

Recommendation 10:  IUCN could provide support to develop the infrastructure and institutional 
capacity for a sound environmental information base and management system for the region of 
North Africa to support informed decision-making. 

Recommendation 11: IUCN can use its broad membership base to facilitate the strengthening of 
institutions at all levels in organisational matters (such as in matters of accountability, information 
management, strategic planning etc.) in the region. 

Recommendation 12: IUCN could help to increase awareness of the general public in environmental 
matters so that their political participation is well informed, through, for example, the production of 
locally- and culturally-relevant environmental materials.  

Recommendation 13: IUCN could promote reforms in both land and natural resource access and use 
rights in North African countries notably through capacity building workshops on this topic, 
exchanges of experiences with other regions/nations, multistakeholder platforms and technical 
assistance on legal frameworks. 

Recommendation 14: IUCN could support the integration of indigenous approaches to governance 
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through for example the compilation of relevant case studies and through lesson learning and 
exchanges. 

Recommendation 15: IUCN could promote the recognition and application of local level best 
practices in environmental management in North Africa within the framework of international 
commitments such as under the CBD. 

Recommendation 16: IUCN could support the countries of North Africa to strengthen their networks 
of protected areas (both marine and terrestrial) through participatory and community-based models. 

Recommendation 17: IUCN could improve decision-making on protected area establishment and 
management through better information on biodiversity conservation tools and practices via, for 
example, the compilation of case studies. 

Recommendation 18: IUCN could organise training workshops at local, national and regional levels 
for protected areas staff to improve community participation in protected areas management, 
monitoring etc. 

Recommendation 19: Based on this report, and using international meetings and other such 
opportunities, IUCN could leverage support for processes that improve environmental governance 
through, for example, engaging a range of stakeholders in the region and beyond (such as 
international donors) to define specific priorities for action as concerns environmental governance, 
to apply tools for assessing improvements in environmental governance, and to raise funding for this 
essential work. 
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Next steps 

There are clearly several areas where IUCN, together with its partners, could support the countries of 
North Africa to improve environmental governance. IUCN should consider the cultural sensitivities in 
the region and recognise that while the region can for certain issues (such as representation at 
multilateral conventions or production of environmental education materials) be taken as one entity, 
in other cases, each country has its own specific needs to be considered separately. Three concrete 
next steps are proposed: 

Engaging key stakeholders 

In the short term, it would be important for IUCN to use this report as a basis for discussion with a 
range of stakeholders in the region and beyond (international donors for example but also 
representative civil society groups and its own members) to further refine and prioritise the areas of 
engagement as concerns environmental governance and to raise funding for this area of work. 
Existing fora could be used, as could emerging opportunities through new partnerships and 
gatherings in the region. 

Inclusion of environmental governance in other projects/programmes 

There may be opportunities to include environmental governance issues into other projects or 
programmes and these would need to be explored as a matter of priority. IUCN could play a pivotal 
role in re-defining some ongoing or planned actions in order to take account of gaps in 
environmental governance. In this respect, there may also be opportunities for IUCN to play a key 
role in channelling existing funding towards environmental governance.  

Pilot projects 

Demonstration or pilot projects will be a good means of supporting the region in its first steps 
towards improved environmental governance under new political regimes. Such pilot projects could 
for example be considered to explore and build on traditional environmental conservation and 
sustainable use methods, or on applying (or adapting) specific environmental legislation, or on 
promoting transboundary protected areas or on establishing co-management arrangements for 
existing protected areas. These projects would need to be carefully selected, as would the partners 
involved.  An effective means of multiplying impacts could be to identify specific interventions that 
can serve to stimulate and catalyse local demand for projects and actions. 
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Questionnaire recipients and interviewees 

Questionnaires sent and responses 

 Questionnaires sent Responses received Response rate 

Algeria 2 2 100% 

Egypt 5 2 40% 

Libya 1 1 100% 

Morocco 11 5 45% 

Tunisia 10 4 40% 

International 1 0 0 

TOTAL 30 14 45% 

 

Interviews 

Country (no. of 
interviewees) 

Person interviewed Organisation 

Algeria (2) Nacer Riad Bendaoud Association Ecologique de Boumerdes (AEB) 

 Nadia Chenouf Ministère de l’Aménagement du Territoire et 
de l’Environnement  

Egypt (2) Mohamed Talaat El-
Hennawy  

Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency (EEAA) 

 Nadia Ebeid Centre for the Environment and Development 
for the Arab Region and Europe (CEDARE) 

Libya (1) Essam M. Bourass 

 

Environment General Authority - Natural 
Conservation Department 

Morocco (1) Mohamed Ribi 

 

Haut Commissariat aux Eaux et Forêts et à la 
Lutte contre la Désertification (HCEFLD) 

Tunisia (2) Marie-José Elloumi 

 

Agence Nationale de Protection de 
l’environnement 

 Faouzi Maamouri Fonds Mondial pour la Nature - WWF 

International experts Nigel Crawhall IUCN Commission on Environmental, 
Economic and Social Policy - Theme on 
Indigenous Local Communities, Equity and 
Protected Areas (TILCEPA) 

 Marcos Valderrabanos IUCN Malaga 

 Maher Mahjoub IUCN Malaga 

 Pablo Dominguez Kent University 
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Annex 2: Overview of formal environmental governance organisation in each 
country 

1. Algeria 

In Algeria the Ministry of Landuse Planning and the Environment, created in 2007 as a successor to 
the Ministry of Landuse Planning, the Environment (itself established in 2000), is the main 
government branch responsible for the environment. The Forestry department (DGF) under the 
ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, is responsible for the forest sector and management 
of terrestrial and coastal protected areas, and a further Ministry is in charge of water resources.  

Algeria’s main environmental framework is the « Plan national d’actions pour l’environnement et le 
développement durable » (PNAE-DD) developed in 2002.90 The country also has a national 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (dated 2005).91 

A number of agencies92 have been created to strengthen capacity in the framework of improving 
environmental governance:  the Conservatoire National des Formations à l’Environnement (CNFE), 
the Observatoire National de l’Environnement et du Développement Durable (ONEDD), the Centre 
National de Développement des Ressources Biologiques (CNDRB), the Commissariat National du 
Littoral and the Agence Nationale des Changements Climatiques. Furthermore, an agreement 
between the Environment Ministry and the Ministry of Education has secured that all schoolchildren 
receive basic environmental education as part of their curriculum.93 
Several rural development plans and agencies overlap as well with some of the environment ones. 

Numerous laws govern environmental management. However, the main ones are law No. 03-10 of 
19 July  2003 on environmental protection in the context of sustainable development, law N° 01-20 
of 12 December 2001 concerning overall land use planning and sustainable development94 and Law 
N° 02-02 of 5 February 2002 on the protection and valuation of the coast.  

 

2. Egypt 

Since June 1997 Egypt has a Ministry of Environment Affairs which is backed by an executive agency, 
the Egyptian Environmental Affairs  Agency (EEAA).95 This agency pre-dated the creation of the 
Ministry.  

The main environmental laws in Egypt are: 

- Presidential Decree 631 of 1982 establishing the Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency. 
- Law 102 of 1983 concerning natural protectorates (protected areas) 
- Law 101 of 1985 levying a charge on air tickets earmarked for tourist development and 

environmental protection. 
- Law 4 of 1994, the “Law for the Protection of the Environment” (which was amended in 

2009). 96 

The national environmental action plan (2002-2017) encompasses water quality, air quality, 
management of land resources, desertification, protection of the marine environment, solid waste 
management, biodiversity and biological safety.97 
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3. Libya 

In Libya, the agency responsible for the environment is the General Environmental Authority (EGA), 
previously known as the Technical Environmental Protection Centre. 98  

Law No 7/ 1982 substituted by Law No 15/ 2003 on the protection of environment is the main law 
which served to formulate the general environmental policy and provided the basis for the 
development of environmental protection plans.99 It aims to a) define conditions to establish 
protected areas, and b) monitor protected areas.100 In 2005 a specific fisheries law was enacted 
declaring a fisheries zone 62 nautical miles from the territorial sea line where permits are required.101  
In 2009 the government declared an exclusive economic zone for “exploring and exploiting, 
conserving and managing the natural resources” within these territorial waters.102 

 

4. Morocco 

Morocco’s main ministry dealing with the environment is that of energy, mines, water and the 
environment. The Haut Commissariat aux Eaux et Forêts et à la Lutte contre la Désertification 
(HCEFLD) is in charge of forests, protected areas, combatting desertification and has 12 sub-national 
branches.103  

In 2011 the country enacted a “charte” or framework law on the environment, however, in practice 
this framework still needs to be translated into specific laws.104 While Morocco seems to have a 
number of environmental laws, the main concern is ensuring policies are in place to apply the laws 
and to enforce them. 

The year 2011 marked important changes in Morocco’s environmental legislation. For a start the new 
constitution explicitly mentions the importance of the environment and sustainable development. 
Article 19 refers to equal rights of men and women as concerns economic, social, political, cultural 
and environmental issues.  Article 151 of the Constitution mentions the establishment of an 
economic, social and environmental council.   

 

5. Tunisia 

The Environment Ministry in Tunisia (established in 1991) is responsible for environmental affairs, 
marine protected areas, biodiversity and for representing the country at relevant environmental 
convention meetings. While it used to be the ministry of the environment and land use planning, in 
2005 it was re-cast as the Ministry of the Environment and Sustainable Development.  Its executive 
agency is the Agence Nationale de Protection de l’Environnement (ANPE). A separate agency, the 
Agence de Protection et d’Aménagement du Littoral (APAL), was created in 1998 and is responsible 
for coastal zones.105 However, in addition the Ministry of Agriculture houses the DGF (forestry 
department) which is in charge not only of the forest estate but also of terrestrial protected areas.  
An energy ministry also over-steps into environmental affairs. 
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Tunisia has both a Forest Code (1966, revised in 1988), and a Water Code (1975).106 

A new law was passed in September 2011 (decree no. 88 of 24 September 2011) which facilitates the 
creation of civil society organisations, who now merely need to register rather than request 
authorisations from the Interior Ministry as before. 107 
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