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The concept that the overlap between biological and cul-
tural diversity is not random first emerged during the Inter-
national Congress of Ethnobiology in Belém, Brazil (1988).
Since then, there has been increasing recognition of the close
links between the loss of both cultural and biological diver-
sity (Maffi, 2005; Gavin et al., 2015). The first biocultural
diversity studies were conducted in tropical areas with high
levels of cultural and biological diversity (Posey, & Balée,
1989), as well as non-western areas with Indigenous popu-
lations (Maffi & Woodley, 2010; Stepp, 2005) whose life-
styles, livelihoods, and in some cases, survival were under
increasing threat from wider industrialized communities and
the spread of diseases to which they lacked immunity (Old-
field & Alcorn, 1987). However, the Mediterranecan Basin,
while considered a cradle of cultures and a hotspot of biodi-
versity (Myers et al., 2000) with a rich history and important
political changes, has been surprisingly overlooked. The
researches presented here delve into aspects of the relations

P4 Claudia Speciale
cspeciale@iphes.cat

' Laboratoire Eco-anthropologie, UMR 7206 CNRS - (CNRS
— MNHN — Université de Paris-cité), Musée de ’'Homme, 17
place du Trocadéro — 75116, Paris, France

Departament d’Antropologia Social i Cultural, Universitat
Autonoma de Barcelona, Edifici B - Facultat de Filosofia i
Lletres 08193, Bellaterra, Cerdanyola del Valles, Spain

Aix Marseille Université, IRD, Laboratoire Population
Environnement Développement (LPED), Marseille, France

4 IPHES-CERCA, Catalan Institute of Human Palacoecology
and Social Evolution, Tarragona, Spain

Departament d’Historia i Historia de 1’ Art, UniversitatRovira
i Virgili (URV), Tarragona, Spain

Department of Historical Studies, University of Gothenburg,
Gothenburg, Sweden

7 University of Montpellier, ISE-M UMR 5554, CNRS, IRD,
EPHE, Montpellier, France

of Mediterranean ecologies and cultures that have been
previously partially spotted (e.g. La Rosa et al., 2021; Lep-
pard, 2017), with the hope of inspiring further biocultural
research in the region. For example Agnoletti and Emnueli’s
co-edited book (2016) offers the first comprehensive work
on the subject of biocultural diversity at the European con-
tinental scale. Schicchi et al.’s (2021) research proposes the
first survey of monumental trees in Sicily highlighting the
centennial scale of the relationship between humans and the
olive tree cultivation. Plieninger et al.’s (2023) studies com-
paratively different Mediterranean sites (Morocco, Spain,
Greece, Lebanon) highlighting the importance of four dif-
ferent biocultural systems (agdal, commual forests, sacred
natural sites, and hima) to support human well-being. All in
all, this special issue contributes to continue filling the gap
of a still understudied phenomenon in the Mediterranean, at
the same time that it does so by being the first special issue
ever dedicated to this topic in this region.

The Mediterranean region can be defined through the
superposition of a particular climate range (i.e. the so-called
Mediterranean climate, marked by hot and dry summers and
relatively mild and humid winters) and a geography com-
prising a complex mosaic of mountainous, insular, inland,
and marine landscapes and seascapes at the intersection of
three continents (Africa, Asia and Europe), where since the
Neolithic era, humans have significantly impacted ecosys-
tems through agriculture and the domestication of the bio-
physical environment, establishing modes of “co-evolution”
that extend beyond mere economic and productive goals
(Blondel, 2006, 2010; Abulafia, 2011; Perret et al., 2023).
The diverse and continually evolving cultures of the Medi-
terranean have played a central role in shaping their land-
scapes and biotic components over time, and vice-versa. In
such context, the continuity of this cultural diversity is cru-
cial for maintaining this unique biological heritage (Carrer
et al., 2020; Dominguez, 2016).

The 11 papers selected for this special issue of
Human Ecology are related to the BioDivMeX program
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(BioDiversity of the Mediterranean eXperiment) which
ran from 2015 to 2021. This program was one of the seven
axes of the MISTRALS meta-project (Mediterranean Inte-
grated STudies at Regional And Local Scales), funded by
the CNRS (Centre Frangais de la Recherche Scientifique).
These articles draw on various interdisciplinary expertises
that contributed to this project including anthropology, eth-
noecology, historical ecology, archaeology, archaeobotany
and linguistics.

The first set of papers addresses ancient and historical
perspectives on Mediterranean cultural biodiversity and
the role played by human communities in shaping modern
landscapes. Archaeology, archacobotany and paleoenviron-
mental studies contribute significantly to reconstructing the
relationship of humans and vegetation during prehistory in
Sicily, highlighting demographic changes due to climatic
shifts and/or cultural/socio-economic choices from the Neo-
lithic to the Bronze Age (Speciale et al.). Dietary choices,
farming practices and forest management in the High Atlas
mountains of Morocco are analyzed through archaeobo-
tanical and isotopic perspectives (Ros et al.). The enduring
legacy of cane reed use, reveals a shared millennial heritage
in the Mediterranean basin in the paper by Verlaque et al.

The second group of papers focuses on Indigenous and
Local Knowledge and their roles in the management strate-
gies of the Mediterreanean regions. For example, the tra-
ditional manual pollination of Ficus carica in in the rif of
Morocco illustrates the role of traditional knowledge and
social exchange networks in preserving techniques (Hmimsa
et al.), and the analysis of pastoral commons of North-East
Andalusia (Spain), demonstrates that traditional long-dis-
tance transhumance systems foster greater biological diver-
sity than modern short-distance transhumance, while this
is boosted further when there is a well established formal
community-based governance system (Godoy-Sepulveda et
al.). Values, rules and knowledge (VRK) determine environ-
mental uses and ecosystems of the area of Mount Hermnon
in Lebanon, emphasizing the crucial collaboration between
local communities and insitutions for biocultural diversity
conservation (Baydoun et al.). The final article in this group
presents trans-species interactions between humans, crops
and domestic animals on Pantelleria island (Italy) as a key
bio-cultural case study (Aumeruddy-Thomas et al.).

The last set of papers focuses on conservation and the
major risks of biocultural diversity loss in the region. An
approach using geonarratives analyzes the interlinkages of
changes in inner Sicily, where olive trees still play a central
role in people’s lives, while past biodiversity slowly erodes
alongside traditional society (Ferrara et al.). High Atlas
Morocco serves as the backdrop for a study illustrating how
plant names are linked to local definitions and perceptions
of place, as well as how socio-economic and environmental
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changes induce crucial changes in biocultural heritage (Sol-
dal et al.). Shifting to marine heritage, sponge fishery has
rapidly changed over the last centuries due to overexploi-
tation, market shifts and climatic constraints; a focus on
case studies from Tunisia and Greece, the two main sponge
producers of the Mediterranean, is presented (Fourt et
al.). Lastly, a review of the exploitation of the biological
resources on small islands shows a very fast erosion rate,
emphasizing the urgent need for intervention to preserve the
Mediterranean biocultural legacy (Pasta, Medail).

Overall, the selected case studies illustrate overlaps
between biological and cultural diversities in a region where
this phenomenon is still overlooked. At the same time, they
often point at how the loss of cultural diversity and biodi-
versity — involving local and impoverished communities’
displacement from environmental governance, economic
and political centrality and/or the loss of traditional environ-
mental knowledge —can affect both ecosystems and cultures
along with livelihoods. Mediterranean biocultural diversi-
ties that evolved in highly sustainable and resilient systems
since pre-historical periods, including unique local knowl-
edge systems upon which depend many landscapes, habitats,
species, varieties and human populations, require to build
on many features of past systems along with present inno-
vations, in order to survive in the context of global changes
linked to the increasing intensity of industrialization.
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