
THE CLIMATE CHANGE EFFECT IN THE MEDITERRANEAN
Climate change is 
the single greatest 
threat we face as 
a species – and in 
the Mediterranean, 
temperatures are going 
up 20% faster than the 
global average. 

Rising temperatures are 
having real and serious 
consequences across the 
basin, further depleting 
marine resources that are 
already heavily exploited 
by other human activities. 
Entire ecosystems are 
changing, and livelihoods  
are disappearing. 

This isn’t some future worst 
case scenario: it’s today’s 
reality in the Mediterranean 
Sea, and the effects will keep 
increasing over the coming 
decades, with sea level rises 
expected to exceed 1 metre 
by 2100 impacting one 
third of the population in 
the region. Urgent and far-
reaching action is needed, 
both to mitigate further 
greenhouse gas emissions, 
and to adapt to the new 
reality of a warming sea.

These are six of the main 
effects climate change 
is already having in the 
Mediterranean today. As 
temperatures continue to 
rise, impacts like these will 
continue to grow.

TAKING ACTION
Resilient marine ecosystems rich in 
biodiversity stand the best chance 
of surviving in a warming sea, 
and it’s up to us to protect them. 
The situation requires ambitious 
science-based policies, using every 
tool and mechanism at our disposal.

2021 will be a crucial year for our 
ocean and climate. WWF is calling 
on global and Mediterranean leaders 
to integrate the ocean into the 
global and regional climate agendas 
at the Convention on Biological 
Diversity COP15, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change COP26, and the Barcelona 
Convention COP22 that will take 
place this year. 

THE TIME TO ACT  
IS NOW.

88-95% OF 
HISTORICALLY 
PRESENT 
MOLLUSC 
SPECIES HAVE 
DISAPPEARED 
FROM THE 
ISRAELI SHELF

WWF’S FOUR OVERARCHING 
PRINCIPLES TO GUIDE 
EFFECTIVE INTEGRATED 
OCEAN AND CLIMATE ACTION:

n  Raise ambition and urgently 
deliver stronger and 
sustained mitigation and 
adaptation actions

n  Make nature a key part of  
the solution

n  Put people at the centre 

n  Join up the climate and  
ocean finance agendas.

TROPICALIZATION
The Eastern 

Mediterranean is 
warming even faster 

than the rest of the 
basin. Many historically 

present species have 
disappeared, moving 

north and west towards 
cooler areas, while 

invasive heat-loving 
herbivores are replacing 
them. Scientists say reef 

areas in the south-east 
Mediterranean are now 

‘unrecognizable’, the 
once-rich ecosystems 
barren. Entire worlds 

are changing beneath 
the waves, in a 

tropicalization process 
which is beginning to 

spread across the basin.

DESTRUCTIVE  
INVADERS

The Mediterranean is the most 
invaded sea in the world: nearly 

1,000 alien species (126 fish 
species) have entered its waters, 

mainly via the Suez Canal. 
Some, like the herbivorous 

rabbitfish, are hugely destructive, 
swiftly grazing down complex 

ecosystems and squeezing out 
native biodiversity. Meanwhile the 

lionfish, a voracious generalist 
predator often called the single 

most damaging invader in the 
world, is spreading fast and 
devouring economically and 

ecologically vital species.

80% OF THE 
TOTAL CATCH BY 
LOCAL FISHERS IN 
KAS, TURKEY, IS 
NOW MADE UP OF 
RABBITFISH

JELLYFICATION
Jellyfish are thriving as the 
Mediterranean warms. An 

explosion in their numbers – with 
long-lasting blooms now annual 

events in southern waters – is 
upsetting food chains across the 
basin, where years of overfishing 

have removed many of the natural 
predators. As well as preying on 

fish larvae and competing for food 
with commercial species, jellyfish 
are filling up fishing nets, stinging 

tourists, flooding aquaculture 
operations and even blocking 

power station outlets. We’ll see 
more of all this in future.

FISHERS IN 
THE GULF 
OF GABES, 
TUNISIA, ARE 
CATCHING 
MORE 
JELLYFISH  
THAN FISH

CORAL IN A STORM
Soft corals – gorgonians are among 

the best known – are dying across 
the Mediterranean. These beautiful 
underwater forests provide shelter 

for many species and withstand 
invasive algae, and they’re popular 

with divers too, boosting local 
economies. But warming seas and 

more extreme storms are devastating 
coral colonies, even deep beneath 

the waves. Once the gorgonians are 
gone, algae move in, and ecosystem 

complexity plummets. 

A SINGLE 
STORM IN 2018 
DESTROYED 
30% OF THE 
GORGONIANS IN 
LIGURIA, ITALY

PINNA NOBILIS 
POPULATION CRASH

The largest endemic 
bivalve in the 

Mediterranean is legally 
protected, but a series of 
recent devastating mass 

mortality events have 
decimated populations. 

It’s thought that warming 
and increasingly salty 

waters have helped to 
spread the pathogen 

responsible. Scientists 
also believe that climate 

change is harming Pinna 
nobilis’ reproduction and 

recruitment abilities, 
putting the future survival 

of this charismatic and 
ecologically important 
species in real doubt.

80-100% OF 
PINNA NOBILIS 
POPULATIONS 
HAVE DIED IN 
SOME AREAS 
IN SPAIN, ITALY 
AND CORSICA 
BETWEEN 
2016-2019

POSIDONIA DIEBACK
Warming waters, rising 
sea levels and invasive 
species are degrading 

wide areas of Posidonia 
oceanica. The endemic 

seagrass provides a 
habitat for one in five 

Mediterranean species; it 
protects coastlines from 

erosion; and it’s a vast 
carbon sink. As Posidonia 

meadows decline, they 
stop providing ecosystem 

services and start 
releasing CO2, fuelling 
further climate change.

POSIDONIA 
STORES UP TO 
42% OF THE CO2 
EMITTED IN THE 
MEDITERRANEAN 
REGION SINCE 
THE INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION


