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 The Mediterranean Sea: Additional Information on status of  

Threatened Ecological characteristics relevant to the Marine 
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The Mediterranean, historically at the crossroads of people, biota and maritime routes, a 

recognized global biodiversity hotspot, a world tourist destination and key shipping highway, remains both 

a coveted asset and a heterogeneous mosaic of pressures. Though much of the basin is unmanaged and 

open to threats, it is still a mystery in terms of knowledge about ecological processes, species distribution, 

the condition of its ecosystems and the drivers for biodiversity loss. Recent reviews of the Mediterranean 

Biodiversity Knowledge reported on some of the known drivers of biodiversity loss as well as highlighting 

areas where our understanding is limited and the significant regional differences in data coverage that 

occur in the region. 

The Mediterranean Sea includes 7% of the world’s marine species (approx 17,000 marine species) 

for an area that represents less than 1% the world’s ocean surface. Many of the ecological characteristics 

in the Mediterranean Sea are under threat (see summary information for GES Descriptors above), with 

over 20% of the known species under threat, and will likely increase given that currently undescribed 

species will be added in the future and a large proportion of species are either not assessed or assessed as 

Data Deficient (an issue in itself). This includes emblematic species of conservation concern, such as, the 

world’s most endangered pinniped, the critically endangered Mediterranean monk seal, sea turtles, several 

whales, dolphins, sharks, skates and rays at risk of extinction or threatened, and the overexploited bluefin 

tuna.  

There are several unique habitats at various levels of risk, including the seagrass meadows of the 

endemic Posidonia oceanica  (an important indicator of human impacts and a host of crucial ecosystem 

services), vermetid reefs, coralligenic concretions, maerl beds, seamounts and deep sea coral reefs. As a 

tool to protect its marine environment and biota, 800 marine and coastal protected areas have been 

established in the Mediterranean so far.  

Past and recent human activities and economic development in the Mediterranean impact the 

environment, particularly coastal ecosystems. Apart from carbon sequestration and renewable energy, 18 

of the 20 sectors identified in ODEMM are present in the region. Main and emergent threats include loss 

and habitat degradation (through urbanization, industrialization, coastal infrastructure, shipping and 

tourism), pollution (including litter), harmful algal blooms, invasive species, overexploitation of marine 

resources, fisheries related impacts (unsustainable fishing practices, by-catches and discards, illegal 

fishing) as well as climate change. Significant increases in pressures are expected through further 

increases in coastal population and tourism, coastal power plants, desalination plants and industrial 
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complexes as well as significant additional increases in maritime traffic (contributing to alien species 

introductions and noise, POP and oil pollution), aquaculture and renewable energy.  

Of particular economic, social and political interest and importance within the Mediterranean 

region, is the sector of Shipping. Maritime traffic in the Mediterranean Sea accounts for 15% of global 

shipping activity. This is because the Mediterranean is considered a major transit route between non-

Mediterranean ports. The increase in seaborne shipping activities is reflected by the growth in cargo 

volume and ship sizes. The introduction of the Motorways of the Sea model by the European Council 

(2004) will support future growth within this sector, through new specific businesses, such as shipbuilding, 

cargo transport and logistics. The new model is to increase the European maritime logistic chain in an 

attempt to reduce road traffic and congestion due to increasing use of heavy good vehicles (2004). 

Although the introduction of this model will support economic and social development of the 

Mediterranean Sea region, it will come at a cost to the marine environment. 
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