


The Effect of Global Warming on the Oceans

MELTING SEA-ICE, ICE CAPS AND 
GLACIERS
Warmer seas and a warmer atmosphere are causing the melting and retreating of the ice-caps 
of the Arctic and Antarctic polar regions. As a result of a 2.5°C rise in air temperature in the 
last 50 years, the area of Antarctic sea-ice, which forms in winter when the sea freezes, is 
shrinking by about 1.5% every ten years. Arctic sea-ice is home to polar bears, and as their 
world shrinks, their existence is threatened. Even in Africa, the snowy ice-covered top of 
Mt. Kilimanjaro is disappearing. 

In Antarctica, melting sea-ice creates similar problems for penguins and seals that live there. 
On the edges of the Antarctic continent where once there was only ice, bare rock is now 
becoming exposed.

OCEANS AND RAINFALL
Warmer oceans will affect the amount of rainfall and where 
it falls. Warmer oceans and a warmer atmosphere cause 
evaporation, leading to cloud formation and then rainfall. The 
devastating rainfall and fl oods that occurred in many parts of 
South Africa’s eastern coastline (e.g. in KwaZulu Natal) can 
be traced to parts of the south west Indian Ocean that are 
warming. In contrast, the cold Benguela Current on the west 
coast may be less affected by warming, and might even cool 
as upwelling intensity increases because of stronger winds. 
Since upwelling of cold water does not bring rain, the west 
coast is likely to become even drier.

SEA LEVELS WILL RISE
When ocean water warms up due to the “greenhouse 
effect”, the entire ocean expands, and causes a rise in 
sea-level of several millimetres per year. If this happens 
over 100 years or longer, then sea level may rise by 1-2 
metres and will start to fl ood low-lying areas close to 
the sea. In South Africa, areas such as the Cape Flats 
could eventually disappear beneath the sea.

WARMER OCEANS WILL 
AFFECT MARINE LIFE
Mobile Animals
Mobile animals can move to different areas to remain 
within the temperature limits they can tolerate. This 
is already happening in the North Atlantic, where a 
northward shift of warm Equatorial water is forcing cold-
water-loving zooplankton to move northwards. Fish and 
birds that feed on them follow them – therefore the 
whole structure of the food-chain is changing. This has 
contributed to the collapse of important fi sh stocks that 
we eat.

Sedentary Marine Life
Animals that are sedentary (can’t move) and fi xed to 
the bottom, such as corals, cannot migrate. When their 
ocean becomes too warm, and if they cannot tolerate a 
temperature increase of 3-4°C, many will die, becoming 
bleached and white in the sun. When corals die, all other 
life (e.g. fi sh) on the coral reef suffers.
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