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Sea Life


One thing that distinguishes the Mediterranean Sea as different from all other seas is that there are little or no tides.  This means that there is no inter-tidal zone.   


The Mediterranean Sea is very salty because of lack of tides and not a lot of water movement.  There is not a lot of water movement because the openings to the surrounding seas and oceans do not bring in a lot of water and do not let out a lot of water.  That means that the plankton have a much harder time to grow because they need currents to grow. The major side effect is that since plankton is at the bottom of the food chain, there are fewer animals that can survive with the lack of plankton.  I noticed that the Mediterranean Sea water is very clear and a more turquoise color and now realize that this is because of the lack of plankton.      
 
In the Mediterranean Sea there is a very small continental shelf.  When we were anchoring we had to go very close to the shore because the shelf is so small.  This is also a problem for sea animals to live below 200m because the water is so salty and salt sinks.  It is difficult for very salty water to get oxygenated so sea life can not live.  


The first time I took a swim in the water I found it practically impossible to sink in.  I found swimming much harder because I was not used to floating that easily.  I ended up kicking air instead of water. In some books I was reading I found out that the farther east we go the saltier it gets.  This is because the Atlantic Ocean brings in the most water and that is on the west side.  France is on the west side but the water is still very salty so I think that the water will be different everywhere we go.


When we went to a Fish Market in Marseilles there was a lot of sea life that you would never see in Vancouver.  There were octopus, eels (up to 1.5m long) angel fish-a flat fish that looked the opposite of an angel (very vicious, with sharp teeth), squid, cuttlefish, sea urchins, sea horses, anchovies, scorpion fish, red mullet, sea horses, two banded bream, Salema, and a whole bunch we couldn’t name.  What was even stranger was that some of the fish were in 3 inches of water.  This is to keep them alive so that you know they are fresh.  I don’t know how there are still fish left to catch because they have a huge fish market every day.  I came just before it closed and there were still around 100 sea animals left.  

Pollution


Pollution is a growing problem in the Mediterranean Sea even though there has been pollution in the water for a long time.  Since there is almost no tides and minimal current the water does not get flushed so the pollution just sits there.  In fact it is estimated that it takes about 180 years for the Mediterranean Sea to renew its water.  Also with not a lot of current the sea floor does not get mixed up.  

Hydrocarbon Pollution


Hydrocarbon is found in tar on the roads, and in oil slicks.  It is found in higher quantities around oil refineries and oil loading ports.  This is because of the spillage and leakage. Surrounding the Mediterranean there are 115 known oil platforms with leakages.  Something else that doesn’t help is that some oil ships, despite laws to prevent it, clean out there tanks in the sea.

Heavy Metals and Toxic Chemicals


A lot of European industries put their waste into their rivers.  These rivers flow into the Mediterranean Sea and add to the pollution in the water.  Some of the heavy metals that have been found in high amounts in sea animals are, mercury (it is harmful to both the fish and humans), zinc, chromium, cadmium, and lead.  There are many toxic chemicals in the Mediterranean Sea.  They vary from the least harmful chlorine chemicals to the very toxic polychlorinated bi-phenyls (PCBs).  Others include acids and alkaline solutions.   

Fertilizers and Pesticides


This is an increasing problem because fertilizers and pesticides have very drastic consequences.  Although countries around the Mediterranean Sea argue that in order to grow the food the country needs they have to use fertilizers and pesticides to kill harmful bugs.  That doesn’t mean that it isn’t harmful to sea life though.  

The consequence of fertilizer run off is that plants that don’t have a complicated cellular makeup get an oversupply of nutrients which make them grow very quickly.  When this happens the plants take all the oxygen surrounding the plants and use it.  This kills all the other life around it.


The consequence of pesticides going in the water is that they damage animals’ immune systems, cause birth defects, birth deformities and probably a lot more unknown problems.  In fact most of the pesticides that are used, are originating from PCBs.

Sewage


Sewage is a big problem in the Mediterranean Sea because it is pumped raw into the sea.  It is a lot of waste because there are around 132 million people and 100 million more tourists (annually), living and staying on the Mediterranean coast.  

Pumping sewage into the sea has a positive and a negative.  The positive is that the actual waste is a great fertilizer to the soil.  The negative is that toilet paper covers the floor.  This stops and prevents further growth.  


Over-Fishing


The Mediterranean Sea has been fished in for over 3,000 years but it has only been in the last 40 years that we have been over fishing them.  Some of the reasons why they have been over fished are that the methods of fishing have changed.  After WW2 small mesh nets were used, and dynamiting fish was common.  Now many people still fish old style (fishing with a fishing rod), but trawling boats are also used which catch a lot more fish in a shorter time.  I have seen some of the old style boats and methods of fishing which was something that you would not see in Vancouver.  The designs might be around 100 years old but the boats are probably not that old.      

History


The present shape of the Mediterranean Sea took place 9 million years ago when the continent burst out of the Tethys Ocean.  At this time it also made the mountains that border the Mediterranean Sea.  


But 5-6 million years ago the 2 main waterways closed.  It was probably caused by a huge earthquake.  Since there was no water flow, the sea dried up and became only a couple few, very salty lakes.  Then about 5 million years ago the land broke apart and made an opening to the Atlantic Ocean and the sea filled up again.  That is how it has remained to the present date.  


The changes that happened are visible because in some places where the water flows in from other seas and oceans it is very shallow so geologists think that it could have been land at one time.  

Hydrology


The most striking feature of the Mediterranean is the fact that there are minimal tides and this means there is no tidal current.  This is because the Mediterranean is not affected by the gravitational pull of the sun or moon.  Since the gap between the Mediterranean and Atlantic is so skinny, tides in the Atlantic have no effect on the Mediterranean.  There is some tidal current in the Gulf of Gabes (that is off of Tunisia) and the Strait of Messina though.  


Evaporation is the main cause of current in the Mediterranean. I can understand that because it is quite hot in the Mediterranean.  Well hot enough to swim in anyway.  The currents are anticlockwise because of the Straight of Gibraltar. 


It is estimated that one third of the replacement water is from rivers flowing into the Mediterranean.  To make 50% is rain.  The other 50% is from the Straight of Gibraltar where 1 million cubic meters of water pour into the Mediterranean a second.  All of this water only pours in on the surface of the water because deeper down water is pouring out of the Mediterranean.          
Climate

The Mediterranean is often described as the region between olive trees in the north and palm grooves in the south.  It is different from any climate surrounding it.  The high mountain ranges make it different from European countries, the Sahara dessert and the Atlantic.  The Sahara and Atlantic do affect the Mediterranean weather patterns though.  


In summer the Mediterranean has a very steady air pressure which makes the weather very predictable (it is usually very hot and sunny).  This is because of the Azores High (an area of high pressure in the south of the Atlantic Ocean), which deflects any declines in the air pressure.  In winter however it is another matter.  Declines in the air pressure are common and often unpredictable.  Storms are common and blow out of nowhere.  Right now I am in the region where the mistral blows.  It is a type of wind storm that blows down the mountain valleys.
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