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Executive Summary 

 
The most important means of addressing and evaluating the effect of climate 
change is to collect scientific data. In this respect, underwater cultural heritage 
can provide crucial evidence of how human populations have adapted to, or 
been affected by climate changes in the past. For more than 90% of the 
existence of humankind, the sea was about 40-130 meters lower than the sea 
level today and traces of the effects of this past sea level rise are abundant.  
 
Fostering underwater archaeology and underwater cultural heritage research 
through the UNESCO 2001 Convention on the Protection of the Underwater 
Cultural Heritage will provide more information on the effects of climate 
change and sea level raise on human life. Underwater cultural heritage sites 
can provide strong evidence of past climate change, but also serve as 
indicator sites for changing currents, erosion and changing environmental 
conditions. 
 
This requires not only increased research on underwater cultural heritage sites 
in the framework of the UNESCO 2001 Convention, but also close cooperation 
among the various actors participating in research on the effects of climate 
change both past and present, including underwater archaeologists 
participating in the UNESCO Unitwin Network for Underwater Archaeology.  
 
 
Full Text 
 

 
Underwater Cultural Heritage as E vidence of Climate Change Impact  
 
Underwater cultural heritage can provide vital evidence about how human 
populations have adapted to, or been affected by climate changes in the past. 
Indeed, it is a sobering reminder of the impact of climate change. For more 
than 90% of human existence, the sea was about 40-130 meters lower than 
current levels. A substantial amount of prehistoric and historic evidence of the 
life of our ancestors is now submerged. These remains constitute underwater 
heritage, and provide an extremely important source of information about the 
first human civilizations and human origins, as well as climate change and its 
impact. Today, as we face sea level changes again, this heritage can help us 
put our current challenges into a wider context (see the project 
www.splashcos.org). 
 
The submerged prehistoric landscape beneath the North Sea, located on an 
area known as Doggerbank, is one such example. It shows that rising sea 
levels in the past have forced migration and adaptation by Mesolithic human 



populations, and provides us with the only human stories from a culture lost to 
changing environmental conditions. Many other examples of the effects of 
climate changes can be found in other prehistoric submerged landscapes, 
sunken cities, and harbor and port structures in the Mediterranean, the Black 
Sea and the Persian Gulf, and there is much to be learned from underwater 
cultural heritage research. Several major research projects are ongoing. 
 
 
UNESCO and the Secretariat of the 2001 Convention on the Protection of the 
Underwater Cultural Heritage standardizes and fosters international research 
on underwater cultural heritage. This research is also contributing to the 
understanding of climate change. The provisions of the Convention facilitate 
effective international cooperation in heritage protection, including in 
international waters. Fostering underwater archaeology and underwater 
cultural heritage research through the UNESCO 2001 Convention will provide 
more information on the effects of climate change and sea level rise on human 
life. 

 
 
To further address the effects of climate change on our oceans, UNESCO 
calls on all stakeholders to:  
 

• foster the research of underwater cultural heritage sites in the 
framework of the UNESCO 2001 Convention on the Protection of the 
Underwater Cultural Heritage. Underwater cultural heritage sites can 
provide strong evidence of past climate change, but also serve as an 
indicator for changing currents, erosion, and changing environmental 
conditions. 

• 



 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/
http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext/


The threats facing marine sites on UNESCO’s World Heritage List are 
becoming increasingly apparent. While some sites have so far been spared 
from devastating effects, serving as a refuge for species, most others are 
experiencing noticeable, rapid and alarming changes.  
 
In 2016, an unprecedented number of World Heritage marine sites 
experienced coral bleaching events and coral loss. Others endured record 
temperatures, and scientific evidence suggests that this might be only the 
beginning. Extreme weather events will become more frequent and further 
reduce the chances for these global ocean icons to recover. 
 
Warming waters affect the migration of fish and marine mammals. Growing 
scientific evidence shows that when fish find their waters too hot or too cold, 
they will migrate to 



 
 
To further address the effects of climate change on our oceans, UNESCO 
calls on all stakeholders to:  

 
• Promote UNESCO World Heritage marine sites as a global network of 

reference points, helping to document ocean change and allow for an 
understanding of the regional and local dynamics of a changing 
climate; 

• Secure global cooperation for the implementation of the 2015 Climate 
Agreement and keep climatic warming to the Paris Agreement’s long-
term goal of 1.5°C; 

• Drastically reduce  environmental pressures such as illegal, 
unregulated and unsustainable fishing in marine protected areas on the 
UNESCO World Heritage List in order to boost resilience of fragile 
ecosystems in the face of climate change; 

• Encourage States Parties to develop climate change adaptation plans 
and appropriate measures to increase 


