Sea Level Rise: A time to Review?
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he awareness and de-

bate on climate change is
heating up. Both political and
scientific arenas internationally
have agreed to come up with
a review of the situation. Such
was the case in the latest Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) report. The
scientist, F. Pearce in an article
on the journal New Scientist,
(March 2007) alleged that this
report issued a watered down
version of the impacts of climate
change. Originally it had been
argued quite emphatically
that less trees to absorb
greenhouse gas emissions
would lead to accelerated
climate change.

Changes include a
temperature increase of
1.20C by 2100, reduced
ability of oceans and
rainforests to absorb
emissions, collapsing
ice sheets, high levels
of atmospheric water
vapour, discharge of ice
from major ice sheets and
a measurable sea-level
rise. Whilst all have hit the
headlines, none other than
the last seems to have
reached myth status. Fig-
ures vary from IPCC state-
ments that sea level rise
will reach 50cm to extreme
figures of 13m published
in the European Environ-
ment Agency’s State of the
Environment Report 2005.
Each is based on scien-
tific studies with their own
scenarios using a multi-
tude of complex models. It
is not easy to understand
the situation considering
the vast gaps between
such figures. Whilst a
50cm rise can be handled
through technology and
natural protection, a 13m
(4 storeys) rise requires the
migration of populations from
low grounds to higher areas as
well as having an impact on the
economic fabric of a country.

If we apply such predictions
to the Maltese scenario using
only topography as a parameter,
a mid-way rise will also result in
drastic changes as depicted to
the area in St. Paul’s Bay

Most of our activities lie
along the low-lying coast, with
residential development, leisure
and recreation, ports and
fisheries all demanding greater
proximity to the sea. However
it is not a doom and gloom
situation and caution is called
upon when interpreting avail-

able information. Figures 1-3
are only one indication of the
vulnerability of our coastal areas
to sea level rise. More param-
eters need to be included in the
equation to get a better under-
standing of the likely impacts
from sea — level rise before we
can start thinking of mitigation.
Malta, through MEPA has
been at the forefront in ad-
dressing this issue through
its commitment within the
framework of the EU Expert
Group on Integrated Coastal
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Zone Management. A set of

27 sustainability indicators has
been developed by the Work-
ing Group on Indicators and
Data (WG-ID) to help assess
the status of the European
coasts in accordance with the
EU ICZM Recommendation
(2002/413/EC). Three indica-
tors have been developed to
address ‘the threat to coastal
zones posed by climate change
and to ensure appropriate
ecologically responsible coastal
protection’: Sea level rise and
extreme weather conditions;
Coastal erosion and accretion;
Natural, human and economic
assets at risk.

The list of 27 indicators
has been tested through an EU
Interreg llic Project, DEDUCE,
where methodologies for each
indicator have been developed.
As a partner MEPA has tested
most of the indicators, but like
most project partners, encoun-
tered a hurdle when attempting
to calculate the climate change
indicators. The limiting factors
are data issues: the lack of reli-
able data or the absence of a
long-time series for such data.
To be able to predict climate
change impacts, one
requires data that has
been systematically
collected over a long
period of time, and
in some instances
this is missing. One
parameter is the
length of dynamic
coastline where geo-
morphological data
can enable a better
understanding of the
rates of coastal ero-
sion along our coast.
In lieu of this data,
MEPA has developed
a geomorphological
baseline thus provid-
ing an additional layer
of information in terms
of vulnerability of
the coast to erosion,
where sandy beaches
and cliff areas are
respectively more
vulnerable than low-
lying rocky shores and
cliffs, depending on
the geological com-
position. The more
vulnerable a coastline
is to erosion, the more
the impact from po-
tential sea level rise.

Another
parameter is the
frequency and scale
of marine storms.

All these physical parameters
(sea level rise, erosion, marine
storms) can assist in the iden-
tification of coastal areas at
risk from climate change. This
would enable one to identify
those areas of economic, social
and environmental importance
that are located within such
areas and allow for the quanti-
fication of such risks especially
through the use of prediction
models. Subsequently one is
equipped to identify the neces-
sary mitigation measures.

One important conclusion
is evident: the need for further
specialist scientific research.
Continued on page 4.
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Sea Level Rise...

Continued - Page 3

M ore studies are needed
on the effects in ecosys-
tems and human activities from
direct temperature rise. This in-
cludes further studies on those
coastal territories under 60 cm
that have a high risk of perma-
nent flooding in the next 100
years, the inclusion of studies
on land subsidence and
coastal erosion, as well as the
related legal, financial, eco-
nomic and social implications.
It is only with reliable informa-
tion that one can identify the

T

appropriate measures to be
undertaken to ensure effective
and long-term results.
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& Our Urban Wits:
Point to Ponder!

Saviour Formosa

ave you ever realised how urbanised

the Maltese population is? We have
a problem with the issue whether we can
consider our small countryside as rural,
since it could be considered as a country
park in other countries...

Lets put everything in perspective: have
you every gone somewhere in Malta and
Gozo where you did not see a building?
Can'’t think of one?

Well now you can: The map with this
article depicts those areas in red where
the Urban development is visible.
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