Press release:  

GEF Scientists show how to bring Dead Zones back to life.
Low oxygen “Dead Zones” are a global threat to livelihoods and are increasing in the coastal areas of the world, due to pollution from agriculture, untreated sewage and dumping.  Experts say that restoring Dead Zones is increasingly achievable, to recover the ecosystem services provided to people from healthy coastal waters, but the prevention of Dead Zones is still better than cure.  

The Global Environment Facility’s Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel brought leading scientists from many countries together in China at an Expert Consultation hosted by East China Normal University, Shanghai during 22-23 October.  

The Consultation found that large areas of the world’s coastal seas are seasonally hypoxic (low oxygen), forming Dead Zones which over the last 20 years have doubled in number to 500.  Scientists think that they can now reduce the risks of Dead Zone formation by helping policy makers and managers recognize the signs of excess nutrients entering waters before hypoxia occurs. With more research, scientists may be able to better predict where the dead zones will occur.

Dead Zones form when oxygen in seas and lakes are consumed by runaway growth of micro-organisms stimulated by excess nutrients entering waters from wasted fertilizer, sewage and eroding soils.  Once this tipping point is reached, it can take many years for the recovery of ecosystem services from the coastal seas to complete, even after taking action to reduce the causes. Experts instead recommend the precautionary principle of avoiding pollution. In addition, government and industry sectors will need to work together to reduce the nutrient pollution that is causing the Dead Zones.

Climate change and its impacts, especially warming, in the ocean are also increasing the extent and complexity of dead zones on many coastal shelves. Global warming is also enlarging the extent of oxygen minimum zones, vast stable areas of naturally occurring low oxygen. 

On some coastal shelves, such as along the coast of Oregon (USA), intensified upwellings have pushed nutrients from deeper waters onto the shelf, triggering increased plankton growth that depletes the oxygen in the water and kills fish and other marine life. Seasonal dead zones off the coast of Shanghai and the west coast of India are thought to be caused by a combination of nutrient runoff in the rivers and intrusion of nutrients onto the shelves from ocean upwellings.
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