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Summary 
 
Marine biodiversity, most often defined as species diversity, is less well known than 
terrestrial biodiversity and many species remain to be described. The importance of 
these species in marine ecosystem functioning and for the sustainable delivery of a 
series of goods and services is therefore not well known. Still, marine biodiversity is 
under increasing human pressure, especially in the coastal areas around the world. This 
represents a threat to an important natural resource and poses increasing challenges for 
management, conservation and restoration of marine ecosystems worldwide. 
 
1. Introduction: What is Biodiversity? 
 
Variation and variability are key characteristics of biological entities, such as genes, 
individuals and populations, and of the landscape in which they occur. The term 
biodiversity has been coined to catch variation and variability in a single conceptual 
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framework. Traditionally, diversity has mostly been equated with species diversity. The 
term was used by taxonomists to refer to classical floristic and faunistic inventories in 
various types of habitats and ecosystems, and by ecologists to present some measure of 
species richness, the number of species in a given area. Today biologists include in their 
thinking about biodiversity the total pool of genetic information as well as the 
relationships with ecosystems and habitats in landscapes. Biodiversity therefore 
represents variability at different linked levels of organization and operating at very 
different scales of space and time but in practice biodiversity is often equalled to species 
diversity. 
 
The Definition of Biodiversity as accepted at the 1992 UN Conference in Rio de Janeiro 
is : 
 

The variability among living organisms from all sources, including inter alia, 
terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of 
which they are part; this includes diversity within species, between species and of 
ecosystems. 

   
2. The Human Impact on Biodiversity 
 
Humans have extensively altered the global environment, changing global 
biogeochemical cycles, transforming land, and enhancing the mobility of biota. 
Together these changes have already significantly altered the biological diversity of the 
Earth. Many species have been eliminated from areas dominated by human influences. 
Even in nature reserves, native species are often threatened by organisms introduced 
from elsewhere. Extinction is now occurring at an unnaturally rapid rate as a 
consequence of human activities. Already we have caused the extinction of 5–20% of 
the species in many groups of organisms, and current rates of extinction are estimated to 
be 100–1000 times greater than pre-human rates. In the absence of major changes in 
policy and human behavior, our effects on the environment will continue to alter 
biodiversity. On land, land-use change is projected to have the largest global impact on 
biodiversity by the year 2100, followed by climate change, nitrogen deposition, species 
introductions, and changing concentrations of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2). In the 
oceans, the analogue to land use is the direct exploitation of living resources. 
 
- 
- 
- 
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