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Now you see them...
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Tiny plants in the ocean help feed the world, but we could be 
witnessing a dramatic decline. Bob Holmes investigates

>

Murky depths
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” Phytoplankton are a big part of the planet’s life-
support system. If they decline, it threatens the 
food base of a vast part of the biosphere”
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Winners and losers

Bob Holmes is a consultant for New Scientist  
based in Edmonton, Canada

The famished ocean
Warming can boost phytoplankton growth in some parts of the sea, but its overall e!ect is negative

Phytoplankton growth is often limited by cold temperatures
 

 In these regions,
warming boosts 
productivity

 
Phytoplankton growth is usually limited by nutrient levels, supplied mainly by upwelling of deep water 

 

Warming reduces upwelling, causing productivity to drop
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Phytoplankton  
make up for their 
diminutive size with 
stupendous numbers
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