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Maritime archaeology during the climate emergency

The field of maritime archaeology is concerned with the scientific recording, study, and 
interpretation of the past through the material culture and remains of human activities located in 
and around aquatic environments including seas, oceans, lakes, and rivers (Bass 2011; Ford et al. 2011; 
Westerdahl 2011: 754). Heritage management is an integral part of the discipline, which has deep-
rooted associations with policy interventions in countries around the world. The 2001 Convention 
on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage by UNESCO established a clear framework for 
best practice (Maarleveld et al. 2013), bringing together practitioners from around the globe (e.g., 
Blue and Breen 2019; Trakadas 2012), and shaping legislation in dozens of states around the world 
(e.g., Aznar 2014; Sharfman et al. 2016). 

In recent years, faced with the threat of climate change, maritime archaeology has taken up the 
challenge to act to protect the historic environment and cultural heritage assets in the maritime 
spectrum, while also contributing to a more just and sustainable present and future (e.g., Gregory et 
al. 2022; Henderson 2019; Henderson et al. 2025; Holly et al. 2025; Perez-Alvaro 2016; Perez-Alvaro 2025; 
Rey da Silva 2020: 110; Trakadas et al. 2019;  Velentza 2023; Wright 2016). Initiatives, such as 2019’s 
Ocean Decade Heritage Network (ODHN n.d.), acknowledge the relevance of maritime archaeology to 
the implementation of the Ocean Decade (UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development, 
2021–2030), and interdisciplinary projects, such as CHERISH (2025), highlight the possibility of full 
integration of climate and heritage research in local policies with simultaneous nature-culture 
benefits. 

Despite being more than halfway through the so-called Decade of Action in the push to deliver 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, global policies have struggled to mobilise with sufficient 
speed to deal with climate change, resulting in very pessimistic climate predictions. In the last two 
years fossil fuel emissions have increased to an all-time high, and the most recent published reports 
indicate the year 2024 was the warmest on record globally, passing the average global temperature 
of 1.6°C above the pre-industrial times (Copernicus Climate Change Service 2025).Despite this stark 
data, current climate policies have us on track for approximately 2.7°C peak warming by 2100 
(Climate Action Tracker 2025; Ripple et al. 2024; Romanello et al. 2024). 

Heritage assets in and around aquatic environments all around the world have already been impacted 
by climate change effects. Coastal erosion, extreme storminess, storm surges, tidal, fluvial and pluvial 
flooding, sea-level rise, sea-temperature increase, ocean acidification, frequently in combination 
with droughts and rising temperatures, and other climate change effects threaten and damage 
archaeological sites, historic landscapes and buildings. Concurrently, the decline of traditional 
maritime livelihoods, such as fishing and shipbuilding, and the rise of unsustainable tourism, along 
with the loss of associated local knowledge within communities and their empirical understanding of 
maritime regions, have isolated people from their surrounding natural environment and increased 
their vulnerability to environmental and socio-economic shocks (e.g., Buchan et al. 2024; Gillmer 
1973; Nadel-Klein 2003). These phenomena are only expected to intensify in the following years. 
Climate change is here, but heritage practitioners, stakeholders, heritage management organisations 
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and communities are not necessarily prepared or have adequate resources to deal with these 
circumstances, especially due to the financial recession that most sectors are experiencing.

The future by the sea

This edited volume features an array of maritime heritage projects that have taken action to 
record, monitor and protect maritime heritage in the face of the climate emergency. The authors 
first came together during the online symposium ‘The Future by the Sea: Engaging with maritime 
archaeological research during the climate emergency’ in November 2023. It was organised by 
Katerina Velentza at the University of Helsinki as part of the project Re-imagining the use of traditional 
watercraft in the Aegean Sea for a sustainable environment and economy 2021-2024 (n.d.) with the help of 
L. Victoria Báez Santos from the NGO Fundación Colombia Anfibia. The aim of the event was to bring 
together early career researchers working on innovative projects that link maritime archaeology 
and climate change around the world. The idea of creating this edited volume came from the lively 
discussions and the converging points of the projects presented in that event, along with the obvious 
need to promote the work of early career scholars who, despite their passion and knowledge of 
the subject, are frequently obstructed from participating in academic and sector-wide discussions, 
whether due to shrinking job markets or limited availability of resources in the sectors of heritage 
and archaeology.

This volume presents eight chapters that showcase completed or ongoing projects of early career 
researchers and practitioners from distinct parts of the world. The projects illustrate how the 
discipline of maritime archaeology can contribute to climate action, sustainability, adaptation and 
climate resilience, while also helping to mitigate some of the main risks that heritage linked to aquatic 
environments is experiencing and will experience due to the climate breakdown. The researchers 
have not simply recorded tangible heritage assets and archaeological sites that might be impacted 
by climate change effects, but rather, their work involves understanding, documenting or modelling 
climate change impacts in their local regions, reviewing local policies and making recommendations, 
and working closely with local stakeholders and communities to find sustainable solutions that 
best safeguard tangible and intangible heritage assets. Above all, though, they are determined to 
preserve heritage for future generations despite the climate emergency. While recognising the 
limitations and challenges brought up by climate change and its socio-economic implications, as 
well as the defunding of the archaeology and heritage sectors, the projects presented in this book 
also show how talented early career scholars and practitioners can make substantial contributions 
to communities through volunteering work, small grants, and project-specific academic funding. 
Overall, each chapter of this book proves how small-scale, local initiatives by passionate people can 
make a large impact.

The volume starts with Chapter 1 and the results of a research programme that explores the impacts 
of climate change on historic shipwrecks under water and in the intertidal zone of Wales, in the United 
Kingdom. This interdisciplinary study identifies various climate change impacts that will affect the 
longevity of many underwater and intertidal cultural heritage assets, while also highlighting the 
significance of international cross-disciplinary studies combined with stakeholder collaboration to 
tackle known threats. On a similar note, Chapter 2 presents a variety of climate change effects that 
are already affecting intertidal archaeological sites in the Basque Country, in Spain. Sea level rise, 
coastal erosion, changes in water temperatures and pH levels, as well as the presence or absence of 
different organisms were observed in river, estuarine and coastal shipwrecks in the area. This data 
can offer unique local climate data and place-based observations on the impacts of climate change 
on various types of material culture in the region. 
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In Chapter 3, the focus of the book shifts to methodological approaches that could be used to track 
and predict impacts of climate change on coastal archaeological sites. Through a case study from 
northern Lebanon, this project uses data from satellite imagery, including associated measurements 
of Sea Surface Temperature (SST) and Sea Surface Salinity (SSS), as well as observations and mapping 
of coastal changes over long periods of time, to track noticeable impacts of climate change, and also 
model potential repercussions and future vulnerabilities for coastal heritage assets. Subsequently, 
Chapter 4 presents another innovative methodological approach, the use of Multi-Attribute Value 
Theory (MAVT) that could be applied to conservation management strategies for heritage at risk. 
The case study of Whitford Point Lighthouse in Gower, Swansea, Wales, UK, demonstrates how 
MAVT could be used in practice to support decision making for managing complex heritage assets 
during the climate emergency.

Chapter 5 introduces the work carried out by the NGO Fundación Colombia Anfibia in Colombia. In 
this paper, the transdisciplinary methodology used in Cartagena de Indias to assess the effects of 
climate change on the city’s tangible and intangible heritage is presented. As the preliminary results 
of the project show, this methodology has created a low-cost transdisciplinary and co-created 
understanding of climate change in Cartagena de Indias and initiated contact and dialogue between 
significant members of the city. Following up on these observations, Chapter 6 presents in more 
detail aspects of the project Colaborartorio Azul of the Fundación Colombia Anfibia. Through a case study 
focusing on the island of Tierrabomba (Isla de Tierrabomba) in Cartagena de Indias, the approaches 
used to instigate cooperation, co-production and active participation of community members and 
stakeholders are explained. The co-production and participatory research of the project have been 
enhancing the community’s decision-making capacity and increasing opportunities for knowledge 
exchange through public mechanisms that address the current global climate emergency.

In Chapter 7 intangible maritime heritage is brought to the fore. A summary of the observations from 
the project Re-imagining the use of traditional watercraft in the Aegean Sea for a sustainable environment 
and economy highlights the potential of maritime heritage to assist in restoring the balance 
between humans and nature in the dynamic environment of the eastern Mediterranean. Historical, 
archaeological and ethnographic approaches can assist communities to build environmental 
awareness and realise sustainability opportunities from their past, their culture and tradition that 
could help populations adapt in the face of the current climate emergency and environmental 
deterioration. Chapter 8 presents the project Cycladic Maritime Trades, carried out also in the Aegean 
Sea, Greece, which proposes maritime heritage documentation as a catalyst for pursuing future 
sustainable development in island communities facing accelerating social and environmental 
change in the first quarter of the 21st century.

Throughout the eight chapters of the book, the authors underpin the need for better dialogue 
between heritage, environmental and climate change practitioners, communities and policymakers 
at a local, regional and international level to simultaneously preserve natural and cultural heritage, 
as described in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal Target 11.4. The projects presented 
in this book from the UK, Spain, Lebanon, Colombia and Greece all follow interdisciplinary or 
transdisciplinary perspectives in an attempt to bridge policy and practice, while forging meaningful 
collaborations between communities, NGOs, academics and stakeholders. All projects highlight how, 
as archaeologists and heritage professionals, we possess significant tools and skills that can assist 
in assessing risk, responding to heritage loss, but also initiating actionable recommendations and 
policy advice that could have an impact on both a local and global scale. We hope that our work 
presented in this edited collection will inspire and encourage more climate-change-related actions 
in the field of archaeology and heritage.
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