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Coral reef bleaching, New Caledonia.
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Marine heatwaves have existed for decades.  
But they are now tending to be longer,  

more frequent and have a greater impact  
on both the environment and the economy.

shared knowledge

Marine  
heatwave  

alert

Heatwaves do not just affect land: they also occur in the marine envi-
ronment, with surface waters becoming abnormally warm, affecting 
both the environment and the economy. In 2011, a marine heatwave 
along the west coast of Australia led to major destruction of coast-
al ecosystems and their habitats, massive coral bleaching and serious 
repercussions for aquaculture and fishing.
Since then, similar phenomena have proliferated around the world, 
with varying impacts. The most well-known episode, nicknamed the 
“Blob”, lasted several months in the North Pacific in 2014-2015. It 
led to harmful algal blooms and affected the entire food chain, right 
down to seabirds. In 2016, in New Caledonia, another marine heat-
wave led to unprecedented coral bleaching, which until then had been 
remarkably well preserved. In recent years, there has been worldwide 
interest in studying these marine heatwaves. For many researchers, the 
aim is to gain a better understanding of the processes behind these 
extreme events, measure their impact, and better anticipate the con-
sequences for island societies. In New Caledonia and French Polynesia, 
for example, transdisciplinary work began in 2024 to develop practical 
solutions, starting with sending marine heatwave alerts to local actors. 
They will be prepared in advance to respond to different crisis scenar-
ios through dedicated units. Eventually, vulnerability maps will also be 
drawn up jointly with decision-makers.
At the same time, and more surprisingly, studies are beginning to 
improve the resilience of oysters and other marine species sold during 
marine heatwaves, by stressing them when they are young and/or 
selecting the hardiest ones. Similar work will be carried out on corals 
that are highly exposed to marine heatwaves.
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Reefs of the Chesterfield “V”, near the Loop Islet.

“The goal of the educational coral farm in Lifou is to raise environmental awareness and restore 
damaged coral reefs. The Mahewa project’s research aims to optimise coral restoration methods, 
by targeting reefs with heat-resistant coral, and identify ideal restoration sites around the island 
of Lifou. The results of this scientific work will be shared with the general public, to raise aware-
ness and inform them. This synergy between researchers, the private sector and local authorities 
strengthens our efforts to reduce the impact of human activity and meet the challenges of global 
warming.”
Georges Kakue, Loyalty Islands Province, New Caledonia, France

Gregory Lasne, Biocénose Marine, New Caledonia, France

• • •  New Caledonia is trying to adapt to marine heatwaves  
by launching transdisciplinary studies to find  

practical solutions • • •
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