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Teacher’S Key

What’s harming our oceans?

Why do we need to maintain healthy marine and coastal habitats?

Ocean covers 71% of the Earth. It is home to more plants and animals than the land is. Also, marine and coastal habitats 
provide many valuable ecosystem services for people such as protection from floods and storms, food, tourism, and 
transportation. But our use of these ecosystems also harms them. We need to find a balance to continue receiving the 
ocean’s benefits.

Scientists used an ‘exposure-consequence’ model to evaluate risk to the habitats. What does it mean when they say ‘low 
exposure - high consequence risk’?

This model uses exposure and consequence criteria. Exposure tells us how a stressor interacts with the given habitat, and 
consequence tells us how the stressor impacts the habitat. Low exposure - high consequence means the human activity 
doesn’t happen very often, for very long or across very much of the habitat; but that the effect of the activity is great. An 
example would be an oil spill: they happen very infrequently, but they have very high negative consequences.

Which ecosystems are at the greatest risk? Why?

All ecosystems are under some degree of risk but it is along the coastline and at the edge of the continental shelf that is 
at the greatest risk. The coastline is where most of the human activity happens, so human actions on the land near the 
sea, as well as in the sea, are contributing to the risk (such as nutrient pollution and light pollution). The continental shelf 
is where more consequential but fewer activities happen (such as commercial fishing).

Scientists suggested different strategies to protect nearshore and offshore areas. Why?

Nearshore areas experience ‘low consequence - high exposure risk’, meaning stressors are less damaging but habitats are 
exposed to many stressors, more frequently. To reduce the risk, scientists suggested that everyone who is affecting the 
nearshore habitat needs to work together to reduce exposure.
Offshore areas experience ‘high consequence - low exposure’ risk, meaning stressors are more severe but habitats are 
not exposed to many of them or very often. Scientists suggested focussing on one or two damaging activities and limiting 
those.

What major dangers are affecting all habitats?

All habitats are affected by rising sea temperatures, which is a reflection of climate change. The second major risk affecting 
all habitats is commercial fishing. 

1

4

3

5

check your understanding

An
sw

er
An

sw
er

An
sw

er
An

sw
er

An
sw

er

2

An
sw

er

Which of these two habitats faces more stressors? What 
about the consequences of these stressors - in which of the 
two habitats are they more serious?

Tidal flats face the most stressors.
Stressors have greater consequence in Hard bottom shelf habitat.


