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During the 20th century, sea levels have already
risen by 10-20 centimetres, on average. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) projects that, by 2050, they will have
risen at the same amount as a result of climate
change (see also the info boxes on climate
change and rising sea levels below). But how do
global environmental changes, such as rising sea
levels, affect humans and their environments in
practice?

Regional consequences do not only depend on
the environmental conditions in a specific re-
gion, but also on the economic and social situa-
tion as well as the available options to respond
to the new challenges. This means that especial-
ly developing countries, which until now have
hardly contributed to the anthropogenic cli-
mate change, will usually be the most affected
by the consequences. A comparison between
Bangladesh and the Netherlands, which are
both seriously affected by rising sea levels, 
illustrates this fact.

Hot summers, floods, and winters without snow –
during the last decade extreme weather events
have given rise to worldwide concerns. One can
hardly fail to notice that these extreme events 
indicate potential impacts of climate change in 
the future. Other consequences, however, which
are at least as serious, emerge only gradually. One 
example are rising sea levels which threaten huge
areas and coastal settlements and have serious 
effects particularly on people in developing coun-
tries.

As it is a physical law that water will expand if
heated, the seas react to climate change slowly
but persistently. Even if the concentration of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere can be 
stabilised by 2100, sea levels will continue to
rise for many centuries. The thawing of the
Greenland ice sheet – which is likely to set in
with an increase in temperature of more 
than 2°C – would continue for even thousands
of years and cause sea levels to rise by about 5 
metres.

Sea-Level Rise in Bangladesh and the Netherlands 
One Phenomenon, Many Consequences

Info Box: Climate Change

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC *), which is dealing with the
causes and effects of climate change since
1988, stressed in its most recent report that
∑ The greatest part of the warming during the

last 50 years results from the increase in 
concentrations of greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere caused by human activities; 

∑ Average temperatures at the Earth’s surface
have risen by 0.6 degrees Celsius (1.1 de-
grees F) since 1861; and

∑ During the 20th century sea levels already
rose by 10-20 centimetres. 

The warming expected by 2100 ranges from
1.4 to 5.8 degrees Celsius (2.5 to 10.4 degrees F)
and sea levels are expected to rise by 11 to 88
centimetres on average compared to 1990 levels.
Due to different scenarios for greenhouse gas
emissions and the calculation formulas used,
the range of forecast on global warming is
rather wide. It lies in their nature that projec-
tions of future events hold uncertainties. How-
ever, control calculations have shown that
computer models used for climate projections
have underestimated rather than overestimat-
ed the rising of sea levels.

* The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was established in 1988 by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Every five years, it summarises the actual scientific status in a consensus report that
has been discussed and adopted by hundreds of experts worldwide.
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