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A new study from The Australian National University (ANU) offers further clues about what
happened to the Mediterranean during a tumultuous period that likely included the most
catastrophic flooding event in Earth's recorded history. 

The Zanclean megaflood happened around five million years ago following the collapse of
the Gibraltar sill, or flood gate, which reconnected the Mediterranean Sea with the Atlantic
Ocean. Global sea-levels dropped by 10 metres as the Mediterranean filled up and was
converted back into a lively ocean basin. 

Lead author, PhD researcher Udara Amarathunga, said the flood is known as the most
abrupt global-scale environmental shift since the demise of the dinosaurs. 

"This event is considered the rebirth of the Mediterranean," Mr Amarathunga said. 

"Our study fills a gap in the story. The megaflood triggered the end of the Messinian
Salinity Crisis (MSC), which was initiated around six million years ago. The MSC saw the
Mediterranean basin partially dry up as the Atlantic-Mediterranean gateway was closed,
leaving behind huge bodies of salt and killing most life forms.  

"As the megaflood rapidly re-filled the Mediterranean, the eastern basin became
concentrated with salt. Our work indicates it took another 26,000 years to remove all the
excess salt to the Atlantic Ocean and return the Mediterranean to a normal marine basin." 

This lengthy transition period was unknown to scientists until now.  

Mr Amarathunga said we're unlikely to see another transformation of this size anytime
soon, making it a unique example of how quickly -- and surprisingly -- the Earth system can
change its behaviour.  

But there are still plenty of unanswered questions.  

"It's unclear how such a transformation would have changed the regional climate," Mr
Amarathunga said. 

"Also, further studies could tell us more about how organisms evolved as the
Mediterranean was reborn."  

The study is being published in Nature Geoscience.  

 

For journalists
MEDIA TEAM CONTACT

Jess Fagan

+61 2 6125 7979

Send email

Other stories you
might like to read

ANU scientists to measure ‘footy
quake’ at Raiders game  »

Supporting freedom means
staying the course  »

Australia must stand ready to help
Ukraine rebuild  »

Contact ANU

Copyright

Disclaimer

Privacy

Freedom of
Information

+61 2 6125 5111
The Australian National University,
Canberra
CRICOS Provider : 00120C
ABN : 52 234 063 906

Search ANU web, staff & maps

Aerial shot of the Atlantic Ocean, Straits of Gibraltar, and Alboran Sea taken during the STS-59 mission. Photo: NASA
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