
Little known facts on Plankton
• Nine out of ten marine plants are phytoplankton and they depend on CO2 for their survival.
• Many plankton species are microscopic but larger plankton species include jellyfish.
• Plankton is responsible for the sea’s different shades of green and blue. 
• Low numbers of plankton result in a bright blue ocean, whilst large amounts of plankton result in a
	 grey-green colour.

But why are plankton important
• Phytoplankton depend upon certain ocean conditions for growth, as a result they are very good indicators of  	
	 change in the marine environment.
• Plankton provides the foundation of the marine food chain and occur globally at all depths.
• Small fish eat them as food. Larger fish then eat the smaller fish. We are at the top of the food chain so we 	
	 catch and eat many of these larger fish.
• The Blue Whale is the largest animal that has ever lived, but feeds on tiny plankton.
• Phytoplankton use carbon dioxide for photosynthesis. This means that they extract carbon dioxide from the 	
	 atmosphere and play a natural part in tackling climate change. 
• Phytoplankton play a major role in the carbon cycle of the world’s oceans as they take carbon dioxide 	
	 from the ocean surface and sink to the sea bed when they die. This is called a biological pump and
	 explains why oceans are the largest carbon sink (store) on Earth.
• The oceans contain around 36,000 Gigatonnes (36,000,000,000,000 tonnes) of carbon.

How climate change will affect Plankton
• As climate change warms the sea, the water column becomes more stable. If the water column becomes too 	
	 stable the nutrients from the ocean floor, which are essential for the plankton to survive, might not get 	
	 pulled up.  
• If plankton species starve, so do the fish and other animals that depend upon them for food. This then
	 affects the entire marine food chain.
• Because Phytoplankton use carbon dioxide for photosynthesis they naturally absorb carbon naturally into 	
	 the ocean. If Plankton decline due to warmer waters, the planet’s natural capacity to absorb CO2 and
	 stabilise temperatures goes down. Which in turn causes further warming and then less plankton.
	 This process is called a positive feedback.
• If more carbon dioxide is absorbed into the sea this causes ocean acidification. Increasing acidity makes it 	
	 difficult for corals and other marine organisms, which build their shells and skeletons out of alkaline, calcium 	
	 carbonate to survive.

The world without Plankton 
An ocean without plankton would make life more difficult for the many different species of that eat plankton 
directly or eat other animals that have fed on plankton. A decline in plankton would also mean that climate 
change could hasten, as a result of the positive feedback resulting from warming oceans removing less carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere.

Plankton
There are two types of plankton - phytoplankton, and zooplankton. Phytoplankton is plant plankton. 
Zooplankton is animal plankton. What sort of plankton would you be? Would you be big or small? 
What would you say to your fellow plankton as you felt the water getting warmer? 


