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Phytoplankton are the base of the Antarctic food web, sustain the wealth and diversity of

life for which Antarctica is renowned, and play a critical role in biogeochemical cycles that

mediate global climate. Over the vast expanse of the Southern Ocean (SO), the climate is

variously predicted to experience increased warming, strengthening wind, acidification,

shallowingmixed layer depths, increased light (and UV), changes in upwelling and nutrient

replenishment, declining sea ice, reduced salinity, and the southward migration of ocean

fronts. These changes are expected to alter the structure and function of phytoplankton

communities in the SO. The diverse environments contained within the vast expanse

of the SO will be impacted differently by climate change; causing the identity and the

magnitude of environmental factors driving biotic change to vary within and among

bioregions. Predicting the net effect of multiple climate-induced stressors over a range

of environments is complex. Yet understanding the response of SO phytoplankton to

climate change is vital if we are to predict the future state/s of the ecosystem, estimate

the impacts on fisheries and endangered species, and accurately predict the effects

of physical and biotic change in the SO on global climate. This review looks at the

major environmental factors that define the structure and function of phytoplankton

communities in the SO, examines the forecast changes in the SO environment, predicts

the likely effect of these changes on phytoplankton, and considers the ramifications for

trophodynamics and feedbacks to global climate change. Predictions strongly suggest

that all regions of the SO will experience changes in phytoplankton productivity and

community composition with climate change. The nature, and even the sign, of these

changes varies within and among regions and will depend upon the magnitude and

sequence in which these environmental changes are imposed. It is likely that predicted

changes to phytoplankton communities will affect SO biogeochemistry, carbon export,

and nutrition for higher trophic levels.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Iconic Antarctic wildlife from krill to whales, seals, penguins, and seabirds, ultimately depend
on single-celled marine plants (phytoplankton) for their food. More than 500 species of
protist have been identified in Antarctic waters, ∼350 of which are phytoplankton and ∼150
microheterotrophs (Scott and Marchant, 2005, http://taxonomic.aad.gov.au). These organisms
coexist with untold numbers of heterotrophic prokaryotes (bacteria and Archaea) and viruses.
Together they comprise the microbial food web (Figure 1), through which much of the carbon
sequestered by phytoplankton is consumed, respired, and/or remineralized (Azam et al., 1983,
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FIGURE 1 | Schematic showing the connections amongst members of the microbial food web and microbial loop and the processes driving carbon

transfer to higher trophic levels and flux to the deep ocean.

1991; Fenchel, 2008; Kirchman, 2008). This food web includes
the microbial loop in which dissolved carbon substrates fuel
the growth of bacteria and Archaea, which are subsequently
consumed by protists, returning carbon to the microbial food
web that is otherwise lost to the dissolved pool (Azam et al.,
1983). Phytoplankton are the base of the Southern Ocean (SO)
food web. In nutrient rich Antarctic coastal waters their blooms
can reach concentrations approaching 108 cells l−1. Chlorophyll
a (Chl a) concentrations as high as 50 µg l−1 have been
recorded off the West Antarctic Peninsula (WAP), although
maximum Chl a concentrations off East Antarctica are usually
an order of magnitude less (Nelson et al., 1987; Smith and
Gordon, 1997; Wright and van den Enden, 2000; Garibotti
et al., 2003; Wright et al., 2010; Goldman et al., 2015). The
majority of phytoplankton production in the SO is grazed by
microheterotrophs or consumed and remineralized by bacteria
(Lochte et al., 1997; Christaki et al., 2014). Production that
escapes these fates sinks to depth, often in the form of dead cells,
aggregates of biogenic material (marine snow), or fecal pellets,
sequestering carbon in the deep ocean.

Abbreviations: SO, Southern Ocean; SAZ, sub-Antarctic zone; POOZ,
permanently open ocean zone; SSIZ, seasonal sea ice zone; MIZ, marginal ice zone;
CZ, Antarctic continental shelf zone; DMSP, dimethylsulfoniopropiothetin; DMS,
dimethylsulfide; Chl a, Chlorophyll a; HNLC, high nutrient, low chlorophyll;
UCDW, upper circumpolar deep water; SAM, Southern Annular Mode; WAP,
west Antarctic peninsula; ASL, Amundsen Sea Low; ENSO, El Niño-Southern
Oscillation; SIE, sea ice extent; CCM, carbon concentrating mechanism; PAR,
photosynthetically active radiation; UV, ultraviolet.

Some phytoplankton, such as prymnesiophytes and
dinoflagellates, also synthesize substantial quantities
of dimethylsulfoniopropiothetin (DMSP), which when
enzymatically cleaved, forms dimethylsulfide (DMS). Oxidation
of DMS in the atmosphere forms sulfate aerosols, which nucleate
cloud formation and increase the reflectance of solar radiation
(Charlson et al., 1987). The microbial food web plays a vital
role in metabolizing these sulfur compounds (Kiene et al.,
2000; Simó, 2004). The active involvement of phytoplankton in
the sequestration and synthesis of climate-active gases (CO2)
and biogenic sulfur compounds (DMSP and DMS), plus the
mediation of the fate of these compounds by protozoa and
bacteria means that microbes are a crucial determinant of future
global climate (Figure 1).

The SO plays a substantial role in mediating global
climate. The world’s oceans have taken up between 25 and
30% of the anthropogenic CO2 released to the atmosphere,
with ∼40% of this uptake occurring in the SO (Raven and
Falkowski, 1999; Sabine et al., 2004; Khatiwala et al., 2009;
Takahashi et al., 2009; Frölicher et al., 2015). Without this, the
atmospheric CO2 concentration would be ∼50% higher than it
is today. Drawdown of CO2 by phytoplankton photosynthesis
and vertical transport of this biologically sequestered carbon
to the deep ocean (the biological pump) is responsible for
around 10% this uptake (Cox et al., 2000; Siegel et al., 2014).
Any climate-induced change in the structure or function of
phytoplankton communities is likely to alter the efficiency
of the biological pump, with feedbacks to the rate of
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climate change (Matear and Hirst, 1999; Le Quéré et al.,
2007).

The SO is a region of seasonal extremes in productivity that
reflect the large fluctuations in the SO environment. In summer,
the development of large blooms of phytoplankton support a
profusion of Antarctic life. Their metabolic activity also affects
biogeochemical cycles in the SO, which in turn can influence the
global climate. Whilst their effect on global climate is substantial,
their microscopic size means they are intimately exposed to
changes in their environment and are also likely to be affected by
climate change. Already, climate change is causing the southward
migration of ocean fronts, increasing sea surface temperatures,
and changes in sea ice cover (Constable et al., 2014). Further
changes in temperature, salinity, wind strength, mixed layer
depth, sea ice thickness, duration and extent, and glacial ice melt
are predicted. These changes are likely to affect the composition,
abundance, and productivity of phytoplankton in the SO and
feed back to threaten the ecosystem services they provide, namely
sustaining biodiversity, fueling the food web and fisheries, and
mediating global climate (Moline et al., 2004).

The SO is a vast and diverse environment, and hence the
effect of climate change on the phytoplankton community is
likely to be complex. For the purposes of this review we
define the SO as waters south of the Sub-Tropical Front,
thereby comprising ∼20% of the world’s ocean surface area.
We subdivide these waters into five regions that group waters
according to the environmental drivers of the phytoplankton
community in a similar manner as Tréguer and Jacques
(1992) and Sullivan et al. (1988), namely the Sub-Antarctic
Zone (SAZ), Permanently Open Ocean Zone (POOZ), Seasonal
Sea Ice Zone (SSIZ), Marginal Ice Zone (MIZ), and the
Antarctic Continental Shelf Zone (CZ) (Figure 2). Differences
in environmental factors (physical, chemical, and biological)
and processes (e.g., stratification, mixing, grazing) define the
composition, abundance, and productivity of the phytoplankton
community, both within and between these regions. Climate
change is expected to elicit widespread changes in oceanography
in each region, such as the displacement of oceanographic fronts
(Sokolov and Rintoul, 2009b), as well as different permutations
of climate-induced stressors that may interact synergistically or
antagonistically, with either beneficial or detrimental effects on
the phytoplankton community (Boyd and Brown, 2015; Boyd
et al., 2016).

Here we identify the factors and processes that critically affect
phytoplankton communities in each region of the SO, consider
the impacts of climate change on each of these regions, examine
the likely effect of these changes on the phytoplankton inhabiting
these waters, and predict the possible repercussions for the
Antarctic ecosystem.

2. SUB-ANTARCTIC ZONE

The Sub-Antarctic Zone (SAZ) comprises more than half the
total area of the SO and incorporates three important frontal
regions; the Sub-Tropical Front, the Sub-Antarctic Front, and
the Polar Front (Figure 2) (Orsi et al., 1995). Within this
region, the waters between the Sub-Antarctic Front and the
Polar Front are also referred to as the Polar Frontal Zone (e.g.,

Tréguer and Jacques, 1992). This region forms an important
transitional boundary within the SO between the dominance of
coccolithophores that construct carbonate shells to the north
and diatoms with silicate frustules to the south (Figures 2, 3)
(Trull et al., 2001a,b; Honjo, 2004). Macro- and micronutrients
are more abundant at the Polar Frontal Zone where nutrients are
entrained across the bottom of the mixed layer, supporting deep
chlorophyll maxima at depths up to 90m. These deep chlorophyll
maxima support blooms of large diatoms, such as Rhizosolenia
sp. and Thalassiothrix sp., which can grow to high abundance
and contribute significantly to carbon and silica flux (Tréguer
and Van Bennekom, 1991; Kopczyńska et al., 2001; Kemp et al.,
2006; Assmy et al., 2013). For the purpose of this review we
are combining all waters between the Sub-Tropical Front to the
north and the Polar Front to the south as the SAZ, as the physical
and biological characteristics of these regions are similar.

This region of the SO is a major contributor to the uptake of
CO2 by the ocean (Metzl et al., 1999; Sabine et al., 2004; Frölicher
et al., 2015). The westerly winds that circulate Antarctica carry
water from the Antarctic Slope Front north across the SAZ by
Ekman transport (Figure 3). This water has a partial pressure of
carbon dioxide (pCO2) below that of the atmosphere, allowing
CO2 to dissolve into the ocean (the solubility pump). North of the
Sub-Antarctic Front, surface water is convected to hundreds of
meters, forming Antarctic IntermediateWater and Sub-Antarctic
Mode Water (Figure 3) (Wong et al., 1999; Matear et al., 2000;
Rintoul and Trull, 2001; Lumpkin and Speer, 2007). In doing
so, it carries an estimated ∼1 Gt C yr−1 to the ocean’s interior
and connects the upper and lower components of the global
overturning circulation (Metzl et al., 1999; Sloyan and Rintoul,
2001a,b).

The SAZ is the largest high nutrient, low chlorophyll (HNLC)
province in the world’s ocean. Over the year phytoplankton
productivity in this region is limited by a variety of bottom-
up (silicic acid, iron, and light) and top-down (grazing) factors
(Figure 4A) (e.g., Banse, 1996; Boyd et al., 2001; Hiscock et al.,
2003; Doblin et al., 2011). Iron is the main factor limiting
phytoplankton growth in the SAZ, despite inputs from dust,
shelf sediments, and hydrothermal vents (Boyd et al., 2004; Blain
et al., 2007; Cassar et al., 2007; Pollard et al., 2009; Boyd and
Ellwood, 2010; Tagliabue et al., 2010). Silica is replete in these
waters in spring but it is drawn down by silicifying plankton,
such as diatoms, silicoflagellates, and radiolarians, to limiting
concentrations by autumn (Trull et al., 2001a; Salter et al., 2007;
Pollard et al., 2009). In iron-limited regions of the SAZ, Si:C
ratios are high, resulting in low carbon export (Salter et al., 2007,
2012; Assmy et al., 2013). In addition, light levels experienced
by phytoplankton can be very low due to cloudiness and mixed
layer depths ranging from 70 to 100 m in summer to as deep
as 600 m in winter (Bishop and Rossow, 1991; Rintoul and
Trull, 2001). In regions of shallow or complex bathymetry,
such as sea mounts, or in waters downstream of sub-Antarctic
islands, resuspension of iron-rich sediments naturally fertilizes
the SAZ waters creating areas of high productivity (Salter et al.,
2007; Pollard et al., 2009). Large, heavily-silicified diatoms,
such as Eucampia antarctica and Fragilariopsis kerguelensis, are
responsible for high levels of export in these naturally fertilized
regions (Salter et al., 2007, 2012; Assmy et al., 2013; Rembauville
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FIGURE 2 | Summer near-surface Chlorophyll a concentration, frontal locations and sea ice extent in the Southern Ocean. Chlorophyll a is determined

from MODerate-resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer, Aqua satellite estimates from austral summer season between 2002/03 and 2015/16 at 9 km resolution. Black

lines represent, frontal positions from Orsi et al. (1995). The red line denotes the maximum extent of sea ice averaged over the 1979/80 to 2007/08 winter seasons,

derived from Scanning Multichannel Microwave Radiometer and Special Sensor Microwave/Image satellite data. Light blue lines depict the 1000 m depth isobath,

derived using the General Bathymetric Chart of the Oceans, version 20150318. STF, Sub-Tropical Front; SAF, Sub-Antarctic Front; PF Polar Front; SACCF, Southern

Antarctic Circumpolar Current Front.

et al., 2016b,c). This export is aided by silica limitation, the
exhaustion of which ceases diatom growth and accelerates rates
of sinking. Nutrient limitation also causes a succession in the
phytoplankton community to picoeukaryotes, such as Phaeocystis
sp. and coccolithophorids (Salter et al., 2007; Quéguiner, 2013;
Balch et al., 2016).

Small taxa, including nanoflagellates, cyanobacteria,
dinoflagellates, coccolithophores, and small or lightly silicified
diatoms, dominate the protistan community in the SAZ (Odate
and Fukuchi, 1995; Kopczyńska et al., 2001, 2007; de Salas

et al., 2011). Copepods and mesopelagic fish, particularly
myctophids, are important primary and secondary consumers of
the phytoplankton in these waters and form an alternative food
web for squid, predatory mesopelagic fish, and penguins (Kozlov,
1995; Cherel et al., 2010; Murphy et al., 2016). Measured rates
of microzooplankton grazing (Jones et al., 1998; Griffiths et al.,
1999; Safi et al., 2007; Pearce et al., 2011), together with high
grazer biomass (Kopczyńska et al., 2001) suggest that grazers
consume much of the primary productivity in this region. As
a result of the physical and biological factors limiting primary
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FIGURE 3 | Schematic view of the meridional overturning circulation of the Southern Ocean, modified from Figure 3 in Post et al. (2014). STF,

Sub-Tropical Front; SAF, Sub-Antarctic Front; PF, Polar Front; ASF, Antarctic Slope Front; SAMW, Sub-Antarctic Mode Water; AAIW, Antarctic Intermediate Water;

UCDW, Upper Circumpolar Deep Water; LCDW, Lower Circumpolar Deep Water; AABW, Antarctic Bottom Water; SAZ, Sub-Antarctic Zone; PFZ, Polar Frontal Zone;

POOZ, Permanently Open Ocean Zone; SSIZ, Seasonal Sea Ice Zone; CZ, Continental Zone. Arrows indicate mean flow direction. Red arrows show the upper cell

and blue shows the deep cell. Small arrows indicate diabatic transport due to interior mixing. Note that this is an averaged view of the emergent residual flow due to

complex, time-varying, three-dimensional processes and does not reflect the current directions of any given section across the Antarctic Circumpolar Current.

FIGURE 4 | Schematic showing the primary physical constraints on phytoplankton in the Sub-Antarctic Zone (SAZ) (A) before and (B) after climate

change, modified from Boyd and Law (2011). Ovals represent the depth of mixing and arrow thickness reflects relative rates of flux. SST, sea surface temperature.
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productivity in the SAZ, phytoplankton abundance is moderately
low and varies little among seasons (Banse, 1996). The SAZ is
more productive in the Atlantic sector and around 170◦Wwhere
iron concentrations are higher due to the proximity of land
(Figure 2) (Comiso et al., 1993; de Baar et al., 1995; Moore and
Abbott, 2000). Despite the low levels of primary productivity,
export efficiency is high in HNLC waters of the SAZ, suggesting
that small taxa contribute to a high proportion of carbon export
(Trull et al., 2001b; Lam and Bishop, 2007; Cassar et al., 2015;
Laurenceau-Cornec et al., 2015).

Climate predictions suggest that waters of the SAZ will
become warmer, fresher and more acidic; the frequency of
storms will increase, bringing more wind-blown dust to the
region; and phytoplankton will experience increased irradiances
of photosynthetically active radiation (PAR) and ultraviolet (UV)
radiation (Figure 4B) (Matear and Hirst, 1999; Caldeira and
Wickett, 2003; Orr et al., 2005; Marinov et al., 2010; Boyd and
Law, 2011; Boyd et al., 2016). Together, these changes may have
profound consequences for phytoplankton in the SAZ and the
role of this region in mediating global climate.

Models suggest that global warming is likely to reduce the
efficiency of both the solubility and biological pumps (Sarmiento
and Le Quéré, 1996; Matear and Hirst, 1999). For phytoplankton,
increased precipitation and warming increases the buoyancy
of surface waters, enhancing stratification and reducing mixed
layer depths over much of the SAZ. This reduces the delivery
of nutrients to surface water, thereby reducing phytoplankton
production and the vertical flux of biogenic carbon to the deep
ocean via the biological pump (Matear and Hirst, 1999 and
references therein; Boyd and Law, 2011; Petrou et al., 2016). The
declining efficiency of the biological pump means it would be
unable to compensate for any decline in the solubility of CO2 as
the ocean warms (Matear and Hirst, 1999). Recent studies also
indicate that rising temperatures cause rates of grazing to increase
more rapidly than rates of phytoplankton growth (Sarmento
et al., 2010; Evans et al., 2011; Caron and Hutchins, 2013;
Behrenfeld, 2014; Biermann et al., 2015; Cael and Follows, 2016).
Thus, phytoplankton standing stocks are likely to decline and
the proportion of primary production respired in near-surface
waters by prokaryotes and grazers will increase. The nutritional
quality of phytoplanktonmay also decline at higher temperatures
(Finkel et al., 2010 and references therein; Hixson and Arts,
2016), suggesting grazers will also need to consume more
phytoplankton to obtain the nutrition they require. Together,
these factors are predicted to reduce phytoplankton productivity
and the uptake of CO2 by the ocean in the SAZ region.

The absence of iron is regarded as the primary cause of
HNLC waters of the SO having the world’s highest inventory
of unused surface macronutrients (Martin et al., 1990; Boyd
et al., 2007). As the largest HNLC region in the ocean, low
rates of iron supply to the SAZ restrict primary production, alter
phytoplankton species composition, increase Si:C export ratios,
and constrain the biological pump (Ridgwell, 2002; Salter et al.,
2012; Assmy et al., 2013; Salter et al., 2014). Aeolian dust makes
a significant contribution to iron supply in the SAZ in areas
downwind of landmasses and any increase in storm activity as a
result of climate change may enhance delivery of iron-rich dust

to these areas, enhancing productivity and carbon drawdown
in this region (Cassar et al., 2007; Boyd and Law, 2011; Boyd
et al., 2012, 2016). Investigations into sediment cores taken in the
sub-Antarctic South Atlantic have correlated increased aeolian
iron supply to the SAZ with increased productivity during ice
ages, strengthening the biological pump and causing significant
declines in atmospheric CO2 (Anderson et al., 2014; Martínez-
García et al., 2014). Increased desertification through climate
change-related vegetation loss may result in a 10-fold increase
in dust over the Southern Hemisphere (Woodward et al., 2005).
However, the increase in dust will depend on both climate change
and anthropogenic changes in land-use and re-vegetation, the net
effects of which are currently uncertain (Ridgwell, 2002; Hutchins
and Boyd, 2016).

While oceanic uptake of CO2 ameliorates the accumulation of
this gas in the atmosphere, it also alters the carbonate chemistry
of the ocean. Absorption of CO2 by the ocean reduces its
pH (termed ocean acidification) and increases the solubility of
calcium carbonate by reducing its saturation state (�) (Caldeira
and Wickett, 2003; Orr et al., 2005). Coccolithophorids are the
only calcifying phytoplankton in the SO and are most abundant
in naturally iron-fertilized regions in the SAZ, such as fronts and
downstream of sub-Antarctic islands (Salter et al., 2014; Balch
et al., 2016). Calcification releases CO2 (the carbonate counter-
pump), resulting in the elevation of pCO2 concentrations
in SAZ waters where coccolithophores are highly abundant,
particularly around the Sub-Antarctic Front (Patil et al., 2014;
Saavedra-Pellitero et al., 2014; Balch et al., 2016). Studies
of the dominant coccolithophore, Emiliania huxleyi, found
morphological variations in calcification that closely followed
the southerly decline in calcite saturation state but were strain-
specific rather than caused by acidification (Cubillos et al., 2007;
Patil et al., 2014; Saavedra-Pellitero et al., 2014; Malinverno et al.,
2015). However, culture studies by Müller et al. (2015) reported
that calcification by E. huxleyi decreased at pCO2 concentrations
>1000 µatm. This suggests that calcifying phytoplankton in
the SAZ will be vulnerable to predicted increases in pCO2. A
decrease in calcification is anticipated to have a greater negative
impact on the carbonate counter-pump than cell growth, leading
to greater surface water pCO2 uptake but potentially reducing
vertical carbon flux through a decline in the ballasting effect of
calcification (Riebesell et al., 2009; Müller et al., 2015; Balch et al.,
2016).

Minimal research has been performed on the effect of ocean
acidification on non-calcifying phytoplankton in the SAZ. Boyd
et al. (2016) included ocean acidification in their multi-stressor
study on a sub-Antarctic diatom and whilst their experimental
design did not allow for full analysis of each individual stressor,
they found that ocean acidification was not likely to be a
primary controller in diatom physiology. Studies on other
sub-Antarctic diatom species have reported an increase in
productivity with increased CO2 concentration, likely due to
reduced energetic costs associated with the down-regulation of
carbon concentrating mechanisms (CCMs) (Hopkinson et al.,
2011; Trimborn et al., 2013). Most SO phytoplankton use CCMs
to increase the intracellular concentration of CO2 for fixation
by RubisCO (Hopkinson et al., 2011). This process requires

Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 6 February 2017 | Volume 4 | Article 40

http://www.frontiersin.org/Marine_Science
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Marine_Science/archive


Deppeler and Davidson Southern Ocean Phytoplankton in a Changing Climate

substantial energy consumption and the down-regulation of
CCMs is thought to decrease the energy cost of carbon
acquisition for phytoplankton photosynthesis (e.g., Raven, 1991;
Rost et al., 2008; Hopkinson et al., 2011). However, iron and light
limitation in these waters is likely to inhibit any positive effects of
increased CO2 supply (Hoppe et al., 2013, 2015).

Stratification of the water column is predicted to increase in
the SAZ region, trapping phytoplankton in a shallowing mixed
layer where they are exposed to higher irradiances of PAR and
UV radiation (280–400 nm) (Davidson, 2006; Gao et al., 2012;
Häder et al., 2015). Light wavelengths are differentially attenuated
by sea water. Blue wavelengths (∼500 nm) can reach depths
exceeding 250 m in clear oceanic water but the penetration
rapidly decreases as radiation tends toward infrared (longer) and
ultraviolet (shorter) wavelengths (Figure 5) (Davidson, 2006).
Thus, red and infrared wavelengths only warm the very surface
of the ocean, while damaging irradiances of UV-B penetrate
to ≤30 m depth (Karentz and Lutze, 1990; Buma et al., 2001;
Davidson, 2006). Rates of phytoplankton productivity in the SAZ
are commonly limited by light availability due to cloudiness
and deep mixing. Increased stratification could mitigate this
limitation by keeping cells in sunlit near-surface waters. Overall,
productivity would still be constrained by the availability of key
nutrients (iron and silicate), which already limit phytoplankton
production in the SAZ despite the low light. Thus, increased rates
of productivity are unlikely to result in higher biomass or carbon
export in this region without a coincident increase in nutrient
supply (see above).

Exposing phytoplankton in the SAZ to higher irradiances
of PAR, Ultraviolet-A (UV-A, 315–400 nm), and Ultraviolet-
B (UV-B, 280–315 nm) is also likely to increase photodamage.
The damage to intracellular molecules or structures become
progressively less repairable as wavelengths decline below 350
nm, reducing phytoplankton productivity, growth and survival,
and changing the species composition, with implications for
ecosystem structure and function (e.g., Karentz, 1991; Marchant
and Davidson, 1991; Davidson, 2006). The amount of damage
sustained by cells is a function of the dose and dose rate of
UV exposure; the frequency and duration of exposure to low
irradiances to allow repair; and species-specific differences in the
UV-tolerance of component species in natural phytoplankton
communities (e.g., Cullen and Lesser, 1991; Davidson, 2006;
Häder et al., 2015). It is hard to assess the additional risk UV
exposure may have to phytoplankton in the SAZ as such details
are currently unavailable. Studies by Helbling et al. (1994) and
Neale et al. (1998a,b) showed that increasing the rate of change in
the light climate altered the balance between damage and repair
and greatly increased the biological impact of a specific UV dose.
Thus, trapping cells in a shallow mixed zone where they receive
repeated exposure to high PAR and UV irradiances over short
time scales (see above, Figure 5) may have a far greater impact
on the growth, production, and survival of phytoplankton than
ozone depletion (Davidson, 2006).

The SAZ region is being increasingly penetrated by both
sub-tropical and polar waters. The climate-induced increase in
the positive phase of the Southern Annular Mode (SAM) has
caused the westerly wind belt to intensify and move south

FIGURE 5 | Schematic showing (A) the spectral flux (colored bars) and

molar photon energy (black line) of solar radiation, (B) the

wavelength-dependent penetration of light in the ocean and (C) the role of

wind in deepening the mixed layer depth, modified from Davidson (2006).

Solar spectral flux was calculated from the UVSpec model for noon at the

summer solstice at Davis Station, Antarctica, an albedo of 0.5 and a column

Ozone of 300 Dobson units. Photon energy was calculated after Kirk (1994).

SAZ, Sub-Antarctic Zone; POOZ, Permanently Open Ocean Zone; SSIZ,

Seasonal Sea Ice Zone; PAR, photosynthetically active radiation.

(see POOZ below). This increase in the velocity of westerly
winds to the south of the SAZ has enhanced upwelling at the
Antarctic Slope Front and increased its Ekman transport into
the SAZ from the south, increasing phytoplankton growth in the
cool, nutrient-rich water (Lovenduski and Gruber, 2005; DiFiore
et al., 2006). A 37 year dataset of surface Chl a measurements
south of Australia from vessels of the Japanese Antarctic
Research Expeditions show as similar trend of increasing Chl a
spreading northward from these northern limits of the POOZ
(55◦S) into the Polar Frontal Zone (40◦S) (Hirawake et al.,
2005). The southward movement of the westerly wind belt
has also increased the penetration of sub-tropical waters into
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the SAZ; supplementing iron supply, exacerbating warming,
and intensifying climate-induced stratification (Lovenduski and
Gruber, 2005; Poloczanska et al., 2007; Ridgway, 2007). Warmer
waters also allow the incursion of sub-tropical phytoplankton and
grazers into SAZ waters, causing additional grazing competition
and unknown effects on the SO food web (McLeod et al., 2012).

Not all of the SAZ is expected to experience shallowing mixed
layer depth as a result of climate change. At the sub-Antarctic
convergence, increased wind will deepen the mixed layer, causing
declines in phytoplankton productivity through light limitation
(Lovenduski and Gruber, 2005). In addition, there are zonal
differences in the effect of the increasingly positive SAM on
mixed layer depth in the SAZ region, with deepening over the
eastern Indian Ocean and central Pacific Ocean, and shallowing
over the western Pacific Ocean (Sallée et al., 2010). Resulting in a
mosaic of changing factors that limit phytoplankton productivity,
from nutrient limitation in shallower regions to light limitation in
deeply mixed waters.

Clearly, phytoplankton occupying the SAZ region are likely
to experience a range of environmental stressors as a result of
climate change. The net effect of these changes is uncertain.
Most studies investigate the physiological effects of change on
phytoplankton by imposing single stressors (e.g., Boyd et al.,
2013; Trimborn et al., 2013) but research shows interaction
among stressors alter their response. A multi-stressor study by
Boyd et al. (2016) using a sub-Antarctic diatom showed that
its response to environmental change was governed by the
range of stresses to which it was exposed. Negative responses
to several stressors (CO2, nutrients, and light) were offset by
positive responses to others (temperature and iron). Thus, the
response of an organism is determined by the interactive effect
of all the stresses they experience (Boyd et al., 2016). Equally,
responses of single species (e.g., Boelen et al., 2011; Trimborn
et al., 2014; Müller et al., 2015) provide valuable insights into the
mechanisms of sensitivity and tolerance but avoid interactions
among species and trophic levels that can alter the responses
or sensitivity of a community to a stressor (Davidson et al.,
2016; Thomson et al., 2016). Yet gaining maximum predictive
strength by simultaneously performing multi-stressor and multi-
trophic level studies is often logistically so demanding as to be
impractical.

Predicted responses by phytoplankton in the SAZ to climate
change differ. Many propose that the stratification-induced
decline in nutrient supply to surface waters will reduce their
productivity and favor small flagellates (e.g., Matear and Hirst,
1999; Marinov et al., 2010; Petrou et al., 2016), heightening the
role of the microbial food web and reducing carbon export.
While Boyd et al. (2016) indicates that increases in iron
and temperature may double growth rates and favor diatoms;
scenarios which have major and opposing influences on regional
productivity and biogeochemistry. It is likely that the effect of
climate change on phytoplankton in the SAZ is going to be
determined by the timing, rate, and magnitude of change in
each stressor. Stochastic inputs of iron, wind, and storms disrupt
stratification; influencing productivity, species composition, and
export production through changes in nutrients and light
climate. Changes in community composition from diatoms to
flagellates also affect particulate matter stoichiometry in this

region, causing a decline in nutritional quality for grazing
zooplankton (Martiny et al., 2013; Rembauville et al., 2016a) and
subsequent flow on effects throughout the food web (Finkel et al.,
2010). Ocean acidification will also cause declines in carbonate
saturation, affecting coccolithophore calcification, resulting in
greater surface pCO2 uptake and decreased carbon export.
Overall, our synthesis suggests that productivity will decline in
the SAZ due to the net response of nutrient limitation and
increased grazing, especially in silicate-limited waters.

3. PERMANENTLY OPEN OCEAN ZONE

The Permanently Open Ocean Zone (POOZ) lies between the
Polar Front and the northern limit of the winter sea ice, covering
approximately 14 million km2 (Figure 2). The Polar Front at the
northern extent of the POOZ forms a natural barrier between the
warm SAZ water (5–10◦C) and the cold Antarctic water (<2◦C)
(Pollard et al., 2002; Sokolov and Rintoul, 2009a). These waters
are predominantly HNLC with a phytoplankton community
dominated by nano- and picoflagellates but characteristically
contain even less Chl a than the SAZ (Becquevort et al., 2000;
Moore and Abbott, 2000; Kopczyńska et al., 2001; Olguín and
Alder, 2011). The exception to this is where iron concentrations
in surface waters are enhanced by upwelling and/or sediment
input/resuspension from sea floor bathymetry and sub-Antarctic
islands (Figure 2) (e.g., Pollard et al., 2002; Ardelan et al., 2010;
Rembauville et al., 2015b). This pattern differs from that of
macronutrients, which decline northwards across the POOZ
region, nitrate falling from ∼25–20 µmol l−1 and silicate from
∼60–10 µmol l−1. These nutrients are upwelled at the Antarctic
Slope Front and are progressively drawn down by phytoplankton
as they are transported northward across the POOZ by Ekman
drift (Tréguer and Jacques, 1992; Pollard et al., 2002).

The POOZ displays a strong seasonality in biological
production (Abbott et al., 2000). Strong winds in winter deepen
themixed layer, bringing nutrient-rich water to the surface. These
nutrients fuel phytoplankton growth in spring when sunlight
increases, conditions are calmer, and phytoplankton are confined
to shallower mixed depths by stratification (Figure 6A) (Abbott
et al., 2000; Pollard et al., 2002; Constable et al., 2014). Whilst
the POOZ is considered to be an iron-limited environment,
silicate limitation and grazing by micro- and metazooplankton
also limit the duration of the diatom-dominated bloom in this
region (Abbott et al., 2000; Becquevort et al., 2000; Timmermans
et al., 2001; Strzepek et al., 2011; Christaki et al., 2014). Like
the SAZ, large, heavily silicified diatoms contribute significantly
to carbon export (Rembauville et al., 2015a,b, 2016b; Rigual-
Hernández et al., 2015). In regions of natural iron fertilization
(e.g., the Kerguelen Plateau), phytoplankton production appears
to be strongly linked to higher trophic levels rather than making
a substantial contribution to carbon export (Obernosterer et al.,
2008; Christaki et al., 2014; Laurenceau-Cornec et al., 2015;
Rembauville et al., 2015b).

Modeling studies predict the POOZ region will experience
a poleward shift and strengthening of the westerly winds;
deepening of the summertime mixed layer depth; increasing
cloud cover; warming and freshening of surface waters; and
decreasing pH (Figure 6B) (Orr et al., 2005; McNeil and Matear,
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FIGURE 6 | Schematic showing the primary physical constraints on phytoplankton in the Permanently Open Ocean Zone (POOZ) (A) before and (B) after

climate change. Ovals represent the depth of mixing and arrow thickness reflects relative rates of flux. SST, sea surface temperature.

2008; Meijers, 2014; Leung et al., 2015; Armour et al., 2016;
Haumann et al., 2016). Thus far, sea surface warming in the
POOZ of only 0.02◦C per decade has been slower than the global
average of 0.08◦C per decade, since 1950 (Armour et al., 2016).
This is due to heat taken up by surface water in the POOZ being
transported northward by Ekman drift into the SAZ (Figure 3).
Despite this, it has been proposed that rising temperaturesmay be
contributing to an observed range extension of E. huxleyi below
60◦S (Cubillos et al., 2007; Winter et al., 2014).

Whilst warming is expected to increase phytoplankton
productivity (Sarmiento et al., 2004; Behrenfeld et al., 2006;
Steinacher et al., 2010), this effect is offset against the increasingly
positive phase of SAM, which is causing an intensification
and southerly shift of westerly winds in summer (Lenton and
Matear, 2007; Lovenduski et al., 2007). The SAM controls the
north-south shift of the circumpolar westerly winds and is the
dominant climate-induced environmental change in Antarctic
waters, substantially affecting SO circulation and CO2 uptake
(Thompson and Solomon, 2002; Lenton and Matear, 2007;
Lovenduski et al., 2007; Swart et al., 2014). In the last 50 years
there has been an observed increase in the positive phase of SAM,
strongly related to the depletion of ozone in the atmosphere
above Antarctica (Son et al., 2008; Polvani et al., 2011). Leung
et al. (2015) predict that the positive SAM will continue to
deepen the summer mixed layer and increase cloud cover in the
POOZ, resulting in decreasing light availability and causing a

decline in phytoplankton biomass and productivity. Observed
trends in summertime mixed layer depth, cloud cover, and Chl
a (since 1950, 1980, and 1997, respectively) correspond well to
the modeled projections (Leung et al., 2015).

Conversely, some predict the increase in positive SAM may
enhance phytoplankton productivity in the POOZ. Deepening of
the mixed layer can increase the upwelling of nutrients, which
some models predict will promote phytoplankton productivity
and export production south of 60◦S (Lovenduski and Gruber,
2005; Hauck et al., 2013, 2015; Laufkötter et al., 2015). It is
hard to assess the validity of such predictions for the POOZ
region as these models combine all waters south of the Polar
Front, including the SSIZ. Using satellite and Argo data, Carranza
and Gille (2015) reported a correlation of increased Chl a in
the SO with increased mixed layer depth. A positive SAM also
increases eddy formation and transports SAZ water across the
Polar Front (Meredith and Hogg, 2006; Kahru et al., 2007; Hogg
et al., 2008). These cyclonic eddies trap warm water at their core,
enhance stratification, and upwell nutrients and iron, creating
ideal conditions for phytoplankton productivity (Kahru et al.,
2007) and may also contribute significantly to ocean warming in
the POOZ (Hogg et al., 2008).

Increased nutrient input from melting icebergs may also
increase productivity in the POOZ. Climate warming and
the breakup of Antarctic ice shelves (Scambos et al., 2000)
could increase the number of icebergs in the POOZ (see CZ
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below). Melting icebergs enrich the surrounding water with iron,
enhancing phytoplankton growth and productivity (Cefarelli
et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2011; Shaw et al., 2011; Vernet et al.,
2011, 2012), and increasing export of carbon from surface waters
(Smith et al., 2011). This heightened productivity also attracts
large grazing populations that increase food availability to higher
trophic levels and facilitates the sequestration of carbon to the
deep ocean through fecal pellet production (Vernet et al., 2011).

Climate change is expected to change the location and area
of the POOZ. The Polar Front, which denotes the northern
limit of the POOZ has already shifted 60 km south since 1992
and this southward migration is expected to continue as the
climate warms (Sokolov and Rintoul, 2009b). To the south, the
northernmost extent of sea ice coverage is also predicted to
retreat with ocean warming. Overall, this would result in a net
increase in the area of the POOZ in the future (Bracegirdle et al.,
2008; McNeil and Matear, 2008; Boyd et al., 2014). Some studies
suggest that an increase in open ocean habitat will increase
production in this region (Bopp et al., 2001; Behrenfeld et al.,
2006). However, it is not yet understood how the multi-stressor
effects of the accompanying environmental changes, such as
ocean warming, decreased pH, light availability, and nutrient
supply will affect the phytoplankton community.

The effect of climate change on phytoplankton productivity in
the POOZ will strongly depend on the changes in light limitation
and nutrient supply. Deepening of the summertime mixed layer
depth due to increases in the strength of westerly winds are likely
to further reduce the light available to phytoplankton, reducing
their productivity over much of the POOZ (see above). However,
increased nutrient concentrations as a result of increased mixing
and melting icebergs, together with the incursions of warm-
core eddies from the Polar Front may promote localized
phytoplankton blooms when light is not limiting. Furthermore,
increased nutrient concentrations might promote the growth of
large diatoms (Timmermans et al., 2001), as well as increased
abundance of phytoplankton in near surface waters rather than
forming deep chlorophyll maxima. This increase in abundance
is likely to increase the functioning of the microbial loop and
promote grazing, as has been observed in naturally iron-fertilized
regions of the POOZ (Christaki et al., 2014). It is also likely that
with a future southward shift in SSIZ extent (see SSIZ below) the
brief but substantial blooms of Phaeocystis sp. and large diatoms
of the MIZ will be replaced by a prolonged but subdued bloom
of phytoplankton over summer in waters that are now part of the
POOZ (see MIZ below, Behrenfeld et al., 2006).

4. SEASONAL SEA ICE ZONE

In the following sections we divide the region of the SO covered
by sea ice into two distinct zones. First we consider the effects of
climate change on the extent, advance and retreat of ice over the
entire Seasonal Sea Ice Zone (SSIZ) and examine the implications
for phytoplankton. Then we consider the processes occurring at
the northern margin of the sea ice (the marginal ice zone, MIZ),
and how these are predicted to respond to a changing climate.

The SSIZ encompasses the region of the SO between the
winter maximum and summer minimum of sea ice cover
(Figure 2). The sea ice is one of the largest and most dynamic

ecosystems on earth, extending to over 19 million km2 in
winter and retreating to ∼3 million km2 over summer (Brierley
and Thomas, 2002; Comiso and Nishio, 2008; Convey et al.,
2009). Total productivity within the SSIZ has been estimated
at ∼140–180 Tg C yr−1 (Arrigo et al., 1997, 2008b). Sea ice
cover plays an important role in the regulation of climate by
controlling heat and gas exchange between the atmosphere and
the ocean (Massom and Stammerjohn, 2010). Snow covered sea
ice creates a high albedo surface that reflects most of the sun’s
energy back into space, thereby reducing warming of the polar
oceans (Perovich, 1990). Conversely, in winter the ice cover
insulates the ocean from direct exposure to the cold atmosphere
(Stroeve et al., 2016 and references therein). Not only is sea ice
itself an important regulator of global climate, it also provides a
vital environment for Antarctic life.

Sea ice supports a diverse community of algae that possess
some of the most extreme adaptations to environmental stress
recorded. They inhabit a range of environments throughout the
ice; from surface ponds to brine channels in the sea ice interior
and at the bottom ice-water interface (Knox, 2007; Arrigo, 2014).
Here they can experience extremely low temperatures (<-20◦C),
light irradiances (<1 µmol m−2 s−1), CO2 concentrations (<100
µatm), and salinities up to ∼200 PSU (Thomas and Dieckmann,
2002 and references therein). Primary production by sea ice algae
contributes between 24-70 Tg C yr−1 (Legendre et al., 1992;
Arrigo et al., 1997; Saenz and Arrigo, 2014) and phytoplankton
biomass averages between 1 and 100 mg Chl a m−2, although it
can exceed 1000 mg Chl a m−2 in some regions (Lizotte, 2001;
Arrigo et al., 2010). Ice algal biomass and productivity varies
greatly at small spatial and temporal scales, primarily due to
changes in snow cover, ice thickness, surface flooding, and ice
rafting (McMinn et al., 2007; Meiners et al., 2012; Arrigo, 2014
and references within). Thus, ice algae are able to thrive in this
harsh physical environment.

Ice algal productivity is essential to the nutrition of higher
trophic levels in Antarctic waters. Productivity and algal biomass
within the sea ice is generally low during the winter (Arrigo
et al., 1998a). Conditions are most favorable at the ice-water
interface, where warmer temperature (-1.8◦C), lower salinity
(∼35 PSU), and high nutrientsmaintain higher productivity rates
than the sea ice interior (Lizotte, 2001). These bottom ice algal
communities are an essential food source for zooplankton over
winter (Brierley and Thomas, 2002 and references therein, Jia
et al., 2016), when phytoplankton biomass in the waters beneath
the sea ice are very low due to light limitation (Perrin et al.,
1987; Legendre et al., 1992; Robins et al., 1995). For example, the
phenology of the Antarctic krill, Euphausia superba, a keystone
organism in SO food webs, is integrally liked to sea ice and
seasonality, largely due to its being a refuge and source of algal
nutrition over winter (Kawaguchi and Satake, 1994; Daly, 1998;
Atkinson et al., 2004; Smetacek andNicol, 2005; Quetin and Ross,
2009) and is associated with the ice at all stages of its life cycle
(Flores et al., 2012 and references therein). Thus, changes in the
timing and/or extent of sea ice cover are likely to have major
implications for the Antarctic food web (see below, Quetin and
Ross, 2009).

Changes in the extent, duration, thickness, and transparency
of sea ice will have major implications for the algae that inhabit
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the ice and processes that drive phytoplankton productivity
during sea ice retreat. In stark contrast to the decline currently
observed in the Arctic (Stroeve et al., 2012 and references
therein), the overall sea ice extent (SIE) around Antarctica has
experienced a modest increase of between 0.9 and 1.5% since
1979 (Comiso and Nishio, 2008; Turner et al., 2009; Parkinson
and Cavalieri, 2012; Simmonds, 2015), and modeled increases
in sea ice volume of ∼0.4% yr−1 between 1992 and 2010 due
to approximately equal increases in both SIE and thickness
(Holland et al., 2014). This culminated in the National Snow
and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) reporting a maximum recorded
SIE >20 million km2 in September 2014, 1.54 million km2

above the 1981 to 2010 average (Fetterer et al., 2016a). However,
the SIE around Antarctica in November 2016 was only 14.54
million km2, 1.81 million km2 below the 1981 to 2010 average
(Fetterer et al., 2016b), demonstrating substantial interannual
variability. Furthermore, the long term trend in increasing SIE is
not uniform around Antarctica, with a significant decrease in the
Amundsen and Bellingshausen Seas of between −5.1 and −6.6%
per decade but a large increase in the Ross Sea of between 4.2
and 5.2% per decade due to the Amundsen Sea Low (ASL) (see
below, Comiso and Nishio, 2008; Massom and Stammerjohn,
2010; Parkinson and Cavalieri, 2012).

Dramatic changes in SIE in some regions around Antarctica
have altered the timing of sea ice growth and retreat. The large
changes in SIE between the Ross Sea and the WAP are driven
by the combined influence of the El Niño-Southern Oscillation
(ENSO), the SAM, and their interaction with the ASL, the deepest
low pressure cell around Antarctica (Arrigo and Thomas, 2004;
Liu et al., 2004; Massom et al., 2008; Stammerjohn et al., 2008;
Pezza et al., 2012; Raphael et al., 2016). The positive SAM phase
and the La Niña phase of the ENSO have deepened the ASL.
Increasing greenhouse gasses and stratospheric ozone recovery
may also exacerbate the current SIE trends in these regions by
further deepening the ASL (Raphael et al., 2016). The resultant
strengthening of winds associated with the ASL lead to the
compression of the sea ice in the Amundsen and Bellingshausen
Seas and expansion in the Ross Sea. As a result, sea ice extent
around the West Antarctic Peninsula (WAP) has declined by up
to 40% over the past 26 years (Smith and Stammerjohn, 2001;
Ducklow et al., 2007; Parkinson and Cavalieri, 2012). Modeling
studies predict that continued global warming will eventually
override the SAM and ENSO effects, increasing warming to the
atmosphere and ocean, and resulting in significant declines in SIE
around Antarctica (Bracegirdle et al., 2008; Ferreira et al., 2015).

Changes in sea ice concentration, extent, and seasonality
critically affect the timing and productivity of phytoplankton
blooms. In the western Ross Sea, sea ice retreats later and
advances earlier, reducing the ice-free season by ∼2.6 months
(Stammerjohn et al., 2012). The delay in ice retreat has delayed
the onset of the summer bloom and decreased its duration,
thereby reducing total seasonal productivity (Arrigo and van
Dijken, 2004). Conversely, earlier retreat and delayed advance
of sea ice has resulted in a 3 month lengthening of the
summer ice-free season in the Amundsen and Bellingshausen
Seas (Stammerjohn et al., 2012). While this extension of the
ice-free period was expected to increase annual phytoplankton

production and growth (Sarmiento et al., 2004; Moreau et al.,
2015), no such trend has yet been observed (Smith et al., 2008;
Montes-Hugo et al., 2008). This may be due to constraints
imposed by nutrient and light limitation that are also key
drivers of phytoplankton growth in the SSIZ (Pearce et al., 2010;
Westwood et al., 2010).

The observed increase in SIE is contrary to modeling studies
that predict a decline in SIE with global warming (Maksym et al.,
2012 and references therein), reflecting the complex interaction
of factors influencing the distribution and concentration of sea
ice around Antarctica (Sen Gupta et al., 2009; Parkinson and
Cavalieri, 2012 and references therein, Turner et al., 2013).
Models indicate that the continued warming of the Earth’s
climate will result in a 33% decline in Antarctic SIE by 2100
(Bracegirdle et al., 2008). Historical records (whaling records, ice
charts, and direct observations) and concentrations of methane
sulfonic acid in ice cores suggest SIE has declined at least 20%
since the 1950s (Curran et al., 2003; de la Mare, 2009).

The seasonal southward retreat of the sea ice initiates the
phytoplankton bloom (see MIZ below) and changes in the timing
of sea ice growth and retreat will alter the timing of these blooms.
Such changes can impose temporal asynchronies and spatial
separations between grazers and their food, reducing grazer
abundance, reproductive success, and altering the distributions
of higher trophic levels (Moline et al., 2008). SO zooplankton
use the sea ice as a refuge and food source in the winter (Daly,
1998; Murphy et al., 2007; Jia et al., 2016). MIZ phytoplankton
blooms supply the essential fatty acids required for reproduction
and over-wintering strategies (Schnack-Schiel et al., 1998; Hagen,
1999). It is not yet known how changes in sea ice retreat will affect
higher trophic levels in SSIZ but a delay in the summer bloom
may restrict the availability of an essential food source during
vulnerable life-stages, resulting in significant grazermortality and
less food availability to higher trophic organisms.

A decline in SIE is likely to decrease overall ice algal
abundance, reducing carbon flux to the deep ocean. Decaying
sea ice releases plumes of ice algal aggregates that can sink
from surface waters at rates ≤200 m d−1 (Thomas et al., 1998;
Wright and van den Enden, 2000; Wright et al., 2010). Given
that sea ice algae contribute to ∼12% of annual productivity in
the SSIZ (Saenz and Arrigo, 2014); the large accumulations of
algal biomass amongst the sea ice (see above); and the fact that
the rate of sedimentationwould largely preclude remineralization
of these algal aggregates; it is likely that declining ice algal
abundance would reduce this region’s contribution to vertical
carbon flux.

A reduction in SIE extent, and therefore sea ice algal biomass,
is also likely to reduce the contribution of Antarctic sea ice
algae to the global biogenic sulfur budget via synthesis of
DMSP and subsequent release of DMS. Many intracellular
roles have been proposed for DMSP and DMS, including
cryoprotectant, antioxidant, metabolic overflow product, and
even a compound that mediates grazer interactions (Kirst et al.,
1991; Malin, 2006 and references therein). DMS is oxidized
in the atmosphere to sulfate aerosols which nucleate cloud
condensation, altering global albedo (Charlson et al., 1987, 1992).
Estimates suggest that the Antarctic region contributes 17% of
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the global DMS emissions (Curran and Jones, 2000), with the
highest concentrations of these DMSP and DMS compounds
often found amongst sea ice (e.g., Kirst et al., 1991; Turner et al.,
1995; Trevena and Jones, 2006; Jones et al., 2010; Vance et al.,
2013). Any climate-induced decline in SIE and/or duration (see
above) could reduce the magnitude of DMS production in the
SSIZ, feeding back to global climate by reducing cloud-induced
albedo.

Thinning of sea ice could substantially contribute to the
loss of sea ice volume within the SSIZ, impacting ice algal
communities. Observations of ice thickness in the SSIZ are sparse
and difficult to obtain, displaying large variability within regions
and among seasons (Worby et al., 2008). As a result, current
trends in Antarctic sea ice thickness are not well understood
(Kwok, 2010; Hobbs et al., 2016 and references therein) and
based upon model estimates (Holland et al., 2014). The majority
of the sea ice in the SSIZ is first-year ice, with ice thickness
seldom exceeding 2 m (Worby et al., 2008; Meiners et al., 2012).
Ice algal biomass is often concentrated in the bottom 20 cm
of the ice (Palmisano and Sullivan, 1983; McMinn et al., 2007;
Meiners et al., 2012), with thicker ice (>1.0 m) supporting higher
algal biomass than thin ice (<0.4 m), due to longer time for
colonization and growth of the bottom ice algal community,
along with development of internal communities from the
rafting of ice floes (McMinn et al., 2007; Meiners et al., 2012).
Thus, a decline in sea ice thickness may result in a reduction
in bottom community biomass, which is an important food
source for zooplankton (Brierley and Thomas, 2002; Jia et al.,
2016), thereby causing a shift in the diet of Antarctic birds
and mammals toward less efficient pathways (Murphy et al.,
2007; Moline et al., 2008; Flores et al., 2012; Ballerini et al.,
2014).

A warming atmosphere is predicted to result in more
precipitation that could cause an increase in snow deposits on
the surface of the sea ice (Bracegirdle et al., 2008; Massom et al.,
2008). Increased snow load depresses ice floes, flooding the ice
surface and fostering phytoplankton blooms in the high light,
high nutrient environment at the snow-ice interface (Arrigo
et al., 1997; Massom et al., 2006). Surface communities are
most often associated with thin ice (<0.4 m) (Meiners et al.,
2012) and as such, could become more prominent in the future.
Increased albedo caused by greater snow cover on the ice would
also limit light transmission through the ice, reducing ice algal
productivity in internal and bottom communities (Grossi et al.,
1987; Palmisano et al., 1987).

Sea ice is a substantial sink for CO2 over winter. Air-ice
exchange at the ice surface over-saturates the CO2 in sea ice
brine and contributes as much as 58% of the annual atmospheric
CO2 uptake in the SO (Delille et al., 2014). Ice cover provides a
barrier between the atmosphere and the surface water, slowing
atmospheric CO2 uptake (Boyd et al., 2008) and limiting
predicted pCO2 levels by 2100 to 500–580 µatm. Furthermore,
it prohibits outgassing of upwelled water supersaturated in CO2

over winter (Gibson and Trull, 1999; Roden et al., 2013). The few
studies investigating the effect of ocean acidification on sea ice
algal communities suggest they can tolerate CO2 concentrations
up to 10,000 µatm (McMinn et al., 2014; Coad et al., 2016).

The increasingly positive SAM (see SAZ above) exposes the
SSIZ is to stronger winds. However, future recovery of the ozone
hole will reduce the SAM favoring increasing warming and
stratification (see Conclusion), with consequent declines in the
SIE extent, thickness and duration of ice cover. This is likely to
have a strong negative effect on sea ice algal abundance, through
a loss of habitat. Whilst ice algae are not major contributors to
overall SO primary productivity, they are essential in the life
cycles of many zooplankton species. Thus, declines in ice algal
abundance will likely have a significant negative effect on critical
links in the SO food web, especially krill, and promote different
and less energy efficient trophic pathways such as consumption
of phytoplankton by salps or via copepods to myctophids. Such
changes would reduce the capacity of the SO to support the
current abundance of iconic, krill-dependent Antarctic wildlife
(Murphy et al., 2007, 2016).

The development of the phytoplankton bloom and succession
of the pelagic phytoplankton community is initiated by the
seasonal retreat of the sea ice across the SSIZ. Here we consider
the effects of climate-induced changes on processes in the MIZ.

5. MARGINAL ICE ZONE

The region where the dense sea ice pack transitions to open
ocean is known as the marginal ice zone (MIZ). It is an area of
high productivity that accounts for the majority of the spring-
summer phytoplankton blooms (Figure 2) (Arrigo et al., 2008b).
The area of the MIZ varies greatly over spring and summer,
ranging from 6 million km2 in December to∼0.2 million km2 by
March (Fitch and Moore, 2007). Sea ice formation in the winter
scavenges phytoplankton cells into the ice and concentrates iron
from the surface water (de Baar et al., 1995; Boyd, 2002; Lannuzel
et al., 2010, 2016). In the spring, low salinity, high iron melt
water is released from the sea ice, creating a buoyant layer of
fresher water that traps phytoplankton in an environment where
conditions are ideal for growth (high light, and high macro-
and micronutrients). This fosters large phytoplankton blooms
(Figure 7A) (Smith andNelson, 1986; Sullivan et al., 1988), which
can reach biomasses of over 200 mg Chl a m−2 (e.g., Smith and
Nelson, 1986; Nelson et al., 1987; Wright et al., 2010). The region
was thought to house very high rates of productivity (∼400 Tg
C yr−1) (Smith et al., 1988; Arrigo et al., 1998b) and contribute
40-50% of the productivity of the entire SO (Smith and Nelson,
1986; Sakshaug, 1994). Advances in satellite technology and
modeling algorithms provide more conservative results (Arrigo
et al., 2008b; Taylor et al., 2013), suggesting the MIZ contributes
∼114 Tg C yr−1. This equates to a total annual productivity of
54–68 g C m−2 yr−1, which is ∼5 times that in the sea ice (∼24
Tg C yr−1) but is similar to that in the POOZ (∼62 g Cm−2 yr−1)
(Moore and Abbott, 2000; Arrigo et al., 2008b; Saenz and Arrigo,
2014).

A diverse array of phytoplankton inhabit theMIZ, undergoing
successional change due to ice retreat, warming, nutrient
depletion, and grazing (Davidson et al., 2010; Wright et al.,
2010). Phytoplankton blooms in East Antarctica and theWeddell
Sea, are commonly co-dominated by the colonial life-stage of
Phaeocystis sp. and diatoms, with increasing diatom abundance

Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 12 February 2017 | Volume 4 | Article 40

http://www.frontiersin.org/Marine_Science
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Marine_Science/archive


Deppeler and Davidson Southern Ocean Phytoplankton in a Changing Climate

FIGURE 7 | Schematic showing the primary physical constraints on phytoplankton in the Seasonal Sea Ice and Marginal Ice Zones (SSIZ and MIZ) (A)

before and (B) after climate change. Modified from Sullivan et al. (1988) and Petrou et al. (2016). Ovals represent the depth of mixing and arrow thickness reflect

relative rates. Blue dashed line denotes the location of the pycnocline; and the red dashed line depicts the approximated depth for 1% surface irradiance. SST, sea

surface temperature.

over time and the appearance of dinoflagellates, silicoflagellates,
and heterotrophic protists later in the season (Waters et al., 2000;
Kang et al., 2001; Davidson et al., 2010). Once the available iron
has been exhausted, the community shifts to one more typical
of the POOZ, consisting of small diatoms and flagellates (Pearce
et al., 2010; Wright et al., 2010). In the WAP, diatom-dominated
blooms in the spring shift to flagellate communities as melting

sea ice and glacial run-off reduce the salinity of surface waters
(Kang et al., 2001). However, icebergs released by the breakup
of ice shelves will increase nutrient input, as in the POOZ (see
above, Duprat et al., 2016), promoting additional blooms of large
diatoms.

Phytoplankton in theMIZ can contribute directly or indirectly
to vertical flux. During large blooms phytoplankton aggregate
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to form marine snow, which fall rapidly through the water
column, contributing to carbon sequestration into the deep ocean
(Alldredge and Silver, 1988). High algal biomass within decaying
sea ice in summer is also a rich source of nutrition and a site
of reproduction for grazers (Schnack-Schiel et al., 1998; Thomas
et al., 1998). This grazing transfers carbon to higher trophic levels
but can also contribute to vertical carbon flux by reparceling cells
into rapidly sinking fecal pellets (Cadée et al., 1992; Burkill et al.,
1995; Perissinotto and Pakhomov, 1998; Pearce et al., 2010).

Climate change is predicted to decrease SIE, increase icebergs,
and cause SAM-induced increases in wind and wave action
(Figure 7B). The effect of decreased SIE on total annual
productivity in the SO may not be large. Reduced SIE would
shift the latitudinal range of the MIZ southward, resulting in an
increase in the area of the POOZ (Smetacek and Nicol, 2005).
However, the restriction of intense primary productivity in the
MIZ to the spring-summer season results in area-normalized
annual primary production similar to that of the POOZ (see
above, Moore and Abbott, 2000; Arrigo et al., 2008b), suggesting
that an increase in the size of the POOZ may not significantly
affect total SO productivity (Arrigo et al., 2008b). Admittedly,
this does not take into account other potential effects of climate
change on the POOZ (see above), nor does it consider the
effect of the absence of ice on the timing and magnitude of the
phytoplankton bloom. It is likely that blooms would start earlier
due to the higher light climate but may develop slower due to
greater mixed depths (see below) and the lack of iron fertilization
from the ice melt (Behrenfeld et al., 2006).

The most profound change in the MIZ may be caused by
the increasingly positive phase of SAM. The poleward shift and
intensification of wind strength and storms is predicted to deepen
themixed layer and reduce phytoplankton production in theMIZ
(Figure 7B) (Lovenduski and Gruber, 2005; Yin, 2005; Hemer
et al., 2010; Massom and Stammerjohn, 2010; Young et al.,
2011; Dobrynin et al., 2012). Phytoplankton blooms in the MIZ
are patchy in space and time (Smith and Nelson, 1986). They
generally occur in shallowmixed layers where wind speeds are <5
m s−1 (Fitch and Moore, 2007). Storms, wind mixing, and waves
deepen mixed depths in the MIZ, reducing the light availability
and inhibiting bloom development (Figure 7B) (Venables and
Meredith, 2014). As a result, blooms only cover 17–24% of
the MIZ over summer with maximum coverage of only 0.36
million km2 in December (Savidge et al., 1996; Fitch and Moore,
2007). Evidence from culture studies and blooms in the Ross Sea
indicate that Phaeocystis sp. is more tolerant of deeply mixed, low
light environments than diatoms (Arrigo et al., 1999; Moisan and
Mitchell, 1999). Therefore, a more deeply mixedMIZ could cause
a shift toward Phaeocystis sp. dominated blooms.

Large, early season blooms of Phaeocystis sp. can be
responsible for substantial carbon export, rapidly sinking from
surface waters and avoiding grazing pressure. Phaeocystis sp.
colonies are encased in a tough outer coating, providing an
effective defense against grazing protozoa and small zooplankton
(Smetacek et al., 2004). In combination with their ability to draw
down larger amounts of CO2 than diatoms (Arrigo et al., 2000),
it is likely that an increase in blooms dominated by Phaeocystis
sp. may enhance carbon export in the MIZ (DiTullio et al., 2000).

Phaeocystis sp. are also responsible for generating large amounts
of DMSP (DiTullio and Smith, 1995; Turner et al., 1995; Vance
et al., 2013). If increased mixing favors Phaeocystis sp. growth, it
may counteract some of the loss of DMSP from decreased SIE in
the SSIZ (see SSIZ above).

An increase in wind and wave action could also potentially
increase the area of the MIZ by increasing the breakup and
dispersal of sea ice by waves (Yin, 2005; Hemer et al., 2010;
Young et al., 2011; Dobrynin et al., 2012; Stroeve et al., 2016).
In spring and summer, large waves propagate through the sea
ice up to 200 km, breaking up ice floes and accelerating ice
retreat (Kohout et al., 2014; Horvat et al., 2016). Some satellite
derived estimates of the MIZ region suggest a positive trend in
MIZ area over time during spring (Stroeve et al., 2016), although
not all models agree due to difficulties in accurately mapping
the MIZ from satellite images (Ackley et al., 2003). However,
changes in MIZ area are not likely to be uniform within the
SSIZ, with Massom et al. (2006) reporting a contraction of the
MIZ in the WAP due to strong northerly winds from the ASL
(see SSIZ above). Interestingly, intense phytoplankton blooms
still occurred amongst in the slurry of frazil ice between floes
in this region (Massom et al., 2006), suggesting MIZ size is not
necessarily a good indicator of its productivity.

Bloom formation within the MIZ is reliant on the coincidence
of optimal conditions for phytoplankton growth. Increases
in turbulent mixing by wind and waves would decrease
light availability through a deepened mixed layer, with likely
reductions in productivity and changes in the phytoplankton
community structure within MIZ blooms. Additional nutrient
inputs from melting icebergs are likely to cause localized
increases in productivity but the extent of this effect would be
felt most in the SSIZ, where growth of phytoplankton has drawn
down nutrient concentrations. The net effect of future increases
in MIZ area and decline in overall SIE remain uncertain.

6. ANTARCTIC CONTINENTAL SHELF
ZONE

Antarctic Continental Shelf Zone (CZ) waters make up the
smallest area of the SO (1.28 million km2) but they are also
highly productive, contributing 66.1 Tg C yr−1 or an average of
460 mg C m−2 d−1 (Arrigo et al., 2008b). The high productivity
in this region is due to high surface nutrient concentrations;
iron enrichment from coastal sediments and basal shelf melt;
and upwelled upper circumpolar deep water (UCDW, Figure 3)
onto the continental shelf from the easterly-flowing Antarctic
Slope Current, which approximately follows the 1,000 m isobath
(Figure 2) (Jacobs, 1991; Smetacek and Nicol, 2005; Westwood
et al., 2010; Williams et al., 2010). Blooms in CZ waters make
a vital contribution to supporting the abundance and diversity
of life in Antarctica. They attract large numbers of grazers that
consume phytoplankton, that in turn feed higher tropic levels,
while also producing fecal pellets, that are either remineralized
into nutrients by heterotrophic microbes or sink rapidly into
deep water, supporting the biological pump (Cadée et al., 1992;
Turner, 2002; Honjo, 2004; Schnack-Schiel and Isla, 2005). Open
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water regions over the CZ are important foraging areas for many
Antarctic species, especially during the summer breeding season
(Arrigo and van Dijken, 2003; Smith et al., 2007; Stroeve et al.,
2016). For example, DMS released from grazed phytoplankton
acts as an olfactory foraging cue for white-chinned petrels (Nevitt
et al., 1995) and Adélie penguin breeding success has been related
to the proximity of colonies to open water (Ainley et al., 1998).
The CZ is also a significant CO2 sink over the summer as high
rates of primary productivity cause surface CO2 undersaturation
(Hoppema et al., 1995; Gibson and Trull, 1999; Ducklow et al.,
2007; Arrigo et al., 2008a; Roden et al., 2013).

Polynyas contribute to high productivity over the CZ with
average annual primary production rates up to 105.4 g C m−2

yr−1 (Arrigo and van Dijken, 2003; Arrigo et al., 2015). Strong,
cold katabatic winds freeze the surface water of the polynya,
creating ice that is pushed north, adding to the seasonal sea ice
extent and contributing to the generation of Antarctic Bottom
Water through exclusion of high salinity brine by sea ice as it
forms (Orsi et al., 1999). The Ross Sea polynya is the largest
and the most productive polynya in Antarctica, contributing
on average, 22.2 Tg C yr−1 (Arrigo et al., 2015), with daily
production as high as 6 g C m−2 d−1 (Smith and Gordon, 1997).
These high productivity rates are likely due to substantial iron
input from upwelling of underlying sediments and basal melt of
nearby ice shelves (Arrigo et al., 2015). Future increases in sea
surface temperature are likely to accelerate the melting of ice
shelves, increasing the input of fresh, stratified, iron-rich water
to polynyas. increasing productivity in these regions (Feng et al.,
2010).

Spatial differences in the factors controlling phytoplankton
production have been observed within CZ waters. Consequently,
the cause and rate of climate-induced change in these waters
differs with location. Substantial differences have already been
observed between East and West Antarctica (Turner et al., 2014
and references therein) and as such, we separately address the
effects climate change on the phytoplankton communities in each
of these two regions.

6.1. West Antarctica
The West Antarctic CZ spans from the Amundsen and
Bellingshausen Seas in the west to theWeddell Sea in the east and
is dominated by the Antarctic Peninsula. Productivity is highest
along the WAP and the Weddell Sea with rates of over 600 mg
C m−2 d−1 during the peak of summer (El-Sayed and Taguchi,
1981; Arrigo et al., 2008b; Vernet et al., 2008). The flow of warm,
nutrient-rich UCDW onto the continental shelf (Figure 3) in
the WAP accelerates sea ice retreat and enhances phytoplankton
productivity (Kavanaugh et al., 2015), fostering diatom blooms as
in the MIZ (see above). These are replaced by small flagellate and
cryptophyte communities in the fresher, more stratified surface
water later in the season (Moline et al., 2004; Ducklow et al.,
2007). High production in the WAP and Scotia Sea support
abundant krill populations, which are in turn food for a wealth
of higher predators (Ducklow et al., 2007 and references therein).

Climate change threats to the West Antarctic CZ include
warming, freshening, increased stratification, the melting and
break up of glaciers and ice shelves, and ocean acidification

(Figure 8B). The WAP is one of the fastest warming regions on
Earth with an increase in the mean atmospheric temperature of
2◦C (6◦C in the winter) since 1950 (Meredith and King, 2005;
Ducklow et al., 2007). No similar warming event has occurred
on Earth in the last 1,800 years (Vaughan et al., 2003). Along
with atmospheric warming in the WAP, increased heat delivery
of UCDW from the Antarctic Circumpolar Current onto the shelf
has caused a 0.6◦C increase in temperature of the upper 300 m of
the water column (Meredith and King, 2005; Turner et al., 2014).
This warming trend has resulted in increased glacial melt, with
87% of glaciers in the Antarctic Peninsula showing signs of retreat
since 1950 (Cook et al., 2005; Peck et al., 2010). Glacial melt has
resulted in an influx of fresh water to coastal regions of the WAP,
freshening and increasing the stratification of surface waters over
the summer. While phytoplankton productivity is expected to
increase with increasing sea surface temperature (Rose et al.,
2009), the phytoplankton community is likely to be more affected
by resultant changes in SIE and freshwater inputs to the CZ
(Arrigo et al., 2015; Moreau et al., 2015).

Freshening of surface waters from glacial melt has led to
a documented change in the phytoplankton community in
the WAP from diatom-dominated assemblages to cryptophytes
and small flagellates (Moline et al., 2004; Montes-Hugo et al.,
2008). The resultant shift in size distribution from large to
small phytoplankton cells has had a significant flow on effect to
zooplankton grazers, particularly krill and salps (Moline et al.,
2004). This region is historically an area of high krill abundance,
which is the preferred food source for the many Antarctic birds
and mammals that live in the WAP (Atkinson et al., 2004).
Changes to the phytoplankton community structure, favoring
small cells, negatively affects krill grazing as they feed most
efficiently on cells >10 µm and are unable to capture particles
<6 µm in size (Kawaguchi et al., 1999). This has caused a shift
in dominance to salps, mucoid feeders that are unaffected by
the particle size of their prey (Moline et al., 2004), and a shift
toward a less efficient fish-based food web (Murphy et al., 2007).
Reductions in the krill population in the WAP are expected have
a significant negative effect on the food chain in this region
(Ballerini et al., 2014).

Surface water freshening causes a concurrent stratification of
the water column, elevating phytoplankton into shallow mixed
layers with higher light intensity. Phytoplankton productivity is
enhanced through increased light, however, excessive light and
elevated UV-A and UV-B exposure can lead to photoinhibition
and cell damage (see SAZ above, Moreau et al., 2015). In order
to limit the damage of these conditions, phytoplankton can
channel metabolic reserves into photoprotection and tolerance
mechanisms (Davidson, 2006). A lengthening of the open water
season in the WAP, caused by earlier sea ice retreat (see
SSIZ above), has increased productivity in the CZ, whilst also
increasing photoinhibition rates (Moreau et al., 2015). Thus far,
the increase in production is much greater than the loss due
to photoinhibition so it is expected that increased stratification
will lead to a net increase in primary productivity in the future
(Moreau et al., 2015).

Stronger westerly winds, as a result of a positive SAM, are
bringing warmer air across the Antarctic Peninsula, increasing
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FIGURE 8 | Schematic showing the primary physical constraints on phytoplankton in the Antarctic Continental Shelf Zone (CZ) (A) before and (B) after

climate change. Ovals represent the depth of mixing and arrow thickness reflects relative rates of flux. SST, sea surface temperature.

snowfall and causing a break up of large ice shelves (e.g., Scambos
et al., 2000; Rack and Rott, 2004; Turner et al., 2014). The break
up of the Larsen A ice shelf created new areas of high nutrient
open water, stimulating phytoplankton blooms and increasing
productivity in a previously ice-covered pelagic habitat (Bertolin
and Schloss, 2009). The continued retreat of glaciers and breaking
up of ice shelves has led to the creation of new carbon sinks
around the Antarctic Peninsula that have increased productivity
up to 3.5 Tg C m−2 yr−1 (Peck et al., 2010). The continued break
up of ice shelves will also lead to an increase in icebergs over the
CZ. Melting icebergs have been found to provide a significant
amount of iron and nutrients to surface waters, leading to
increased phytoplankton productivity (Lin et al., 2011; Vernet
et al., 2011; Duprat et al., 2016). Increased iceberg numbers
will also contribute to increased productivity throughout the
SSIZ and POOZ as they are propelled by ocean currents around
Antarctica (see above).

Little work has investigated the effect of ocean acidification on
phytoplankton inWest Antarctic waters. The CO2 concentration
in waters over the West Antarctic CZ vary seasonally from ∼176
to 503 µatm through to the uptake of CO2 by phytoplankton
in the summer and return to super-saturated levels in winter
under the sea ice (Moreau et al., 2012). Coastal phytoplankton
communities from theWAP (both diatom-dominated andmixed
diatom-flagellate communities) displayed no significant change
in community composition, cell size, or growth rate when

exposed to 800 µatm CO2 (Young et al., 2015). Yet, results
of this study did demonstrate the differences in physiological
carbon uptake among phytoplankton species as production by
diatoms may be enhanced by down-regulation of CCMs at high
pCO2, while a slight decline in production by Phaeocystis sp. was
attributed to the alternative bicarbonate transport pathway used
by this species.

6.2. East Antarctica
The East Antarctic CZ ranges from the Ross Sea in the east to the
eastern edge of the Weddell Sea in the west. The Ross Sea is the
most productive region in the CZ, contributing ∼24 Tg C m−2

yr−1 and accounting for ∼30% of the total annual production
in shelf waters (Sweeney et al., 2000; Arrigo et al., 2008b). Iron
and light availability are the dominant factors controlling growth
of phytoplankton in the Ross Sea (Figure 8A) (Smith et al.,
2000b; Feng et al., 2010; Sedwick et al., 2011). In addition, the
relative abundances of the dominant phytoplankton (diatoms
and Phaeocystis sp.) are linked tomixed layer depth, with diatoms
dominant in highly stratified water and Phaeocystis sp. where
it is deeply mixed (Arrigo et al., 1999). These phytoplankton
blooms support a unique food web in the Ross Sea, structured
around the crystal krill, Euphausia crystallorophias, and the
Antarctic silverfish, Pleuragramma antarcticum (Smith et al.,
2007). Elsewhere around East Antarctica the CZ is relatively
narrow and contributes ∼12 Tg C m−2 yr−1 (Arrigo et al.,
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2008b) and like the West Antarctic CZ, the Antarctic krill, E.
superba, is a keystone species (Nicol et al., 2000, 2010). Here the
phytoplankton community is dominated by blooms of diatoms
and Phaeocystis sp. during the summer and shifts to small
flagellates once nutrients have been exhausted (Waters et al.,
2000; Wright and van den Enden, 2000; Davidson et al., 2010).

The East Antarctic CZ is expected to experience increased
freshening, stratification, the melting and break up of glaciers
and ice shelves, ocean acidification, and modest warming
(Figure 8B). In contrast to the warming trend around West
Antarctica, there has been a measured cooling over East
Antarctica for the same period (1969–2000) (Thompson and
Solomon, 2002). Despite this, most recent model projections
for the Ross Sea by the end of the century predict a 0.15–
0.4◦C increase in SST, with decreases in the mixed layer depth
(∼50–70 m), sea ice concentration (2–11%), and macronutrient
concentrations (Rickard and Behrens, 2016). Freshening has
already been reported in the Ross Sea and has been attributed to
changes in precipitation, sea ice production, and melting of the
West Antarctic ice sheet (Jacobs et al., 2002). Projected changes
to the remaining area of East Antarctica are not well understood
but similar trends are anticipated (Watanabe et al., 2003; Convey
et al., 2009; Gutt et al., 2015).

Ocean acidification is anticipated to affect polar waters sooner
than the rest of the world, due to the increased solubility of
CO2 in cold water (Orr et al., 2005; McNeil and Matear, 2008).
Phytoplankton communities in Antarctic shelf waters are already
exposed to strong annual variations in pCO2 (Gibson and Trull,
1999; Sweeney et al., 2000; Roden et al., 2013; Shadwick et al.,
2013; Kapsenberg et al., 2015). Sea ice cover during the winter
restricts air-sea gas transfer, allowing for CO2 oversaturation of
the water column (up to 450 µatm) through upwelling of high
CO2 UCDW water from the Antarctic Slope Current (Figure 3).
Photosynthetic drawdown over the summer can result in CO2

levels falling below 100 µatm. This large seasonal variation
seems to favor species that tolerate large fluctuations in pH.
Phytoplankton communities have been observed to show little
change in composition when grown at CO2 concentrations
similar to those already experienced in coastal environments
(84–643 µatm) (Davidson et al., 2016). However, superimposing
anthropogenic pCO2 increase upon the large natural fluctuation
already occurring in the natural environment may push some
species past their limit sooner than anticipated (McNeil and
Matear, 2008), causing changes in phytoplankton productivity,
growth and community composition. Concentrations of CO2

exceeding 1,000 µatm induced a change in phytoplankton
community composition in Prydz Bay, increasing the abundance
of small phytoplankton species (Davidson et al., 2016; Thomson
et al., 2016). Studies on Ross Sea phytoplankton communities
also suggest that high CO2 concentrations (760–800 µatm) may
cause a shift in dominance in this region from Phaeocystis sp.
to large chain-forming diatom communities (Tortell et al., 2008;
Feng et al., 2010). Investigation into the physiological reasons
for changes in growth rates link increased growth and carbon
fixation to the energy saved through the down-regulation of
CCMs (Rost et al., 2008; Tortell et al., 2008), while inhibition of
growth and productivity may be related to the metabolic costs

of proton pumps to exclude hydrogen ions (Gao et al., 2012;
McMinn et al., 2014).

A change in phytoplankton community composition will
likely have significant effects on carbon export in the CZ. A
shift toward smaller cell communities will allow for increased
remineralization of cells through the microbial consumption,
decreasing the downward flux of carbon into the deep ocean
(Finkel et al., 2010 and references therein). These cells are also
likely to be less efficiently grazed by zooplankton, resulting in less
carbon transfer to higher trophic organisms. Any CO2-induced
increase in the dominance of diatoms in the Ross Sea may cause
a decline in net carbon export as blooms of Phaeocystis sp. are
capable of exporting more carbon than diatoms (Arrigo et al.,
2000). However, diatom-dominated communities are likely to be
grazed more than Phaeocystis sp., providing better nutrition for
the Antarctic food web and also producing negatively buoyant
feces that can assist in the sinking of diatoms (Schnack-Schiel and
Isla, 2005).

Whilst most studies have focused on individual factors
predicted to alter as a result of climate change, phytoplankton
in the SO will be simultaneously exposed to multiple climate
change stressors (Gutt et al., 2015). Recent work has focused on
the interaction of multiple stressors on phytoplankton growth
in the Ross Sea, highlighting the complex interaction between
environmental changes and the phytoplankton community
(Rose et al., 2009; Feng et al., 2010; Xu et al., 2014; Zhu
et al., 2016). Iron promotes phytoplankton growth, whereas
interactive effects between iron, warming, increased CO2, and
light favor the dominance of diatoms over Phaeocystis sp. (Rose
et al., 2009; Xu et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2016). In contrast,
high pCO2 only affected diatoms, favoring the growth of
large centric species (Feng et al., 2010). As well as causing
shifts in phytoplankton taxa, changes in temperature and iron
supply caused modifications to microzooplankton abundance,
suggesting possible changes in predator/prey interactions (Rose
et al., 2009). No multi-stressor experiments have yet been
performed on other East Antarctic phytoplankton communities,
though it appears likely that climate-induced change will alter the
competitive interactions among dominant phytoplankton taxa
and change trophodynamics throughout continental waters.

Freshening, increased stratification, ocean acidification, and
the melting and break up of glaciers and ice shelves are all
occurring across the Antarctic CZ due to climate change.
Phytoplankton growth is promoted by freshening, increased
stratification, and the break-up of ice shelves by establishing
conditions that are optimal for growth, most notably an increase
in iron supply and light availability. However, freshening and
ocean acidification also appear to be responsible for shifts in
community composition that could result in a decrease in food
quality and availability for grazers. This could have a significant
negative effect on the structure and function of the Antarctic food
web as well as reducing carbon export. In contrast, the proposed
CO2-induced increase in abundance of large diatoms in the Ross
Sea may benefit the food web in this region but may still result in
a decline in carbon export.

Temperature trends currently differ between East and West
Antarctica, with significant warming in West Antarctica and
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a slight cooling trend over East Antarctica. Increases in
temperature appear to promote phytoplankton growth and may
accelerate sea ice retreat, changing the timing and magnitude
of bloom onset in this highly productive region. However, the
interactive effects that this combination of climate stressors will
have on phytoplankton communities in this region is not well
understood. Further work will be required before we can fully
understand how phytoplankton over the CZ will be affected by
a changing climate.

7. CONCLUSION

The SO comprises a vast expanse of ocean containing a
diverse array of environments, each of which exposing
phytoplankton to environmental factors that limit their
production, growth, survival, and composition. Despite these
stressors, phytoplankton thrive in some of the most extreme
conditions on earth. Climate-induced changes in the physical
characteristics of the SO and the responses by phytoplankton
differ substantially among environments. No long-term trends in
satellite-derived Chl a or primary productivity are yet detectable
due to the large background of interannual/decadal variability
(Henson et al., 2010; Gregg and Rousseaux, 2014). It is unlikely
that unambiguous trends due to climate change will be seen until
approximately 2055 (Henson et al., 2010). However, some longer
time series of underway Chl a measurements exist that could
indicate climate-induced trends (see below).

Given the competing influences on phytoplanktonwithin each
region of the SO, predictions are bound to be tentative and
contentious. Our assessment of the available information suggest
the responses of phytoplankton in various regions of the SO are:

• In the SAZ, the stratification-induced decline in nutrient
supply to surface waters (Figure 4) will reduce productivity
and favor small flagellates (e.g., Matear and Hirst, 1999;
Marinov et al., 2010; Petrou et al., 2016). Boyd et al. (2016)
indicates that increases in iron and temperature may double
growth rates and favor diatoms but such events depend on the
frequency and magnitude of storms to deposit dust in the SAZ
and the proximity to land.

• In the POOZ, productivity may increase due to enhanced
mixing, eddy activity, and nutrient supply from upwelling and
melting icebergs (Figure 6). Yet, light limitation imposed by a
deepenedmixed layer and increased cloud cover may limit this
potential increase (Armour et al., 2016).

• In the SSIZ, ice algal abundance is likely to decrease through a
decline in SIE, thickness, and duration (Figure 7). The absence
of sea ice will preclude ice algae providing an essential food
source over winter for some zooplankton species. This has the
potential to cause significant changes throughout the Antarctic
food web. The decline of sea ice as a result of ocean warming
may not markedly alter the annual SO productivity but the
expansion of the POOZ into the SSIZ is likely to alter the
timing, magnitude, and duration of the phytoplankton blooms
in these waters.

• In the MIZ, increased wind and wave action is likely to
accelerate sea ice retreat, increasing the mixed layer depth

and destabilizing the seasonal progression of phytoplankton
blooms (Figure 7). Such changes would reduce the frequency
of ice edge blooms and cause taxonomic shifts in the
phytoplankton community toward small diatoms and
flagellates.

• In the CZ, the few available studies suggest that warming,
freshening, and ocean acidification are likely to elicit changes
to community composition (Figure 8), with reports of a
shift toward communities composed of smaller cells and
flagellates (Moline et al., 2004; Davidson et al., 2016). Increased
nutrients and stratification from melting glaciers and icebergs
are likely to increase productivity (Figure 8). Localized shifts
in community composition in the Ross Sea toward diatom-
dominated communities will potentially decrease carbon
export but may provide better nutrition for higher trophic
levels.

These changes are likely to have a significant effect on the
biogeochemical processes in the SO, affecting the biological
pump,microbial loop, and nutrition for higher trophic levels. It is
likely that the effect of climate change on phytoplankton in each
of these regions is going to be determined by the timing, rate,
and magnitude of change in each stressor; as well as the sequence
in which these stressors are imposed. Climate change models of
the SO still contain large uncertainties, in part due to knowledge
gaps in biogeochemical processes and carbon uptake (Frölicher
et al., 2016). The vast majority of phytoplankton research in
the SO have been observational studies, providing essential data
on phytoplankton communities, seasonal community succession,
nutrient utilization, primary and export production, and food
web interactions (e.g., El-Sayed, 1994; Nicol et al., 2000, 2010;
Smith et al., 2000a; Olguín and Alder, 2011; Quéguiner, 2013).
These studies are essential for our understanding of the current
and potential future state of SO phytoplankton. Relatively few
studies have focused on the manipulation of climate stressors on
SO phytoplankton species/communities (e.g., Tortell et al., 2008;
Rose et al., 2009; Hoppe et al., 2013; Müller et al., 2015; Boyd
et al., 2016; Coad et al., 2016; Davidson et al., 2016). More of these
studies are necessary in all of the regions of the SO to determine
the thresholds for climate-induced stressors on phytoplankton
communities. It is also important to perform multi-stressor
experiments, incorporating a range of environmental factors
affected by climate change, if we are to understand the interactive
effects (from synergistic to antagonistic) of future stressors on
phytoplankton species and communities (e.g., Feng et al., 2010;
Xu et al., 2014; Boyd et al., 2016; Zhu et al., 2016).

The vastness and environmental diversity of the SO; the
inherent spatial and temporal variability in phytoplankton
communities; and the logistical costs and difficulty in obtaining
data from the SO, especially year-round observations, means the
effect of climate change on phytoplankton in this region is poorly
understood. In some instances, advances in remote sensing
technology and computer modeling have allowed access to data
sets that can assist in understanding trends. However, they are
still limited in their ability to detect some physical changes, such
as sea ice thickness and Chl a concentration in waters covered
by ice (Massom et al., 2006; Hobbs et al., 2016). There are very
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few places that have long-term monitoring programs to detect
changes in the physical and biological environment (such as the
Palmer-Long Term Ecological Research program, Smith et al.,
1995) and few of these have collected data for a sufficient duration
to detect trends in phytoplankton against the background of
natural variation. Decades long monitoring programs should
be established as a matter of urgency to detect changes in SO
phytoplankton abundance, production, and composition.

Stratospheric ozone concentrations exert a pervasive effect
on atmospheric circulation in the Southern Hemisphere and
recovery of the ozone hole will change the trajectory of climate.
Concern over ozone depletion and the consequent rise in short
wave UV radiation reaching the Earth’s surface, galvanized the
international community, culminating in the Montreal protocol,
which banned the use of ozone depleting substances, such as
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and halons. Unrecognized at the
time, ozone depletion was also the primary cause of increases
in the positive phase of the SAM, resulting in the acceleration
and poleward shift of westerly winds over the SO (see POOZ
above, Polvani et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2011). This proved
to be the most obvious and persistent characteristic of Southern
Hemisphere climate change in the last half century (Thompson
and Wallace, 2000; Polvani et al., 2011). Modeling studies
indicate that recovery of the ozone hole will decelerate the
westerly winds (Son et al., 2008) and result in a more rapid
rise in Antarctic temperatures than elsewhere in the Southern
Hemisphere (Shindell and Schmidt, 2004). Nearly 30 years
after the Montreal protocol came into effect, the first signs are
emerging that the ozone hole is beginning to heal (Solomon
et al., 2016). Projections suggest that ozone concentrations in
the stratosphere are likely to return to pre-ozone hole values
around 2065 (Son et al., 2008; Schiermeier, 2009). Thus, the
main factor presently driving climate change and phytoplankton
responses over much of the SO will decline over the next half
century. Ozone depletion and positive SAM cause increases in
wind and wave action, deeper mixing, and increased nutrient
entrainment into surface waters (see POOZ, SSIZ, MIZ above).
Replenishment of ozone is likely to reverse these climate-induced
drivers of phytoplankton dynamics in Antarctic waters, moving
to a scenario reminiscent of the SAZ region and dominated
by increased warming, stratification, and declining nutrient
availability in surface waters. The effect of this reversal in climate
fortunes is unknown but the rate of change (∼50 years) may
prove too fast for some species to adapt and/or evolve to the
changing environment.

The response of phytoplankton to anticipated future
environmental conditions in the SO will eventually depend

upon their capacity to adapt and evolve (Boyd et al., 2016
and references therein). Phytoplankton communities have
short generation times and high genetic diversity, which
allow for adaptation to changing environmental conditions
through natural selection (Collins et al., 2014). Some SO
phytoplankton communities are already exposed to large
variations in their environment, such as sea ice and coastal
communities. Phytoplankton that are already exposed to large
variations in their environment are considered inherently more
tolerant and capable of adapting to future changes (Sackett
et al., 2013; Schaum and Collins, 2014). Davidson et al. (2016)
showed that exposing natural microbial communities to the
large range in CO2 concentrations they encounter in nature
over a year had little effect. Concentrations above this reduced
productivity and changed the composition of the phytoplankton
community, suggesting that their tolerance to variability
outside of those normally encountered was low. Furthermore,
current experiments, which determine the tolerance limits
of phytoplankton over short time scales, may not be a good
indicator of long-term resilience as the metabolic costs of
climate-induced stress may not be sustainable over numerous
generations (Schaum and Collins, 2014; Torstensson et al., 2015).
It is currently unknown whether the rate of environmental
change will outpace the ability of SO phytoplankton to adapt
and/or evolve. It is, however, inevitable that changes at the base
of the SO will influence trophodynamics, biogeochemistry, and
climate change.
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