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ABSTRACT 
The current ecosystem paradigm in limnology is represented by the cold temperate, stratifying lake and the single-channelled 

river. However, the variety of inland water ecosystems is much higher, and so is the ecological complexity of many of them. Most 
Mediterranean limnosystems are quite distinct from the contemporary limnological paradigm. This overview will deal with the 
striking and exciting differences between Mediterranean and other temperate limnosystems. For example, most are very small, their 
catchment area is much larger than their size, and they experience both a longer vegetation period and a strong seasonality in water 
supply which occurs outside the hot season, often from groundwater sources. In addition, we encourage research on the often poorly 
known limnological processes taking place in Mediterranean regions by pointing at insufficiently covered research fields. 
Furthermore, competition for water among different users, arising from population increase in fertile and/or tourist areas, is 
certainly limiting the ability of many Mediterranean limnosystems to survive at present and in the near future, particularly in the face 
of the harsher environmental conditions that climatic change is triggering. A new paradigm on Mediterranean limnology is thus 
necessary. This will enable us to predict and mitigate more accurately the unstoppable effects of man-made change in these beautiful 
and still largely ignored ecosystems. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Monsieur Jourdain's character of Molière was 
amazed whenever he spoke prose (Act II, Scene 4, 
1670). So are many of the limnologists when they deal 
with aquatic ecosystems. This metaphor reflects 
especially what Mediterranean limnologists feel when 
they try to unravel the many current enigmas around the 
ecology of the aquatic world in Mediterranean areas, 
and try fitting their results into current limnological 
paradigms. This is no easy task, however, because 
Mediterranean limnology as a science historically lags 
behind the traditional limnology of temperate lake and 
river ecosystems. As a consequence, the application of 
contemporary intellectual frames to Mediterranean 
limnology is likely not very appropriate (Alvarez-
Cobelas et al. 1992a; Harris 1999; and a large etc.). 
Furthermore, we are beginning to see that Medi-
terranean limnology does not meld well with many 
concepts of temperate limnology, as the many 
"exceptions to the rule" statements in discussions of 
scientific papers by Mediterranean limnologists high-
light (Angeler & Rodrigo 2004; Ortega-Mayagoitia et 

al. 2002a). It is time therefore to appreciate that Medi-
terranean limnology cannot be forced ad hoc in current 
conceptual frameworks. We must begin to create a 
Mediterranean limnology paradigm, thereby widening 
the general paradigm of this science. This short, 
unavoidable subjective, overview is a first step in this 
direction. 

2. BRIEF HISTORY AND CURRENT STATUS  

First surveys of Mediterranean freshwater ecosys-
tems can be dated back to Forel's (1889) studies in 
Lombardy lakes. Some scattered efforts were carried out 
in the first third of the 20th Century (Hutchinson et al. 
1932; Stanković 1931), but only after World War II a 
strong impulse has been given by Italians at the Pal-
lanza's Istituto Italiano di Idrobiologia (Bertoni & De 
Bernardi 1997), the earlier Yugoslavian limnologists 
(Stanković, Ocevski) and the solitary figure of Margalef 
in Spain (Ros 1991) to be followed later by the outburst 
and strong development of Australian, Israeli and 
South-African limnology. 

The wealth of Mediterranean limnology is reflected 
by the words which different languages of Mediterra-
nean cultures use when referring to Mediterranean 
aquatic ecosystems. A non-exhaustive list is shown in 
table 1. The reader will notice that we intentionally 
omitted words such as "lake", "river", "stream" and their 
translations because we wish to emphasize the existence 
of other, often ignored limnosystems (e.g., temporary 
pools and streams, etc.) that are worthwhile for research 

Mite letargo d'acque 
[Lukewarm lethargy of water] 

Salvatore Quasimodo 
(Italian poet and Nobel laureate for Literature 1959) 


