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THE INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION 
for the Scientific Exploration of the 
M editerranean Sea (CIESM) was 
conceived in 1910 and has been 
promoting marine research in the
Mediterranean ever since (for complete 
information on the Commission, refer 
to its web page http://www.ciesm.org/). 
In the past decade, the CIESM has 
undergone a radical change of 
objectives and activities, with a
complete re-arrangement of its
organisation.

The responsibility for this change largely rests 
on its Director General, Frederic Briand. Born 
an d  raised  in Paris (hence his E uropean 
im p rin tin g ), F rederic  B riand m oved to
California to take a PhD in m arine ecology 
(1974) before m oving up  as a university  
p rofessor in  C anada. T here  he w o rk ed  
extensively on the cybernetics and tropho- 
dynam ics of ecological com m unities, notably 
deciphering the  com plex rules that shape the 
stru c tu re  of foodw ebs (connectivity, m ean 
food-chain length, etc). His papers have m uch 
influenced the  emergence of this dom ain of 
research, as you w ill find if you consult 
m o d ern  tex tbooks in com m unity  ecology. 
W hen  called to lead the C om m ission in 1991, 
after runn ing  the Population Program m e of 
UNESCO, Frederic b rough t w ith him  a vision 
sh ap ed  by his p ragm atic  know ledge of 
developing countries and of differing research 
p ractices in  “O ld Europe" and  in N o rth  
America.

Mix of communities
This surely helped, as a un ique  aspect of 
CIESM is its am azing geographic blend of 
scientific com m unities. The list of m em ber 
states runs from  Algeria, Croatia, Cyprus, 
Egypt, France, Germany, Greece, Israel, Italy, 
Tebanon, Malta, M onaco, Morocco, Portugal, 
Romania, Serbia-M ontenegro, Slovenia, Spain, 
Switzerland, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, to Ukraine. 
The m ajor CIESM Congress that is organised

every three years is a rem arkable opportun ity  
to m eet people from all of these co u n trie s .. .in 
a d d itio n  to A lbanian , Scandinavian , 
Palestin ian , B ritish and  also A m erican 
scientists w ho love to w ork  on the Mare 
N ostrum . The sou thern  and eastern shores are 
a m ain concern of CIESM, w hich  aim s to 
facilitate interactions betw een their scientific 
com m unities and  those of the northern  shore, 
so as to build  up  a com m on way of looking at 
the M editerranean.

CIESM com m ittees
C-IESM is organised in com m ittees w hich have 
been rem odelled into six un its  at present:

•  M arine Geosciences
•  Physics and Clim ate of the Ocean
•  M arine Biogeochemistry
•  M arine M icrobiology
•  hiving Resources and M arine Ecosystems
•  Coastal Ecology.

Each com m ittee has a chair, the largest one -  
hiving Resources and M arine Ecosystems -  
having two co-chairs. The chairs operate as a 
tight collegial group, frequently called upo n  by

the Director General for strategic meetings. 
They play a key role in  the preparation  of the 
triennial congresses (the 37 th  Congress took 
place in Barcelona on the second w eek of June, 
2004) and also in the design and runn ing  of 
research w orkshops.

Research w orkshops
This latter activity, launched in 1997, has now 
becom e a CIESM tradem ark . The chairs 
propose emerging them es and identify key 
experts; the  CIESM Secretariat takes care of the 
rest. T hanks to  a sm ooth , tim e-tested  
“bureaucracy-free" m ode of function ing , 
CIESM w orkshops easily develop as intensive, 
exploratory “think-tanks." The outcom e of 
these m eetings is a circa 120-page m onograph 
w hich  in teg rates th e  conso lida ted  
co m m u n ica tio n  of each p a rtic ip a n t and  
includes an executive synthesis -  the fruit of 
collective thinking, w hich outlines the m ain 
conclusions of the discussions and  proposes 
p rom ising  p a th s for fu ture  research. The 
volumes, p roduced  at a rate of roughly four 
per year, can be dow nloaded for free as PDF 
files from  the CIESM website. The num ber of
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Increasing maritime traffic in the  Mediterranean can contribute to th e  num ber  
of exotic  sp e c ie s  in th e  Mediterranean S ea .

dow nloads is very high: several volum es have 
been dow nloaded m ore than  10,000 tim es 
already. W hile it is obvious th a t no t all 
volum es are read from cover to cover (many 
hits may ju s t  reflect a generation of “zapping 
v isito rs’), such num bers do indicate at least a 
definite appetite  for m arine science! Topics 
range from  coastal erosion to m arine viruses, 
covering all aspects of m arine sciences. Today, 
th e  CIESM W orkshop  M onographs series 
already num bers 24 volum es (two others are in 
p rep ara tio n ): together they  co n stitu te  an 
am azing corpus of know ledge on m odern  
M editerranean m arine science.

Atlas of Exotic Species
A nother success sto ry  in  the  CIESM 
production  line is the Atlas o f Exotic Species in 
the Mediterranean Sea. C urrent volum es cover 
Fishes, Crustacean D ecapods and  Stom ato- 
pods, and Molluscs. O thers are in preparation. 
The Atlas is dow nloadable in digital form at 
from  the CIESM website, w here expert updates 
are regularly added, b u t the p rin ted  version, 
w ith beautiful, original illustrations, is very 
m uch w orth  buying. The M editerranean is 
undergoing a fast, massive biodiversity change 
and the  CIESM Atlas is the  reference database 
for th is process, w h ich  is con tin u o u sly  
bringing new species into the basin. Most 
new com ers are of tropical affinity, m igrating 
th rough  the Suez Canal or th rough  the Strait of 
Gibraltar, or are transported  in the ballast or 
on the hulls of a fast-growing m aritim e traffic.

The M editerranean is a m iniaturised ocean 
w ith a very high biodiversity. Its surface waters 
are tropical in the  sum m er and tem perate in 
winter, allowing the spatial (but no t tem poral) 
coex istence o f species o f o p posite  b io 
geographic affinity. It is a w onderful arena for 
m arine  stud ies. CIESM is exp lo iting  th is 
m arvellous opportun ity  to the full, and is 
providing a conducive a tm osphere for the 
gathering of data (through the Atlas and other 
initiatives, e.g. syntheses of m ultibeam -derived 
m aps of the M editerranean sea bottom ), their 
thoughtfu l elaboration (through w orkshops), 
the spread of this inform ation (through its 
website) and debates am ong over 600 m arine 
scientists com ing from  all corners of the basin 
and beyond (during its Congress).

International 
brotherhood of marine 
scientists
W hile science is naturally the  prim e concern of 
CIESM, th rough  science, a political game of a 
different, innovative k ind is at play. Provided 
w ith  a continuous forum  for international 
dialogue and  w ith real opportunities for trans
frontier collaborations, scientists originating 
from  countries usually  engaged in  serious 
conflicts and even wars, learn th rough  CIESM

to cooperate and appreciate each other. It is an 
im portan t start. Traditionally, this is no t the 
m andate of a strictly scientific organisation, 
and officially it is not. In reality, however, 
under the um brella of the  Com mission, the 
M editerranean scientific com m unity  is already 
treading a path  that, hopefully, will be followed 
in the future by its governm ents.

The evolutionary and 
ecological meaning of 
co-operation
I have been chair of the Com m ittee on Coastal 
Ecology for two m andates, and  now my term s 
have expired . I have o rgan ised  an d /o r 
participated in  several CIESM w orkshops: it 
was a privilege, b u t also a lo t of fun. I 
suggested a w orkshop them e that, I hope, will 
take place in the  future: the  ecological and 
evolutionary m eaning of co-operation. A good 
place to hold this w ould  be Gaza, Sarajevo or 
Cyprus. The m odern  paradigm s of ecology are 
p redation  and com petition , backed up  in 
evo lu tionary  th eo ry  by n a tu ra l selection , 
w hich im plies a continuous struggle. There is

a less explored side of this medal: the m ost 
spectacular m arine ecosystem s (coral reefs) 
base th e ir function ing  on th e  m utua lism  
betw een zooxanthellae and corals. Similarly, 
our cells w ork the way they do because some 
“parasites" becam e incorporated  in to  them  
and, in stead  of com peting , s ta rted  to 
cooperate, giving rise to m odern  cells. The 
sam e is true  for p lan ts and insects, w ith 
pollination.

This is very m uch the philosophy of CIESM: 
give an o p p o rtu n ity  to  sc ien tists to get 
together, to  coopera te  an d  d iscuss their 
favourite  topics, th u s  reach ing  a be tte r 
u n d e rs tan d in g  of scientific  issues and, 
ultimately, of each other. •

F e rd in an d o  Boero,
C.oNISMa, University of Tecce Strada, 
Provinciale M onteroni,
1-73100 Tecce, Italy.
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