Critically evaluate the impact of sea level change on human activity in, and around, the North Sea Basin and English Channel during the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic periods.


The North Sea Basin and English Channel during the Paleolithic and Mesolithic periods saw periods of great environmental change. This work will attempt to examine the impact on human activity in these areas and their (hunter gatherers) response to it by examining and commenting on current academic literature. Northwest Belgium has been identified as holding great potential for understanding hunter-gatherer responses to environmental change during the Pleistocene–Holocene transition (Crombe, Sergant, Robinson, and Reu 2011). This landscape was comprised of “coversand ridges and lakes that flanked the northern part of the Scheldt river basin” (Crombe et.al. 2011) during the late Glacial/Early transition. Thanks to concentrated fieldwork in this area, data on the paleoenvironment, chronology and mobility for hunter gatherers in the region has indicated that this was a highly productive landscape for them to exploit. (Crombe et.al. 2011)  The Mesolithic period is frequently characterized by swift environmental change that saw the extensive ice sheets that covered extensive areas of north Western Europe begin to retreat as the global climate warmed (Leary 2015). This led to sea levels rising and a rapid inundation of huge expanses of land. Correlating this with the now ‘open, deglaciated landscape’ (Leary 2015) saw a change as coniferous and deciduous woodland developed. Sea levels have always been subject to change, they still are today. It can range up and down from as much as a 100 to 150 meters as quaternary ice sheets have grown and retreated (Leary 2015). It would seem a reasonable assumption to say that this must have had a profound effect on the hunter gatherers that exploited these lands. Jim Leary states in The Remembered Land: Surviving Sea-level Rise after the Last Ice Age: 

“The rise in sea levels in Northsealand during the Mesolithic period, however, was a singularly profound process, rapidly altering ecosystems and habitability in coastal regions and ultimately leading to the displacement of communities as land was submerged and lost altogether.” (Leary 2015).

It’s also highly probable that this process would have been happening in areas where a substantial percentage of the population would be located. The reasons for this would be access to plentiful coastal resources, communication, social and cosmological (Leary 2015). Leary argues that “sea-level rise will have caused, at times, severe social and economic problems” (Leary 2015). Whilst this line of reasoning seems reasonable it would count for little without the archaeological evidence to support it. Although as previously mentioned there has been an acceleration in the study of environmental change during this period, there are still challenges when discussing a landscape that is not visible or easily accessible. Despite a concerted effort to recreate these submerged landscapes and an increase in the understanding of the topography of these areas there is a lack of discussion on the actual impact, perception and responses of the ancient humans that occupied these landscapes during the inundation (Chapman and Lilley 2004) (Leary 2015) (Conneller et.al 2016). 

There have been five main categories of landscape change due to sea-level rise identified by Nicholls and Leatherman (1994) and Nicholls (2010). These are: submergence and loss of land, erosion of deposits, increased flooding and storm damage, saltwater intrusion into aquifers, and rising water tables. Leary adds to this with: changing tidal regimes, changes to river dynamics and estuary morphology, reduced territory, the loss of flint sources, small island vulnerability and loss of place (Leary 2015).  This is useful in understanding how rising sea-levels impacted human activity in the Paleolithic and Mesolithic. Leary (2015) notes that not all communities living in “Northsealand” would necessarily be affected in equal measures by sea-level rise. He states that this is because they would not have always had the same resources to deal with changes in the environment and not be exposed to them uniformly (Leary 2015). Furthermore, it’s important to note that there is a great deal of variation between coastal localities so rising sea-levels would have impacted coastal areas differently depending on their makeup which in turn influences how humans would have perceived and interacted with the changes. An example of this would be the difference between a beach shoreline and cliffed coast. A beach shoreline would become completely submerged whilst a cliffed coast may become unstable due to erosion (Leary 2015).  Landscapes could also become islands (insular) but that did not strictly mean it was a negative event for humans of the time as Conneller et.al discuss.   

Conneller et.al discuss the Mesolithic occupation of the Channel Islands in Rethinking Human Responses to Sea-level Rise: The Mesolithic Occupation of the Channel Islands and argue that despite there being “current uncertainties over the rate and timing” (Conneller et.al 2016) of the inundation of Doggerland and the Channel Plain, it’s a question that can now be addressed despite the perception by some that “such issues are inaccessible until more submerged sites themselves are excavated” (Conneller et.al 2016). As they point out, Bell (2007) has already achieved success in understanding human responses to sea-level rise as result of environmental change with his work on the Severn estuary. Whilst terrestrial and inter-tidal sites may yield “ample resources” (Conneller et.al 2016) to address the question of human responses and perceptions of inundation, more can be done with terrestrial sites affected by local sea level change in which Conneller et.al argue that “islands have a special place role, representing vital resources for understanding human responses to sea-level rise (Conneller et.al 2016). 


“In cases where land transforms from continental mainland, to coastal peninsula, to island, people will have needed to reconfigure their pattern of mobility and exploitation as the proportions of different environments altered and significant climatic and vegetational changes occurred.” (Conneller et.al 2016)

The above statement stands out against other schools of thought that would suggest that humans of the Paleolithic and Mesolithic periods were slaves/defined by their environment. Conneller and colleagues paleo-archaeological work would instead suggest that despite what may have been challenging environmental circumstances as these processes occurred, the people exploited the opportunities that arose, especially during the Middle Mesolithic on Guernsey and Alderny which by this stage were already islands (Conneller et.al 2016). This would suggest a high degree of adaptability and the ability to utilize maritime voyaging and successful exploitation of marine resources (Conneller et.al 2016).  As a result of their archaeological findings they were able to note that the Channel Islands did not seem to be especially attractive to humans during the later Paleolithic and early Mesolithic. There is evidence of occupation of the area around the Pleistocene/Holocene transition in the form three partially backed bladelets considered to belong to the “industries à pointes à dos rectiligne” (Marchland 2008) (Conneller et.al 2016). By the Middle Mesolithic the landscape had undergone drastic change. As mentioned above Guernsey and Alderney became islands and Jersey became a peninsula. The fact that Early and Middle Mesolithic sites are common throughout the region shows that despite the landscape going through rapid change it did not deter occupation but may have actually encouraged it (Conneller et.al 2016). 

This is just one example of how sea level change impacted human behavior. It is also important to consider perception and how it can affect human activity in a changing landscape. Not just visually but economically as well. Environment rich resources would have been lost due to the effects of sea-level rise such as salt marshes. Drinking water from estuaries would become salinized and undrinkable whilst killing/relocating plants and wildlife. People would have also been displaced which is important to note because despite belonging to the distant past, they would have felt affected by their loss of place and land (Leary 2015).  It would be a mistake to think that the humans that occupied the North Basin were all affected by sea-level rise, at least not on the same level. Settlements closer to the coast and wetland areas were the most affected and particularly susceptible to a rise in sea-level. Leary makes a pertinent point:

“The effects of sea-level rise cannot be easily summed up or characterized; it was highly variable, playing out in different areas in different ways and over a variety of timescales. Further, differences between people, behavior, topography, technology, and access to resources such as water, would have led to different adaptations and coping strategies” 
(Leary 2015)

This highlights some of the challenges faced when trying to discuss impact on human activity and behavior during periods of rising sea-levels. In some cases massive loss of land and resources as a result of sea-level rise may have been calamitous for Mesolithic people but this also created opportunities for some. A change to lifestyles and the ability to adapt to the changing environmental circumstances around them is something that should be perhaps be considered more seriously when accessing the abilities of these people. As shown in the Channel Islands case study, we can see how sea-level rise and the resulting changes in topography and resources impacted human activity from relatively little occupation in the late Upper Paleolithic and Early Mesolithic to considerable occupation once coastal resources and increased marine opportunities presented themselves (Conneller et.al 2016). The increased occupation of the Channel Islands during the Middle Mesolithic indicates a shift towards a maritime culture or the beginnings of one. Sea-level changes must have posed significant challenges to the people of the Middle Mesolithic but was not a completely negative experience for them. With adversity comes innovation, creativity and experimentation (Leary 2015). As has been alluded to, a rise in sea-level may have created a response that initiated a more intimate way of life with the sea. Perhaps then human activity and the impact sea-level change had on it in the English Channel and around the North Sea Basin was not as clear cut as previously believed but a complex and multi-faceted event. Some communities as we have seen were able to embrace the change and challenges the shifting landscape brought by adapting to maritime lifeways whilst others simply retreated inland. 

This may have spurred technological advancements in response to rising sea-levels during the Mesolithic (Leary 2015).  Leary argues that local flint resources would have been cut off as a result of them being submerged during rise in sea-levels which would have in turn had an impact on the availability of it which would shape how the resource was used, in how it was used, why it was used and the actual flint tools themselves (Leary 2015). Whilst this may be true it would be wrong to say that this happened broadly as has already been pointed out, sea-level change is not something that happens at a universally across regions or at the same rate/time. 

In conclusion, there is much work still left to be done when analyzing sea-level change and its impact on human activity. It would appear based off recent evidence and new lines of thought that Mesolithic humans were quite capable of quick adaptation and exploitation of shifting topographies, plant and animal wildlife. Especially interesting is the Channel Islands which other us a view that rather than their insular nature being a barrier to occupation and exploitation during the Middle Mesolithic it was in fact the opposite. As more evidence reveals itself and the technology progresses it will be likely that we surprised by the achievements of our distant ancestors. 
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