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Abstract

The Gulf of Eilat (Gulf of Agaba; GoA) is a unique natural environment of great importance
at a national and international scale. It is the only place in Israel where coral reefs exist and
they are some of the richest and most diverse in the world. Thanks to them, the city of Eilat
is a center of attraction for many tourists and nature lovers from Israel and around the world,
providing an important economic resource for the residents of the city and the State of
Israel. In 2018, Eilat was included in the list of the most beautiful bay cities in the world,
which strengthens its position as an international vacation city and a favorite tourist
destination.

The coral reefs in the GoA are among the northernmost in the world and they manage to
exist at the edge of their global distributigmydue to the unique conditions that characterize
the gulf - low annual temperature range and'clear water with little nutrients and particulate
organic matter. Despite their northern.geographical locationy.coral reefs in the GoA are rich
and diverse and the rate of endemism is among thehighest inithe world. At an international
level, the great importance ofithe GoAxderives from thefact that itisia global refuge for coral
reefs in the current eragthis is due to the high resilience of the Gulf’s corals to climate
change and the coral bleaching phenomenen that accompanies seawater warming and
severely affects many of the world's reefs. Indeed, whilesmany reefs around the world are
deteriorating rapidly dueto coral bleaching events, reefs in the GoA have, to date, not
experienced ‘bleaching events. Furthermore, data, of the National Monitoring Program
indicate stability of the reefs, andieven slight.improvement in some ecological indices. Thus,
the State of Israel has a rare opportunity to protect coral reefs and provide a global refuge
for this endangered ecosystem in the GoA.

Israel has only 12 km of coastline,in the GoA'and a very limited marine area in which different
habitats (Fig. A), which are characterized by a variety of ecological niches, exist side by side.
Together these niches form a complex biological network, hosting a great diversity of
species. Coral reefs, seagrass meadows, sandy bottoms and the open sea are interdependent
living areas that maintain complex interactions. For example, seagrass meadows are a very
important habitat and a significant contributor to maintaining water quality in the northern
GoA. These meadows have a great impact on the health of coral reefs, reef fish and open
sea fish. Therefore, if in the past conservation efforts focused mainly on coral reefs, today it
is clear that they do not exist as autonomous units and in order to maintain their vitality, it
is necessary to protect other habitats as well. Currently, the declared nature reserves



oWy

& L)

] 1

- mun 2022 9Max | N7'X Y1901 AL N7 NN
yaun
o'l

provide only limited protection to the diversity of marine and coastal habitats that make up
the ecosystems in the GoA.
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nd intense and takes place in the limited
maritime and coastal spa i i ace between them. It is important to note that
despite the stability reporte m the National Monitoring Program data for the GoA in
recent years, resilience is not anteed! Like many marine areas in the world, the
ecosystems in the GoA are subject"to many and varied disturbances that operate across
different geographical ranges - local, regional and global. At the local and regional scale the
main disturbances are (Fig. B): (A) various pollutants (chemical, biological, marine debris, oil,
light and sonic pollution); (B) physical damage to coral reefs and seagrasses and increased
sedimentation (as a result of damage from visitors, divers and vessels, and infrastructure
works in the maritime and coastal areas); (C) fishing and removal of protected species, and
(D) coastal and marine development that harms the ecosystems. These disturbances act in
the shadow of the most significant threat to coral reefs in the world - global climate changes

that cause thermal stress and extreme weather. Unfortunately, our ability to address global
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threats is very limited and can take too long. In contrast, we can address local disturbances,
and many studies point to a close link between local disturbances and the ability of reefs to
deal with global disturbances. Local conservation efforts increase the resilience of the reefs
and could help corals in the GoA make good use of their resilience to successfully deal with
phenomena such as seawater warming and bleaching.

b

.

e

from a ship moored : a . Light pollution, a stress factor that disrupts
important physiological systems in the i 1 pto: Assaf Zvuloni); c. Corals broken as a result
of intense recreational diving (Photo: As i ding of protected natural values as a result of

rocesses and development trends in the GoA indicates
e Gulf and its surroundings. Currently, among other

An extensive review of the plan
the acceleration of development i
things, development plans include: (A) significant increase in the city's population and
expansion of private and infrastructure construction within the framework of the local
master plan; (B) expansion of the port activity of the Europe Asia Pipeline Company (EAPC)
and transportation of oils and hazardous materials in light of agreements with the United
Arab Emirates; (C) enhanced development at sea, along the shores of the Gulf and inland,
mainly for tourist activity; (D) development initiatives for national and international
infrastructures (e.g., a railway to Eilat and a canal port), and (E) accelerated development
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processes in neighboring countries. These actions are expected to have direct and indirect
consequences for the GoA in many environmental aspects.

This policy document was written in recognition of the importance of the GoA and given the
many and increasing threats and stressors that act on the existing ecosystems. It brings
together the significant knowledge accumulated about the various habitats, stress factors
and threats involved in infrastructure development, along with the trends of planning and
development in the gulf region. The document presents a spatial analysis of the ecological
values and the importance of preserving various ecological units in the GoA, together with
the activities that take place in the gulf region. Thisg@@nalysis directs the development and
conservation efforts in the northern GoA and forms the basis for formulating spatial
recommendations for nature conservation in thexGulf. The document outlines an applicable
approach to the preservation and sustainable develepment of the morthern GoA. It offers
guidelines and principles of operation for the purpose of increasing ceordination between
the various sectors and promoting sustainableymanagement in the \northern GoA. In
addition, by defining ecological assets andyanalyzing,the existing state of conservation, it
recommends promoting spatidl protection, including ceastal and'maring nature reserves and
potential areas for future.conservation(i.e., "the Crab Coast", the seagrass meadows, EAPC,
the mesophotic reef and“the deep sea canyons; Figure C). Recommendations regarding
monitoring and research in the Gulf of Eilat areialso presented.

This document is intended to,form thebasis of any\planning action in Eilat, while adhering
to the rules and guiding principles established in order to maintain ecological stability in
the Gulf.
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Fig. C. Declared nature reserves and areas where it is necessary to protect the natural systems in the northern
Gulf of Eilat/Aqgaba (including other nature reserves). These areas are intended to include important habitats
and natural assets that do not receive adequate protection within the current declared reserves.
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