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There is no sustainable future for our planet without healthy oceans. Greenpeace is calling on 

States to join efforts towards a historic decision by the UN General Assembly to launch 

negotiations of a strong and effective high seas biodiversity agreement under UNCLOS 

before September 2015. Discussions at the UN BBNJ Working Group on the ‘scope, 

parameters and feasibility’ of the agreement must set a solid basis for reversing the 

destructive course of ocean depletion and ensure positive change on the water and 

therefore for the lives of people and the planet. 

 

Ocean crisis at a price 

According to the FAO, around 80% percent of the world's fisheries are fully exploited, over 

exploited or significantly depleted. Some species have already been fished to commercial 

extinction; many more are on the verge. According to the World Bank, the lost economic benefits 

due to overfishing are estimated to be in the order of $50 billion annually. The value of illegal, 

unreported and unregulated fishing (IUU) on the other hand is currently estimated to amount to 

US$ 10 – 23.5 billion per year. At the World Ocean Summit 2014, organized by The Economist, 

McKinsey & Company director Martin Stuchtey laid out numbers showing that a ban on high seas 

fishing would cost $2 per person on the planet, while having a returning of $4 per person in terms 

of financial savings, rebound of sea life and fishery resources. However, industrial fishing is 

expanding into deeper and more remote areas to fish down what remains of the food web for 

short-term profit. The deep ocean seafloor has also become the new frontier for major 

corporations with mining technology, promising lucrative returns, but not counting the impacts 

of such a destructive activity on other sectors, ecosystem services and coastal communities. 

Meanwhile, the impacts of climate change are causing dead zones in the ocean, increasing 

temperatures and causing acidification.  

 

The oceans crisis comes at a great price to people around the planet that live from the sea 

and depend on living oceans for food security and livelihoods. Overall, fish provide more than 

2.9 billion people with at least 15 per cent of their average per capita animal protein intake. 

Latest estimates indicate that small-scale fisheries contribute more than half of the world’s 

marine and inland fish catch, almost all of which is destined for direct human consumption. 

There are also millions of rural dwellers, particularly in Asia and Africa, involved in seasonal or 

occasional fishing activities with few alternative sources of income and employment. Almost half 

http://www.economist.com/events-conferences/americas/world-ocean-summit-2014


 

of the people employed in the primary and secondary sectors associated with small-scale 

fisheries are women.  

It is the responsibility of States to ensure that healthy oceans for current and future 

generations take priority over the short-term interests of extractive industries. It has been 

estimated that conserving 20-30% of global oceans in marine protected areas (MPAs) could 

create a million jobs, sustain fish catch worth US$ 70–80 billion/year and ecosystem 

services with a gross value of roughly US$ 4.5–6.7 trillion/year. However, protected ocean 

areas remain much less than 1% of the high seas and no impact assessments take place to 

examine the cumulative impacts of human activities before further exploitation is allowed. Lack of 

political will is a key factor explaining the lack of protection, but also importantly gaps in oceans 

governance, unclear legal issues and little or no coordination or cooperation between the 

different organisations and agreements responsible for managing parts of the ocean, only 

specific activities, or particular fish species. 

Turning Words into Ocean Action 

Despite the clear environmental, economic and social benefits of reforming ocean governance, 

political commitments to conserve and use marine biodiversity sustainably have not turned into 

action on the water. After a decade of talks at the BBNJ Working Group on the need to protect 

marine life, the Rio+20 summit set a deadline for the UN General Assembly to take a 

decision on the launch of an UNCLOS agreement for the conservation and sustainable use of 

marine biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction before the end of its 69th Session. This 

starts in September 2014 and ends in September 2015. In order to prepare for this decision, 

governments decided to organize three meetings of the BBNJ Working Group in April and June 

2014 and January 2015, to discuss the scope, parameters and feasibility of an UNCLOS 

implementing agreement and make recommendations to the UN General Assembly.  

Greenpeace is calling on States attending the meeting of the BBNJ Working Group to set a 

solid basis for a strong and effective high seas biodiversity agreement and join forces for 

the launch of negotiations before September 2015. Greenpeace also urges States to 

ensure that the meetings of the Working Group are open, transparent and inclusive, as 

required by the commitment countries made at Rio+20 “to enhance the participation and 

effective engagement of civil society and other relevant stakeholders in the relevant international 

fora and in this regard promote transparency and broad public participation and partnerships to 

implement sustainable development” (Future We Want outcome document paragraph 76(h)). 
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Calling for a High Seas Biodiversity Agreement under UNCLOS 

A strong high seas biodiversity agreement under UNCLOS is urgently needed to ensure 

healthy and productive marine ecosystems across the world’s oceans. The agreement should 

provide: 

• an explicit mandate for the protection, conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity in areas 
beyond national jurisdiction; 
 
• implementation tools, such as a mechanism to establish, monitor and control marine reserves; and 
to undertake environmental impact assessments (EIAs) and strategic impact assessments (SEAs) in 
areas beyond national jurisdiction; 
 
• harmonisation and coordination among relevant instruments or regional, international and 
intergovernmental bodies; 
 
• a mechanism for the access and equitable benefit sharing of the utilisation of marine genetic 
resources (MGRs) in areas beyond national jurisdiction; and 
 
• a strong monitoring, control and compliance system for activities on the high seas 
 

 

For more information please contact:  
  
Sofia Tsenikli: Email: sofia.tsenikli@greenpeace.org/ tel: +30 6979443306 
 
For more information on the scope, parameters and feasibility of an UNCLOS implementing 
agreement for BBNJ see High Seas Alliance briefing here. 

http://highseasalliance.org/content/hsa-recommendations-scope-parameters-and-feasibility-unclos-implementing-agreement

