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Our oceans give us life. Billions of people depend on them for their food and for employment. In 
return, we are plundering them of fish, choking them with pollution and altering them forever with 
the impacts of human-induced climate change, harming the very source of our prosperity. Healthy 
and productive oceans are essential to the future of life on earth, and in the fight against poverty 
they are fundamental to ensure food security. On the road to the Rio Summit, governments must 
agree to an Oceans Rescue Plan that will ensure a healthy marine environment and sustainable 
fisheries for the benefit of people today and future generations to come. 

 
Step 1. Stop the Oceans “Wild West”  
Agree to a new UN high seas biodiversity agreement  
Rio+20 must take action to address the huge gaps and loopholes in the management of the high 
seas that have caused these huge ocean areas to become a “Wild West,” lawless areas open to 
plunder. Governments must start negotiating an agreement to implement the relevant provisions 
under the UN Convention on Law of the Sea (the “constitution” of the oceans) to protect 
international waters from destructive industrial practices. This Oceans Rescue Plan must create a 
global network of marine reserves, essential to restoring our oceans to health for future 
generations.  

 

Step 2. Stop Overfishing  
Overfishing is costing humankind around $50bn US dollars a year, stealing fish from vulnerable 
coastal communities across the world. In Rio, governments must focus on the long-term benefits 
for societies, and not be influenced by the short-term interests of their fishing industries. States 
must strengthen their efforts to maintain and restore fish stocks to sustainable levels, and create 
decisions and plans that are based on science, not dollar signs.  

 

Step 3. Eliminate Pirate Fishing 
In 2009, the value of illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing – or “pirate fishing” – was 
estimated to amount between $10bn and $23.5bn a year. Not enough is being done to effectively 
combat pirate fishing in our oceans. In Rio, governments must adopt and agree to implement 
effective tools that will end pirate fishing – such as a global register of vessels fishing on the high 
seas – and to sign on to the 2009 agreement that aims to halt pirate fishing by creating stronger 
deterrent measures in ports. 

 

Step 4. End Harmful Fishing Subsidies and Cut Overcapacity of the  
Global Fishing Fleet 
In 2003, it was estimated that between $25bn and $29bn is spent on fisheries subsidies. 
Governments continue to pump billions of dollars into the fishing industry each year, sustaining an 
otherwise unprofitable business that promotes overfishing. In Rio, governments must agree on a 
phase-out of environmentally and socially harmful fishing subsidies by 2015. 

 



 
 
 
The capacity of the world’s fishing fleet is catching up to 2.5 times the amount of fish considered sustainable by 
scientists. It has been estimated that if fish stocks were rebuilt, the current marine catch could be achieved with 
almost half of the current global fishing effort. There are simply too many big boats catching too many fish. We 
need to reduce the number of vessels in order to make sure we do not continue to overfish. Efforts should be 
focused on giving low-impact small-scale fisheries priority access to fishing grounds.  

 

Step 5. Create a Global Network of Marine Reserves 
In 2002, governments agreed to establish networks of marine protected areas (MPAs) by 2012. Yet today, less 
than 6% of territorial seas and only 0.5% of areas beyond national jurisdiction are protected. At a time when our 
oceans – including coral reefs, seamounts and other sensitive habitats – may be reaching a tipping point, 
establishing networks of large-scale marine reserves is necessary to restore our oceans to health. Protecting  
20-30% of global oceans through a network of MPAs could create a million jobs and sustain a marine fish catch 
worth between $70bn and $80bn a year. Eventually, in order to reverse overfishing and the impact of other 
industrial activities, the global network of marine reserves must cover 40% of the oceans. 

 

Step 6. Prevent Further Ocean Acidification 
Carbon dioxide emissions are altering our oceans, having a disastrous impact on marine life and putting global food 
security in serious jeopardy. In Rio, governments must agree to prevent further acidification of our oceans by taking 
immediate action to reduce global carbon dioxide emissions. We need to better understand the changes happening 
in our oceans by monitoring the impacts of an increasingly acidic ocean on marine life through the establishment of 
an international observation network. In the short term, to increase the ocean’s resilience other stressors such as 
overfishing, destructive fishing practices and pollution must also be addressed, and areas of ocean need to be set 
aside as marine reserves in order to help bolster the oceans’ ability to adapt to the rapid and unfortunately 
inevitable changes to our environment. 
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