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Healthy, functioning global marine ecosystems are essential to maintain a stable, livable 
climate.  
 
The ocean currently stores 50 times more CO2 than the atmosphere. However, just as it is 
essential to distinguish between CO2 in the atmosphere and the carbon bound up in plants, 
animals, and soils on land, it is also necessary to differentiate between carbon absorbed from 
the atmosphere and dissolved in seawater, and carbon stored in marine life and 
sediments. This is because the former leads to ocean acidification and is part of the problem, 
while the latter - often referred to as ‘blue carbon’ - is a part of the solution and needs to be 
properly protected.  
 
The uptake of CO2 from the atmosphere by the oceans has far exceeded sustainable limits. 
Increasing water temperatures and acidity already seriously impact marine life as well as 
millions of people depending on healthy oceans. Furthermore, the ocean's "blue carbon" 
capacity is at stake, which has serious ramifications for the climate. Any notion, that the 
climate crisis can be fixed by continued ocean CO2 uptake is not only wrong, it is also 
very dangerous, as it underestimates the CO2 cuts needed to keep our planet - and our ocean 
- safe and livable.  
 
Therefore, fighting climate change and protecting the ocean must go hand in hand. 
Governments and industries must act now to drastically cut emissions, speed up the energy 
transition to 100% renewables, and at the same time rapidly increase the protection of marine 
ecosystems to safeguard and strengthen their natural climate mitigation and adaptation 
capacity.  
 
Help the ocean help the climate by stopping CO2 emissions 

Seawater is the “atmosphere” of our oceans. As a result of natural exchanges between the 
oceans and the atmosphere, seawater has so far absorbed around 30% of the carbon that has 
been emitted by the burning of fossil fuels. Without our oceans, climate change would already 
be even worse today. These natural processes will continue, but just like the accumulation of 
CO2 in the atmosphere accelerates climate change, the build-up of CO2 in seawater accelerates 
ocean acidification.  

 
Surface ocean acidity has already increased by around 30% since pre-industrial times, with 
recent changes occurring faster than for the last 400,000 years. In conjunction with climate 
change impacts, such as ocean warming and sea level rise, acidification is causing great harm 
to marine life. These changes have dire consequences for coastal communities, often the ones 
mostly impacted by climate change already. For example, precious ecosystems such as coral 
reefs that provide food and livelihoods for millions of people and a home to thousands of 
species have been severely degraded. In some cases they are lost forever.  
 
Blue carbon; coastal ecosystems, the open ocean and marine life 

The blue carbon cycle is a complex and dynamic system that connects coastal ecosystems, 
the deep ocean, and the diversity of marine life. Many of the marine ecosystems that are 
most effective at ‘fixing’ and storing carbon for long periods, are found in shallow waters and 
along the coasts, including in mangrove forests, seagrass meadows and tidal salt marshes. 
Unlike terrestrial soils, the sediments in which healthy saltmarsh plants, mangroves and 
seagrasses grow do not become saturated with carbon. This means that the quantity of blue 
carbon they store naturally can continue to increase over time as sediments accumulate. 
These ecosystems may be adding as much carbon to their ‘soils’ each year as all 
terrestrial forests put together, despite covering only 3% of the area that forests cover.  

 

http://www.greenpeace.org/new-zealand/en/multimedia/Videos/Ocean-Acidification-in-a-nutshell/
http://www.greenpeace.org/australia/en/what-we-do/oceans/resources/reports/The-double-threat-to-the-Great-Barrier-Reef/
http://www.greenpeace.org/australia/en/what-we-do/oceans/resources/reports/The-double-threat-to-the-Great-Barrier-Reef/


 

 

 
For example, mangrove forests occupy less than 2% of the world’s tropical coastal regions, 
but they account for as much as 30% of all carbon burial within coastal ecosystems, and 
are home and nursery grounds for hundreds of species. Per unit area, rates of carbon burial in 
sediments in mangrove forests are significantly greater than in the soils of both temperate 
and tropical forests on land.  

 
Seagrass meadows are found in the coastal waters of every continent except Antarctica. As 
well as providing a home and breeding ground for more than 100 marine species, including fish, 
shellfish, and other marine life, seagrass meadows also bury substantial quantities of carbon 
in their rich ‘soils’, which can accumulate over centuries to a depth of several metres.  

 
In the open ocean and the deep sea, long-term carbon sequestration takes place over millions 
of years, as carbon that originates from other ocean areas is exported and deposited to the 
deep sea. Marine animals, especially those in the top of the food chain, such as fish (tuna, 
sharks etc) and mammals (whales, dolphins etc), are important for maintaining carbon 
balance as well as the integrity of ecosystems. 
 
The current ocean crisis threatens climate mitigation 

In addition to CO2 and climate change related impacts, such as acidification, ocean warming, 
and sea-level rise, the oceans are currently threatened by overexploitation, pollution, and 
habitat destruction. The cumulative impacts of these threats cause further harm to biodiversity 
and ecosystems, and to their ability to cope with and help mitigate climate change. Mangroves, 
seagreasses and salt marshes are lost at a rate ten times faster than tropical forests, 
resulting in a great loss in natural carbon sink capacity. These coastal ecosystems, which also 
provide natural defenses to communities against erosion, storms, and flooding, are among 
the most threatened ecosystems on Earth. Global overfishing disrupts food webs and can have 
unpredictable effects on the carbon cycle. Destructive fishing, such as bottom trawling and 
seabed mining - a new and emerging activity - disturb the seabed, which can re-suspend into 
the water column carbon that has been stored in the sediment for millennia.  
 
Protecting the oceans is a climate strategy  

Countries are starting to take action for the oceans to help the fight against climate change. 
Earlier this year, countries adopted a Call for Action at the UN Ocean Conference and 
recognized the particular importance of the Paris Agreement for the oceans. In addition, 
countries and other ocean stakeholder announced a long list of commitments on oceans and 
climate change at the “Our Ocean” Conference in October. At the same time, the importance of 
oceans for the climate is highlighted more and more within the context of UNFCCC. 
 
It is clear that coastal and high seas habitats and species are inextricably linked as part of 
the ocean carbon cycle. Delivering on, and increasing the ambition of, existing commitments 
to combat marine pollution, stop overfishing, and enhance biodiversity protection is necessary to 
allow ocean recovery. To that end, a global network of highly protected areas is urgently 
needed, not only to secure food and livelihoods for billions of people and safeguard marine 
biodiversity, but also to protect biological carbon sinks and existing blue carbon stores, 
and facilitate their recovery. Such a network would also increase the resilience of oceans 
ecosystems and communities to climate impacts. A recent study by Callum Roberts et al 
(2017) concluded “Marine reserves can mitigate and promote adaptation to climate change”.  

 
Today, only 3 per cent of the ocean is protected while only 1 per cent is highly protected. The 
high seas - areas beyond the jurisdiction of States - cover around 64 per cent of the global 
oceans but only 1 per cent of it is under some form of protection. This is only a fraction of the 10 
per cent governments agreed to protect by 2020 as part of the CBD Aichi Targets and SDG 
14, and a far cry from the goal of 30 per cent of highly protected areas by 2030 agreed at the 
2016 International Union for Conservation of Nature congress in Hawaii.  
 
 
Geoengineering, a false climate solution 

 
Greenpeace is opposed to the concept of geoengineering, which is a distraction from 
implementing climate solutions such as the drastic reduction of CO2 emissions and the 
protection and restoration of natural ecosystems. Geoengineering could create 

https://oceanconference.un.org/callforaction
https://ourocean2017.org/our-ocean-commitments
https://ourocean2017.org/
http://www.vardagroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/BtO_Workshop_COP23_Report_final.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/114/24/6167.abstract
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg14
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg14
https://portals.iucn.org/congress/motion/053


 

 

 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and adverse consequences. Also, it could create further chaos 
and instability without any guarantee that it would help counteract climate change. Greenpeace 
therefore strongly opposes any attempts to artificially enhance the ocean’s capacity to 
capture and store carbon, such as stimulating phytoplankton growth in the open ocean 
through nutrient addition or modification of upwelling, known as ocean fertilisation (OF). OF is a 
highly speculative and inherently unsustainable technique, possibly resulting in a permanent 
and largely unpredictable change of marine ecosystems and jeopardizing the ocean’s natural 
climate mitigation capacity.  
 
Greenpeace calls for: 

 Governments and industry to act now to drastically cut emissions, speed up the 
transition to 100% renewable energy and rapidly increase the protection of marine 
ecosystems to safeguard and strengthen their natural climate mitigation and adaptation 
capacity.  

 

 The full and timely implementation of SDG 14 and the CBD Aichi Biodiversity Targets 
as a first step towards at least 30% highly protected marine reserves by 2030, 
recognizing that countries and corporations must urgently act to stop further 
deterioration of the ocean and its critical role for the climate cycle and communities 
worldwide.  

 

 Integrating commitments on marine protection to national, regional, and global climate 
mitigation and adaptation strategies.  

 

 A swift start and conclusion, by no later than 2020, of a strong and legally binding 
Ocean Treaty under UNCLOS for the conservation and sustainable use of marine 
biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction, to enable its protection and build 
resilience of high seas/deep sea habitats and ecosystems. 

 

 International funding, not linked to any carbon market mechanism, to ensure the 
protection and proper management, including monitoring and assessment, of marine 
and coastal ecosystems, including the deep seas, and their contributions to a safe 
climate. 

 

 An end to any plans aiming at the deliberate and manipulative intervention of the 
oceans to try to enhance carbon sequestration rates artificially. Greenpeace is opposed 
to geoengineering, including ocean fertilization. 
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