Climate Justice and the Oceans: A Call-to-Action for our people, coral reefs, and the
climate
Executive Summary
The Philippines plays a critical role in spearheading the global discussion on climate change
and its impacts on the oceans and coastal communities. It is an archipelagic state with more
than half of its population dependent directly or indirectly on a healthy marine ecosystem. The
entire Philippine archipelago and its territorial waters are at the apex of the Coral Triangle (CT)
– the region with the highest marine biodiversity in the world1, with a coastline measuring 37,008
km; longer than China (14,500 km), US (19,924 km) and Japan (29,751 km).2
It is the global epicenter and cradle of marine biodiversity - a potential ‘Noah’s Ark’ where
marine life continues to persist, despite warmer and more acidic ocean conditions. It has the
second largest coral reef area in the world (26,000 km2), with the most extensive mangrove
(2,472 km2) and seagrass (978 km2) areas.3 Over 500 species of corals (12 endemic), 3053 fish
species (2724 are marine), 43 species of true mangroves, 16 species of seagrasses, over 800
seaweed species.4 Philippine coastal and marine ecosystems – coral reefs, seagrass and
mangroves (excluding the continental shelf) contribute approximately US$ 966.6 B (PhP 15.269
T) to the Philippine economy.2
Philippine coral reefs are already suffering from man-made threats, such as overfishing and
destructive fishing, and coastal development.4 Mangrove areas continue to diminish due to
cutting and mangrove conversion.5 Moreover, Increasing CO2 in the atmosphere drives the rise
in atmospheric temperatures (global warming), resulting to extreme weather events, changes in

rainfall patterns, warming oceans which then lead to mass coral bleaching and sea level rise
(from ice melt and expansion). Increase in CO2 in the atmosphere also means higher dissolution
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of carbon dioxide in the oceans, causing ocean acidification.The combined effects of human
activities on marine coastal ecosystems and impacts of climate change, will cause significant
degradation and impede or further delay natural recovery. Highly degraded marine coastal
ecosystems would be compromised in delivering essential ecosystem goods and services.
A recent nationwide coral reef survey in the Philippines from 2015-2017 covering 166 coral
sampling stations (108 Luzon, 31 Visayas and 27 Mindanao) in 31 provinces reveals that
Philippine coral reefs are in a bad state. None of these coral stations were classified in the
excellent category (i.e. >44% hard coral cover or HCC). Ninety percent (90%) of these stations
(i.e. 154 of 166) were either “poor” (<22% HCC, 74 stations) or “fair”(>22-33% HCC, 80
stations).6
Ironically, the Philippines, a developing country that contributes the least to climate change, is
the fifth7 most vulnerable country to its impacts. Least appreciated and undervalued are the
socio-economic impacts of elevated sea surface temperatures (SSTs) on coastal ecosystems
and the communities that depend on these. For example, anomalously high SSTs due to global
warming and El Nino Southern Oscillation (ENSO) events have caused mass coral bleaching
events in the Philippines in 1997-19988, 2010 and 2015-20179. These coral bleaching events
which lead to mass coral mortality have profound implications to the viability of coral reef
ecosystems and near-shore fisheries. Mass coral mortality due to bleaching events
compromises the structural complexity of coral reefs which makes it less suitable to support the
diverse assemblage of marine organisms that are dependent on coral reefs as a source of food
and shelter. A degraded coral reef has lesser natural capacity to protect coastal communities
from storm-generated waves. There is also high dependence on coral reefs for livelihood, with
at least 30% of municipal fisheries coming from coral reefs.
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Climate change and rising CO2 in the atmosphere aggravates the existing impacts of the
current crisis of the Philippine coastal and marine ecosystems such as; overfishing, destructive
fishing, pollution, and unsustainable utilization of resources such as reclamation, and
large-scale mining. Additionally, other services from a healthy marine ecosystem such as
tourism, biological integrity of key discovered and yet to be discovered marine species, among
others are also adversely affected.
At the forefront of these climate impacts are fisherfolk and coastal communities, who are very
much dependent on our marine ecosystem. This portion of the population comprises 55.3

million people or 60 percent of the total Filipino population and remains among the most
marginalized sectors in the Philippines or the “the poorest of the poor”. This sector is not only
naturally more vulnerable to extreme weather conditions, and stronger and more frequent super
typhoons but also to sea level rise, ocean acidification, coral bleaching, loss of critical habitats
and biodiversity--which will lead to disruption of livelihoods, and food insecurity among others.
As the increase in temperature is attributed to the increase in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere,
it is reasonable to point to the fossil fuel industry as a major driver of this disaster. Greenpeace
identified these companies as ‘Carbon Majors’, which should be held accountable and liable10.
Recent findings reveal that nearly two-thirds of total industrial CO2 and CH4 emissions can be
traced to 90 industrial carbon producers - drawing attention to their potential climate
responsibilities. Emissions traced to these 90 carbon producers contributed ∼57% of the
observed rise in atmospheric CO2, ∼42–50% of the rise in global mean surface temperature
(GMST), and ∼26–32% of global sea level (GSL) rise over the historical period11.
If these carbon majors run their business as usual, ignoring science and the global call of
communities, this will lead to more cases of coral bleaching. Further negative impacts such as
the dislocation of communities, disruption of livelihoods, threats to food security, and collapse of
marine ecosystems, among others, can be expected.
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In spite of all these threats on coral reef ecosystems, and the plants and animals associated
with it, the oceans protect us from the impacts of global warming. Over 90% of the excess heat
trapped by greenhouse gases has been stored in the oceans12. Man-made pressure is pushing
ocean ecosystems to their limits. It may not be able to take on the heat indefinitely. We have to
start protecting our oceans. It is home to millions of amazing plants and animals. Healthier
oceans with plenty of marine life, means a healthier atmosphere, more food, and greater safety
from extreme weather. Achieving healthier oceans means rebuilding marine species populations
and their diversity.
Climate change and rising CO2 affects us all but is making the fisherfolk, one of the most
vulnerable sectors, even more vulnerable. Our reefs are ‘feeling the heat’, and there’s no way it
can survive if the carbon majors and big polluters’ acts go unabated. Time is of the essence and
we are running for our own survival. “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”13. Governments must be more ambitious in their goals, going beyond achieving their

UNFCCC targets. Big polluters must be held and made accountable for fueling catastrophic
climate change and ocean acidification, to prevent them from causing further damage to the
planet and the people who live in it.

For more information:
Vince Cinches, Oceans Campaigner, Greenpeace Southeast Asia - Philippines, +63 949 889 1336,
vince.cinches@greenpeace.org
Miledel Christine “Mags” Quibilan, Philippine Coral Bleaching Watch Coordinator, +63 9298385926,
phbleaching@msi.upd.edu.ph
Porfirio “Perry” Alino, PhD., Professor, Marine Science Institute, University of the Philippines - Diliman, +63 917
838 7042, alinoperry018@gmail.com
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