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Realizing the new promise of the digital economy

In 1994, Don Tapscott coined the phrase, “the digital economy,” with his 
book of that title. It discussed how the Web and the Internet of information 
would bring important changes in business and society. Today the Internet 
of value creates profound new possibilities.

Don and Alex Tapscott launched the Blockchain Research Institute to help 
realize the new promise of the digital economy. We research the strategic 
implications of blockchain technology and produce practical insights that will 
guide our members in achieving success.

Our global team of blockchain experts is dedicated to exploring, 
understanding, documenting, and informing leaders of the strategies, 
market opportunities, and implementation challenges of this nascent 
technology. Research projects are underway in the areas of financial 
services, manufacturing, retail, energy and resources, technology, 
media, telecommunications, healthcare, and government as well as in the 
management of organizations and the transformation of the corporation.

Our findings, conclusions, and recommendations are initially proprietary to 
our members and are ultimately released under a Creative Commons license 
to help achieve our mission. Each research publication includes a video 
introduction by Don and an infographic for members’ use in communicating 
these ideas throughout their organizations. To find out more, please visit 
www.blockchainresearchinstitute.org.
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Foreword
At the Blockchain Research Institute, we firmly believe that the 
most compelling blockchains will benefit all of humanity—not just 
those interested in cryptocurrencies and financial services. In 
Blockchain Revolution, Alex Tapscott and I discussed autonomous 
weather agents that could monitor air and water quality and issue 
alerts to reduce pollutants or stay indoors. These devices, powered 
by blockchain technology, could escalate from mere monitoring 
to enforcement, identifying and punishing wrongdoers. But such 
devices won’t be enough, if not deployed globally, holistically, and 
systematically as part of a comprehensive multinational strategy.

Many species on this planet—human beings included—are facing 
human-caused ecological challenges on a massive scale. Sixteen-
year-old Greta Thunberg underscored as much in her impassioned 
speech to the United Nations General Assembly in September: 

People are suffering. People are dying. Entire ecosystems 
are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass 
extinction … . For more than 30 years, the science has been 
crystal clear. … The popular idea of cutting our emissions 
in half in 10 years only gives us a 50 percent chance of 
staying below 1.5 degrees [Celsius], and the risk of setting 
off irreversible chain reactions beyond human control. … But 
those numbers do not include tipping points, most feedback 
loops, additional warming hidden by toxic air pollution or the 
aspects of equity and climate justice.1

The stakes are high: if we continue to ignore or exacerbate 
the problem, then we will continue to diminish the diversity of 
life on earth, as one species after another disappears. We will 
further imperil our children and our grandchildren, as subsequent 
generations struggle to survive.

This battle requires an all-hands-on-deck approach. Since life 
on earth originated in our oceans, let’s look at how blockchain 
technology could help us clean up these vital ecosystems, from 
shorelines and coral reefs to Arctic sea ice platforms. This lighthouse 
case covers a diverse group of characters, ranging from Harvard 
University to the Alligator Head Foundation. Its project leader 
is Hilary Carter, managing director of the BRI. In addition to 
shepherding each research deliverable, she has authored or co-
authored several of our most provocative pieces, including “The 
Networked Hotbeds of Blockchain,” “Social Media on the Blockchain,” 
and the forthcoming “Journey to Blockchain: A Non-Technologist’s 
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Guide.” Her areas of interest include blockchain and sustainability, 
and she recently presented her ideas at the United Nations in New 
York.

The time to address our climate crisis is now. As Thunberg said to 
world leaders, “Right here, right now is where we draw the line. 
The world is waking up. And change is coming, whether you like it 
or not.”2 Blockchain solutions like those described in the following 
pages are part of this change, and enterprise executives have a 
responsibility to enjoin their organizations in the effort.

DON TAPSCOTT
Co-Founder and Executive Chairman
Blockchain Research Institute

Case in brief
»» The state of the world’s oceans is at a crisis point. Climate 

change, overfishing, and pollution threaten the ecosystem 
responsible for producing half of the world’s oxygen. If left 
unaddressed, the environmental, social, and economic impact 
could be catastrophic. 

»» A change in the way that ocean resources are perceived and 
managed is necessary. While education and awareness are 
important first steps to combating the problem, data about 
the economic value of our oceans is needed to energize 
stewardship and convert nation-states into ocean protectors. 
By measuring the variety and number of marine life-forms in 
a given area, and putting an economic price on those life-
forms, countries can set improved milestones for protecting 
and sustaining their ocean-based economic resources. It is 
here that blockchain technology can play a role.

»» Ocean Marine Blockchain Solutions, in collaboration with 
the Girguis Lab at Harvard University and Jamaican agency 
Alligator Head Foundation, is working to ignite stewardship at 
the national level. Using blockchain technology in combination 
with ocean-faring drones, Ocean Marine is creating a digital 
and economic data framework needed to compel policy 
makers and heads of state to protect marine life. Where ocean 
preservation might have been seen as a high-cost, low-return 
activity, through enhanced data and new incentive models, 
safeguarding the ocean’s fish can now be seen as a means 
to protect an asset vital to national food sovereignty and 
economic growth. 

»» Replicating the Jamaican model around the world will require 
a combination of adequate funding, awareness and education, 
as well as leadership by individuals and nations themselves. A 
blockchain-based solution that reframes the opportunity from 
environmental to economic may be the differentiator that 
succeeds in creating much-needed change.

A blockchain-based 
solution that reframes 
the opportunity from 
environmental to economic 
may be the differentiator 
that succeeds in creating 
much-needed change.

Climate change, overfishing, 
and pollution threaten the 
ecosystem responsible 
for producing half of the 
world’s oxygen.
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Oceans as life-support systems
Life on earth requires the presence and balance of fundamental 
chemical elements, oxygen being one of them. Trees produce half of 
the earth’s oxygen, and the other half comes from phytoplankton, a 
single-celled plant that lives on the ocean’s surface. One out of every 
two breaths can be attributed to the ocean. 

Not only is phytoplankton a vital source of oxygen, but it forms the 
foundation of the oceanic food chain, feeding the herbivorous marine 
creatures that are then eaten by larger fish, marine mammals, and 
top predators.3 Ocean life also provides humans, land mammals, and 
birds with a primary food source, and jobs for 200 million people who 
fish or work in fisheries.4 For the air we breathe and the food we eat, 
the ocean is quite simply a life-support system for the planet, and a 
resource that needs careful stewardship.

An abundance of threats 
The world’s oceans, and the life-forms within it, face a number of 
serious threats. The following are among the gravest.

Dead zones
Several of the earth’s bodies of water are classified as dead zones: 
low-oxygen environments devoid of aquatic life. The Baltic Sea is one 
such region. The Gulf of Mexico is another. Fertilizer runoff from the 
Mississippi River has turned the Gulf into one of the world’s largest 
dead zones, the extent of which can worsen after heavy rains. For 
marine life in or on the periphery of this zone, extended exposure 
to low-oxygen environments—a condition called hypoxia—can have 
long-term physiological consequences. Shrimp, for example, grow 
smaller when subjected to polluted, hypoxic waters, while larger 
life-forms swim away to find waters with higher concentrations of 
oxygen.5 This has economic consequences for coastal fisheries, but it 
also affects the entire ecosystem. Not every creature can flee. 

Overfishing
Overfishing is also a factor in threatening ocean health. In 2018, the 
World Economic Forum reported that 90 percent of fish stocks are 
depleted as a result of subsidies to fisheries, primarily in the form of 
cheap engine fuel for fishing vessels.6 Part of the problem is lack of 
regulatory oversight and lack of clarity over what exactly constitutes 
overfishing of a given fish stock, and who has the authority to 
determine it: governments, the United Nations, or a watchdog 
network?7 In her work on managing common pool resources, Nobelist 
Elinor Ostrom acknowledged that fisheries are an excellent example 
of the tragedy of the commons, and that establishing a boundary on 
fishing waters is challenging.8

Trees produce half of the 
earth’s oxygen, and the 
other half comes from 
phytoplankton, a single-
celled plant that lives on 
the ocean’s surface.

In 2018, the World 
Economic Forum reported 
that 90 percent of fish 
stocks are depleted as 
a result of subsidies to 
fisheries, primarily in the 
form of cheap engine fuel 
for fishing vessels.
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The plastics tsunami
In addition to overfishing, plastic pollution in the form of discarded 
fishing gear, bottles, bags, and microplastics is choking aquatic life. 
According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization, more than 100,000 marine mammals die each year 
from plastic waste contamination.9 According to research by the 
Ellen MacArthur Foundation, by the year 2050, the world’s oceans 
will contain more plastic bottles than fish.10 This crisis stems from 
improper waste disposal by both individuals and communities, 
who have not provided the necessary infrastructure for either the 
recycling of plastic packaging or the disposal of plastic and other 
refuse into land-based dump sites.

Between California and Hawaii, in what has come to be known as 
the Great Pacific Garbage Patch (or trash vortex), is the world’s 
largest concentration of ocean-based plastic. While the largest 
individual objects within the trash vortex consist of abandoned 
fishing gear, microplastics account for 94 percent of the estimated 
three trillion pieces afloat in the Pacific.11 Much plastic breaks down 
into microscopic beads, contaminating fish and birds that mistake the 
plastic for food, and posing a risk to human health.12 

The plastic pollution problem is not limited to ocean surfaces. Single-
use plastic bottles fill with sea water and can be found on ocean 
floors in all parts of the world. In December 2018, Fabien Cousteau 
and Sir Richard Branson reported finding plastic at the bottom of the 
world’s largest sinkhole, the Great Blue Hole, located off the Belize 
coast.13 

By the year 2050, the 
world’s oceans will contain 
more plastic bottles than 

Sign38 Snug Cove Bowen Island © 2017. Valdes Island Conservancy, Galiano 
Conservancy Association, and University of Victoria Environmental Studies. 
Reprinted with permission of copyright holder. All rights reserved.
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Recycling, at the intersection of art, the economy, and the 
environment

“The hunter-gatherer roots of recycling are still present in the 
memory of many Zimbabwean artists today,” according to Professor 
Tony Mhonda. “Kuzvarwa patsva, literally meaning to be born again, 
is part of an instinctive design mentality.” In the absence of new 
art supplies, contemporary Zimbabwean artists have worked with 
found objects, l’Art trouve. “It is in recycling that one sees a meeting 
point between art, the economy, and the environment,” Dr. Mhonda 
explained.14

Johnson Zuze is such an artist. “‘I work with waste material, which 
I recycle to create different pieces of art. The idea behind my style 
is to convey different social messages,’” Zuze told Reuters. “By 
collecting junk in the street, Zuze attests to promoting a clean 
environment and recycling culture.”15 

If carbon dioxide 
levels remain constant, 
tropical ocean surface 
temperatures are expected 
to rise by 2.7 degrees 
Celsius by the end of the 
century.

Feeding Fish © 2017 Johnson Zuze. Photograph by Hilary Carter, used with 
artist’s permission. All rights reserved.

Warming waters
According to NASA reports, if carbon dioxide levels remain constant, 
tropical ocean surface temperatures are expected to rise by 2.7 
degrees Celsius by the end of the century.16 The Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change research estimates that atmospheric 
temperatures could rise up to 5.8 degrees Celsius by the end 
of the century, bringing about the “knock-out punch for many 
species” already under threat.17 Research points not only to the 
decline of phytoplankton due to warming waters and pollution, but 
simultaneously to the rise of more toxic strains of phytoplankton, 
blooming in warmer ocean waters and proving problematic to the 
aquatic life-forms dependent upon them.18
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Under so many threats, urgent action is required. Only seven percent 
of the world’s oceans are under protection of one kind or another.19 
Expanding these protection areas, implementing sustainable fishing 
practices, and encouraging biodiversity and pollution controls 
will help preserve marine life-forms and combat the impact of 
overfishing. To some, the priority is to save fish themselves as a 
singular goal within the broader aim of creating a sustainable planet.

Because green-friendly initiatives such as sustainable fishing often 
clash with economic growth, long-term solutions need to create 
positive economic outcomes. The challenge comes with assigning an 
economic value to things like clean air and clean water that form part 
of the global commons. According to the late conservationist Bruce 
Smart, “because many resources seem ‘free,’ access to them is 
regarded as an entitlement.”20 

But where fish are concerned, the market price for many species is 
easily enough determined, and herein lies a unique opportunity to 
save them. What’s required is an accounting exercise to evaluate the 
resource’s prevalence. 

At the heart of this opportunity is blockchain technology, a new 
digital backbone to underpin and record data specific to the 
protection of environmental resources, now including fish stocks.

Blockchain’s unique value proposition 
Originally intended to facilitate the transfer of peer-to-peer (P2P) 
electronic cash, blockchain is a disruptive technology, transforming 
business models across a number of industries. Its unique design 
features have firmly established it as the layer of the Internet that 
enables the secure transfer of units of value, and the framework to 
store and exchange digital assets of all kinds, including data. In being 
decentralized with no single server and incorporating asymmetric 
cryptographic signatures, blockchain has proven to be highly 
resistant to vector attacks, and with features such as transparency 
and immutability, it has established itself as a trusted transactional 
ledger. 

Blockchain technology is particularly effective because it provides 
a mechanism to align the incentives of different stakeholder groups 
around issues and activities, changing patterns of behavior in the 
process. It facilitates a new digital marketplace for assets of all 
kinds, with added layers of transparency and trust built into the 
program. Now, physical objects have a new digital platform on 
which to trade. With blockchain enabling market forces to transform 
environmental causes into economic plays, opportunities abound. As 
CoinDesk advisory board chair and MIT Digital Currency Initiative 
senior advisor Michael Casey stated, “Hope lies in what some people 
call crypto-impact economics, an effort to hard-code into tokens the 
objectives of fighting environment degradation.”21

Because green-friendly 
initiatives often clash with 
economic growth, long-
term solutions need to 
create positive economic 
outcomes.

With blockchain enabling 
market forces to transform 
environmental causes 
into economic plays, 
opportunities abound.
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There are numerous examples of blockchain technology being used 
as a tool to tokenize physical assets such as gold, real estate, or 
collectibles, and providing a digital framework for their exchange. 
There are also projects underway that use blockchain technology 
to incentivize new behaviors that align with the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals, such as climate action, affordable 
and clean energy, and clean water and sanitation. Now, a new 
blockchain-based solution has been launched as a means to achieve 
both: the mapping and tokenization of fish as physical assets, and a 
framework to realign the incentives needed to protect them.

Ocean Marine Blockchain Solutions
The Texas-based organization, Ocean Marine Blockchain Solutions for 
Global Impact, is pioneering a near-term ocean protection strategy 
on the premise that “if it can be measured, it can be improved.”22 
The idea is that by recording and storing new data about fish stocks 
on a blockchain platform, and assigning a monetary value to those 
stocks in the form of a digital token, this will provide the economic 
infrastructure to speed the preservation of marine life. By tokenizing 
life below the ocean’s surface, nation-states can quickly understand 
the economic value of their coastal waters and move to protect it 
over the long term.

For Jeremy McKane, founder of Ocean Marine Blockchain Solutions, 
the inspiration for the model came from the indigenous traditions of 
Polynesia. Sailing through the Lau Group of Fiji and visiting the site 
of the very first tapu—the Polynesian word for forbidden, applied to a 
fishing zone—he learned that fish in these zones have been routinely 
counted for centuries.23 According to McKane, “These protected 
areas would get low on fish and so they would go and count fish. 
Seems like the most logical response to me. How do you know 
your protected area is doing its job? You count the fish. So simple 
it’s genius.”24 To turn his vision into reality, McKane assembled the 
best people he knew and created the Ocean Currency Network to 
“financially incentivize nation-states to protect their waters.”25 

The OCN token
The Ocean Currency Network is both a technology play and a token 
strategy. McKane and his team set about building a series of smart 
contracts on the Ethereum blockchain and using the ERC-721 non-
fungible token standard to deed all 360 million square kilometers of 
ocean. While it is surface area only, McKane said that “it’s a starting 
point. Each smart contract represents a nation-state, with the ERC-
721 token representing the size of the country’s exclusive economic 
zone.”26 Each non-fungible token represents one square kilometer of 
ocean space; the data acquired from the ocean is directly linked to 
the specific token, to keep track of geolocation. As different countries 
have different sets of aquatic life within their zones, and unique 
legislation governing them, the tokens will each need to reflect these 
distinctions and nuances.

By tokenizing life below the 
ocean’s surface, nation-
states can quickly grasp 
and move to protect the 
economic value of their 
coastal waters. 

A new blockchain-based 
solution has been launched 
to map and tokenize fish 
as physical assets and 
to realign the incentives 
needed to protect them.
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Most valuable is the data about a country’s waters. The data are 
currently stored on the InterPlanetary File System and linked to 
the Ethereum blockchain, which serves as a permanent record of 
a nation’s aquatic market cap. But other types of information will 
add value. According to McKane, “Perhaps a healthy coral reef is of 
some value. Whatever we find, we cross-reference its relationship to 
the ecosystem and try to determine value. If we have reliable and 
recent data, we can predict potential threats before they become 
catastrophic.”27

The blockchain infrastructure was soon integrated with water-
based drones, enabling each area to be assigned a score reflecting 
the market capitalization of the fish contained within it. The more 
fish, the higher the market cap, and so the sooner that baseline 
populations could be established, the sooner sustainable fishing could 
return to a given area. If nothing is done and fish populations decline, 
then at a minimum, the solution increases transparency around the 
opportunity cost of overfishing.

“If we have reliable and 
recent data, we can predict 
potential threats before 
they become catastrophic.”

JEREMY MCKANE
Founder
Ocean Currency Network

Mako, a water-based drone © 2018 iSENSYS LLC. Reprinted with permission from 
copyright holder. All rights reserved.

Mapping marine eDNA
To give greater specificity to the mapping activity, McKane recruited 
Dr. Peter Girguis of the Girguis Lab at Harvard University. A professor 
of organismic and evolutionary biology, Dr. Girguis added expertise 
around measuring environmental DNA (eDNA). Said McKane, “The 
field of eDNA is fascinating to me and I want to miniaturize the 
sequencing process so I can fit these on my drones at sea to live 
stream genomes from the ocean. Dr. Girguis agreed this was an 
exciting angle and we’ve been working together ever since.”28 
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With greater ability to report on specific life-forms (as well as 
microplastic levels using green laser refraction sensors) from 
water samples alone, and to do so in real time, McKane believed 
that he was well equipped with a platform that could help to meet 
Sustainable Development Goal 14 (SDG14) targets for Life Below 
Water and adapt to the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature mandate to protect 30 percent of the world’s oceans by 
2030.29

Mesh networks and other benefits 
The more tracking activity that can take place within or around 
the perimeter of protected waters, the safer the marine life can 
potentially be. Just as mesh networks create new opportunities for 
sharing connectivity from mobile phone to mobile phone, ocean-
based P2P connectivity via drones and buoys can establish a new 
kind of communication network on the sea. In this scenario, a robust 
network of interconnected drones and marine protected area (MPA) 
markers could enhance the detection of poaching vessels, and alert 
coast guards and rapid responders to intervene in shorter time 
frames. 

The Jamaican pilot
Jamaica’s 886-kilometer coastline is a diverse ecosystem, responsible 
for much of the island’s economic activity, especially tourism and 
fishing. According to the country’s 2015 Climate Change Policy 
Framework report, “Jamaica’s reef-related fisheries provide valuable 
jobs and revenue for the country, contributing $34 million US per 
year.”30 That same report describes the extent to which the country’s 
beaches, coral reefs, fisheries, and various other resources vital to 
the Jamaican economy are under threat.

The loss of biomass in a matter of a few decades was the inspiration 
behind the formation of Jamaica’s Alligator Head Foundation (AHF), 
an ocean conservation initiative responsible for administering 
Jamaica’s numerous fish sanctuaries. Less than a decade ago, the 
absence of fish in the waters off of the East Portland Parish was 
obvious. AHF founder Francesca Thyssen-Bornemisza once dove 
in the East Portland waters as a child. According to AHF Secretary 
Tristan Acutt, “she fondly remembers being taken out to the reef 
by her mother to see all the fish. Years later when Francesca took 
her own children to explore the same reef, they didn’t want to dive 
because there wasn’t much to see. It was heartbreaking for her to 
see this decline.”31 To revitalize and restore fish habitats, she founded 
Alligator Head. 

The group’s approach to conservation is collaborative—leveraging 
the talents of creative artists, scientists, and others in the local 
community—to raise awareness of the MPA and to work alongside the 
community that the MPA will affect the most. For example, AHF trains 
people who fish for a living to become ecotourism or scuba guides. 

The Alligator Head 
Foundation’s approach 
to conservation is 
collaborative—leveraging 
the talents of creative 
artists, scientists, and 
others in the local 
community.

Like mesh networks, ocean-
based P2P connectivity 
via drones and buoys can 
establish a new kind of 
communication network on 
the sea.
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In addition to patrolling and warning Jamaica’s fishing community 
to stay outside of the six-square-kilometer protected zone, which is 
identified by glaring red markers, AHF started working with Ocean 
Marine Blockchain Solutions to add a new technical dimension to its 
conservation work. At the United Nations Climate Change Conference 
(COP21) in 2015, McKane first met AHF Director Markus Reymann. 
During later conversations around ocean conservation, they 
experienced what could only be described as a “ya, man” moment. 
The informal partnership between AHF and Ocean Marine kicked off 
in 2018 and remains anchored in shared ideology. According to Acutt, 
the work of the AHF has been a success:

We were told it would take initially five to seven years to start 
seeing some results. But within three years, we’ve got the 
most incredible results already. A 200 percent increase in 
biomass, 16 percent increase in biodiversity. We’re seeing the 
return of the bull shark, something we haven’t seen in years. 
It’s going really, really well.32

Now, in collaboration with the Ocean Currency Network, these 
results and the tokenization of East Portland’s aquatic assets will be 
permanently recorded on a blockchain. McKane’s intention is to use 
this framework as a model for other regions.

The results of the pilot are not ready for public dissemination, but 
McKane’s team has proven the concept. While the East Portland 
project focuses singularly on life below water, the whole ecosystem 
benefits. More fish means more food for birds and coastal mammals. 
Jamaica’s East Portland fishing community is happy, too. They know 
that when the MPA is full of fish, it gets crowded, and so the fish seek 
out waters beyond the MPA perimeter, making it possible to spend far 
less time and fuel chasing them.

Overcoming implementation challenges
The future vision of the Ocean Currency Network is to expand from 
Jamaica to MPAs in other parts of the world. Getting governments 
and multinational organizations on board is vital, and to do so 
requires greater awareness of the risks of inaction coupled with the 
economic opportunities for collaboration. The approach is decidedly 
top-down, and one that requires high-level coordination of the 
various governing bodies.

Ocean Currency Network is not the first blockchain-based project 
with a mission to save the world’s oceans. In 2017, Ocean Health 
Network was an initiative that held great promise—based on the 
optimistic reference in Michael Casey and Paul Vigna’s book, The 
Truth Machine.33 Unfortunately, there is little evidence to suggest 
it was able to get off the ground. Big opportunities often face 
seemingly insurmountable hurdles, be they financial, ideological, 
or other. McKane is realistic about overcoming the following 
implementation challenges. 

Getting governments and 
multinational organizations 
on board is vital, and to 
do so requires greater 
awareness of the risks of 
inaction coupled with the 
economic opportunities for 
collaboration.

The informal partnership 
between AHF and Ocean 
Marine kicked off in 2018 
and remains anchored in 
shared ideology.



13

BLOCKCHAIN FOR SAVING OUR SEAS

© 2019 BLOCKCHAIN RESEARCH INSTITUTE

Attracting sufficient funding
Like so many blockchain projects, funding plays a role in their long-
term viability. As many promising blockchain initiatives have run 
out of capital, McKane will act prudently, expanding the Jamaica 
pilot only as funding allows. In the process of mapping MPAs using 
blockchain, McKane has discovered new value in terms of the 
intellectual property gained by field knowledge in the ocean genomics 
space, creating new opportunities for markets in the future.

Raising awareness and motivating action
To support this vision, McKane, along with professional athlete 
Susi Mai, launched the Ocean Summit in early 2019. Leading ocean 
advocates, researchers, and other stakeholders were summoned 
to Necker Island in the British Virgin Islands to discuss solutions 
to the ocean crisis.34 Among the luminaries were Necker Island 
owner Sir Richard Branson; Dr. Sylvia Earle, ocean advocate and 
president of Mission Blue; actor Shailene Woodley; and Anote Tong, 
former president of Kiribati, a chain of islands in the South Pacific 
under threat by rising ocean levels. Francesca Santoro, a UNESCO 
representative, also attended.35 The purpose of the Ocean Summit 
was to move beyond discussion and to inspire action for change, 
extending the world’s understanding of the ocean and the dangers 
facing it by all means necessary, and to make advancements toward 
its preservation.

Coordinating global policy change
National and intergovernmental policies play a fundamental role 
in achieving sustainable development goals such as SDG14. At the 
Blockchain for Impact Summit at the United Nations in June 2019, EY 
global lead partner for public financial management Mark MacDonald 
stated, “There is nothing more important to the ability to drive social 
impact than through the important instrument of public policy. In 
every jurisdiction, the conditions around achieving SDGs will rely on 
governments to effect better and more successful public policies.”36 

Getting governments on board is part of the strategy, and because 
money talks and blockchain follows the money, the idea is that policy 
change can come sooner than it would otherwise. The challenge 
for McKane is to get in front of as many governments as possible 
to discuss the economic value of a country’s natural capital assets, 
hoping that this ignites the much-needed protective policy change 
throughout the world. 

Said McKane, “If we collectively do this, we would be able to allow 
the ocean to regenerate to the point our oceans would have enough 
food for the next 250 years. We need to make the sacrifice now.”37 
The challenges to implement a singular solution are clear but not 
insurmountable.

Getting governments 
on board is part of the 
strategy. Because money 
talks and blockchain follows 
the money, the idea is 
that policy change can 
come sooner than it would 
otherwise. 

In mapping MPAs using 
blockchain, McKane 
has created intellectual 
property in the form of field 
knowledge in the ocean 
genomics space, with new 
opportunities for markets in 
the future.
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Implications of the transformation
Imagine if we get this right. Imagine if nations are successful in 
repopulating fish stocks in protected zones as a singular item. Then 
imagine if the ocean’s other threats, climate change and pollution, 
are addressed in tandem. Does anyone really stand to lose?

The answer is no. The question then becomes how we coordinate all 
of the necessary elements and stakeholders to create a sustainable 
planet in tandem, how these initiatives are governed, and whether 
these elements gain traction.

Repopulating the ocean’s dead zones is but one of the necessary 
elements in a broader collaboration around climate change. Even in 
an environment where fish stocks were not threatened by chemical 
runoff, overfishing, or plastic pollution, warming waters and coral 
bleaching could outpace efforts to address the crisis.

If water temperatures remain steady or fish and marine ecosystems 
quickly adapt to warmer environments, then creating sustainable 
ocean fish stocks could be a singular and successful initiative. But 
current global weather trends indicate that this scenario is unlikely.

Yet the absence of initiatives working in tandem is no reason not to 
push forward with the individual parts. Ideally, the initiative must 
be part of a larger global initiative to meet the objectives of the 
Paris Agreement on Climate Change. This we know to be true: that 
renewable ocean ecosystems will provide a resource for coastal 
communities the world over, and greater health for the environment 
at large, for generations—if we act now.

Table 1: Ocean governance

Scope Organization

Global Treaties
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources Convention

Global Organizations

Greenpeace 
World Wildlife Fund 
Mission Blue 
UNESCO Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission

Regional Organizations

Pacific Islands Marine Protected Areas Community 
North American Marine Protected Areas Network 
Partnership for Regional Ocean Governance 
Florida Oceanographic Society

National Marine Protected 
Areas

US National Marine Sanctuary, USA 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, Australia 
St. Anns Bank, Canada

Community Organizations
Alligator Head Foundation, East Portland, Jamaica 
Bay Ecotarium, San Francisco, USA 
Blue Ventures, Madagascar

Renewable ocean 
ecosystems will provide 
a resource for coastal 
communities the world 
over, and greater health for 
the environment at large, 
for generations—if we act 
now.
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Key takeaways
According to McKane, “It’s your execution that you get paid for.”38 So 
now that we know that marine protection is a team sport, and that 
through collective ocean protection comes collective benefit, here 
are actionable next steps toward expanding the world’s MPAs, and 
enhancing their efficacy through blockchain.

Get involved. Implementing the change required to address the 
various threats to the ocean is hard, but regenerating a dead 
ocean will be harder. Understand what your country, community, 
or organization stands to lose by sitting on the sidelines, and in 
the words of Dr. Sylvia Earle, “use all means at your disposal—
films, expeditions, the web, new submarines—to create a campaign 
to ignite public support for a global network of marine protected 
areas.”39

Demonstrate leadership. Whether you’re a CEO, a government 
minister, or a private citizen, there’s a role for you to play, and 
the time for you to step up is now! Foster a culture that prioritizes 
sustainability within your organization, political jurisdiction, or daily 
life. If one doesn’t exist, help to build it. 

Legislate for change. Advocate for the creation of public policy, both 
domestic, and at the international and global governance levels. If 
preserving life below water is a win-win, then new legislation and 
multistakeholder collaboration should make for a rewarding and 
mutually beneficial pursuit.

Experiment. While blockchain is a new technology, the 3,000-year-old 
Polynesian practice of protecting marine zones from overfishing is 
tried and true. Iterate, test, and be patient as token technologies and 
platforms continue to evolve.

While blockchain is a new 
technology, the 3,000-year-
old Polynesian practice of 
protecting marine zones 
from overfishing is tried 
and true. Iterate, test, 
and be patient as token 
technologies and platforms 
continue to evolve.

Islets Lagoon Polynesia by laurentriem, 2017, used under Pixabay license, as of 
21 Oct. 2019.

https://pixabay.com/photos/islets-lagoon-polynesia-2011730/
https://pixabay.com/service/license/
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