


Topic Background
History of the Problem:

The ocean is one of the world's most important resources, for many reasons. For one, it

provides about 200 billion pounds of food annually, through fish, shellfish, and other creatures.1

The ocean also is used for transportation, with the United Nations Conference on Trade and

Development, or UNCTAD, has estimated that over 80 percent of the world’s trade is carried by

sea. Additionally, the ocean is also frequently mined for raw minerals and resources, including

crude oil, copper, or salt.2 Finally, the ocean plays a vital role in maintaining the Earth’s climate,

as it removes carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and provides oxygen.3

For thousands of years, humans have utilized the oceans and its resources, making it a

vital part of human society. However, many human activities are threatening the health of the

world’s oceans. According to National Geographic, more than 80 percent of marine pollution

comes from human and land based-activities, including coral bleaching or sea-level rise,
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resulting in the rapid depletion and degradation of marine ecosystems.4 For example, many

pesticides used by farmers in agriculture end up in coastal waters. This causes oxygen depletion

to occur, which kills many marine plants and shellfish. Other human activities, such as oil spills,

air pollution or

the

introduction of
invasive

species, have
similar

risks.
Furthermore,

humans often
overuse

ocean
resources, such
as

oil, or fish. In
2016, the



United Nations Food

and Agriculture

Organization, or UN

FAO, has estimated that

just over 30 percent of

available fish stocks are

currently being fished to

capacity, or overfished.5

It is clear that governments need to come to a solution on how to best use the oceans resources

responsibly and sustainably. In that same report, the FAO also stated that, “reports… all highlight

the tremendous potential of the oceans and inland waters now, and even more so in the future, to

contribute significantly to food security and adequate nutrition.”6

What is sustainability?

Sustainability can be defined as “meeting our own needs without compromising the ability of

future generations to meet their own needs.”7 While the concept of sustainability is relatively

new, its ideas come from a 1983 meeting of the World Commission on Environment and

Development. During this meeting, it was made clear that economic development, at the

4https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/ocean-threats#:~:text=Global%20warming%20is
%20causing%20sea,other%20runoff%20into%20the%20oceans.
5https://www.fao.org/3/i5555e/i5555e.pdf
6https://www.fao.org/3/i5555e/i5555e.pdf
7https://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/files/sustainability/what-is-sustainability.pdf
expense of ecological health and equality, would not lead to long term success. It was this

dilemma that led to the creation of sustainability.8 Today, sustainability and sustainable

development are divided into three ‘pillars:’ economic, environmental and social. Social

sustainability involves the support for the

cultural and social lives of the people,

economic sustainability includes

long-term

economic growth without negatively

impacting the social or environmental

aspects of a community. Finally,

environmental sustainability is “the

process of meeting the needs of air,



food, water, and shelter as well as

ensuring that the environment is neither

affected nor polluted.”9. All of these

pillars intersect and work together to

create permanent, long lasting solutions,

and must be addressed when discussing

the future use of marine resources.

Past International Actions

Introduction to the Sustainable Development Goals and Past UN Actions

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Sustainable Development Goals, or

SDGs, a list of 17 goals to “achieve a better and more sustainable future for all by 2030.”10 While

many of the SDGS cover topics like sustainability, climate change, or protecting natural

resources, this guide will mainly focus on SDG 14, “Life Below Water.”11 SDG 14 aims to

conserve and “sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable

8https://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/files/sustainability/what-is-sustainability.pdf
9http://www.thesocialripples.com/blog/sustainability/economic-social-amp-environmental-sustainability-are
as
10https://www.streetbusinessschool.org/blog/economic-empowerment-sustainable-development-goals/?gcl
id=Cj0KCQiAg_KbBhDLARIsANx7wAypgWetQw4Rf7RifDJTfKEdGco3nKts_eVN8miNLQNCxuBonTnIrrQ
aAv58EALw_wcB
11https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/14-life-below-water/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAg_KbBhDLARIsANx7wAzBHfi-m
JBM-TWpVDfZJyatBEX86hd1n_sLtFOI6P150JWLl7b5AUIaAl0WEALw_wcB
development.”12 The main tenets of this goal are to eliminate pollution and overfishing in the

oceans, as well as protecting marine life worldwide.



Within SDG 14, the United Nations outlines a few potential solutions that individuals or local

communities can take, including reducing waste humans produce on land, organizing cleanup

projects for rivers and oceans, and buying local and certified fish.13 The next step for these

solutions would be to expand them into actionable steps the global community may take.

The UN has taken many actions, both recently or in the past, to protect our oceans and the

resources found within them. The United Nations Environmental Program has been the most

active in protecting oceans, both through its 1974 Regional Seas Programme, which serves as a

regional mechanism to conserve marine and coastal environments,14 and its 1995 Global

Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-Based

Activities, or GPA. The GPA is the only intergovernmental resolution directly addressing the

link between

12https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/14-life-below-water/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAg_KbBhDLARIsANx7wAzBHfi-m
JBM-TWpVDfZJyatBEX86hd1n_sLtFOI6P150JWLl7b5AUIaAl0WEALw_wcB
13https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/14-life-below-water/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAg_KbBhDLARIsANx7wAzBHfi-m
JBM-TWpVDfZJyatBEX86hd1n_sLtFOI6P150JWLl7b5AUIaAl0WEALw_wcB
14https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/working-regional-seas
land-based activities and marine ecosystems.15 The United Nations Educational Scientific and

Cultural Organization, or UNESCO, has also been active in protecting marine life. Creating the

Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission, in 1960.16 The IOC supports member states by

limiting ocean hazards and helping manage oceans and coastal areas.



In 2021, UNESCO created the “Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development”

program. This program, which will last until 2030, aims to preserve ocean health and create a

“common framework that will ensure ocean science can fully support countries in creating

improved conditions for sustainable development of the Ocean.”17 While the program is still very

new, it has created marine environment education programs, has held events related to removing

plastic from oceans, and currently posts information on preserving oceans on its website.18

Subtopics to Consider

Subtopic One/Case Study: The Great Barrier Reef and Global Warming

The United Nations defines climate change as, “long term shifts in temperature and

weather patterns.”19 As

mentioned previously, while

some changes are natural,

human activities have been

the main cause of climate

change. Climate change, and

global warming, often have

unique impacts on marine

ecosystems and the ocean.

One of these effects is what is

known as Coral Bleaching.

Coral bleaching occurs when

ocean water is too warm,

15https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/oceans-and-the-law-of-the-sea
16https://ioc.unesco.org/
17https://en.unesco.org/ocean-decade
18https://www.oceandecade.org/decade-events/
19https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/what-is-climate-change
causing coral to expel the algae that makes up their tissue.20 While this does not kill the coral, it

causes them to live under more stress and to be more vulnerable to injury or death.

The Great Barrier Reef, located on the north-east coast of Australia, contains the world’s largest

collection of coral reefs. The Barrier has over 400 types of coral and 15000 different species of

fish. The Barrier reef is also the habitat for several endangered species, including the dugong

and the large green turtle.21 Today, it is estimated that 85 percent of coral in the Great Barrier



Reef had been impacted by coral bleaching.22 Since much of this bleaching is the direct result of

human activity, global leaders must take active steps to protect this ecosystem.

There are many local, national and international steps that may be taken to protect the

Great Barrier Reef. One possible solution involves reducing global carbon emissions, and

working to solve the root issue of climate change.23 Another possible solution involves

improving the quality of water entering the Reef, and making sure it is not preventing coral

growth, reproduction, or the survival of new corals. Furthermore, states can enact regulations on

tourists visiting the reef, and create solutions to prevent the Barrier Reef from being permanently

damaged by visitors. As noted by the ARC Center of Excellence, “How effectively we manage

fishing, coastal development, pollution, trawling and shipping will play an important part in

determining the future resilience of the Great Barrier Reef.”24

Subtopic 2: Overfishing and the Protection of Marine Life

For thousands of years, fishing has been one of the staples of the world’s economy. Today, it is

estimated that fisheries provide over 15 percent of the total world’s protein. This percentage is

even higher in developing countries.25 Countries who are producing the most fish include

China, Peru, Japan, the US, Chile and Russia, with China and Peru producing the most. By

1989, the fishing industry hit its high point, leading to diminishing returns ever since.26In

20https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/coral_bleach.html.
21https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/154/
22https://www.iucn.org/news/secretariat/201711/number-natural-world-heritage-sites-affected-climate-chan
ge-nearly-doubles-three-years-%E2%80%93-iucn.
23 https://www.coralcoe.org.au/for-managers/coral-bleaching-and-the-great-barrier-reef
24 https://www.coralcoe.org.au/for-managers/coral-bleaching-and-the-great-barrier-reef
25https://www.marinebio.org/conservation/ocean-dumping/ocean-resources/
26https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/critical-issues-overfishing
2003, scientists estimated that industrial fishing has reduced the number of large ocean fish to

around 10

percent of

their
pre-industrial

revolution
population.27



Overfishing can

be defined as catching

too many fish at once,

so the existing

population is

permanently depleted.

Overfishing is often

caused by large-scale

commercial fishing that

haul in massive numbers of fish or other animals that are then discarded by fishermen. For

example, modern technology has made humans simply too good at catching dish. Satellite

navigation, larger processing equipment, and onboard refrigeration makes it possible for

fishermen to catch massive amounts of fish.28 Similarly, the practice of trawling, or using large

trawl nets to catch fish from the ocean, often disrupt ecosystems and catch too many fish.29

Because of this, nearly ⅓ of the world’ fisheries are in danger of overfishing. 30

One possible solution to the issue of overfishing is the creation of smarter management

systems, or fishing rights. Under fishing rights, a fisherman's income is directly related to the

health of their fishery. This gives fishermen more of a direct incentive to participate in

sustainable fishing.31 Furthermore, the international community can take steps to ban harmful

fishing practices, like trawling, or create caps on the number of fish that fishermen are allowed to

catch.

Subtopic 3: Oil and Gas in the Ocean

27https://www.nature.com/articles/nature01610
28https://www.seafoodwatch.org/seafood-basics/sustainable-solutions/avoid-overfishing
29https://www.afma.gov.au/fisheries-management/methods-and-gear/trawling
30https://www.edf.org/oceans/overfishing-most-serious-threat-our-oceans
31https://www.edf.org/oceans/overfishing-most-serious-threat-our-oceans

Marine life and our oceans are often threatened by a renewed interest in what is known as

offshore drilling. Offshore drilling may be defined as the process of extracting petroleum, or oil,

from reserves that are located beneath the ocean surface.32 Ocean drilling is highly impactful to

marine ecosystems, as it increases the risk of oil spills and contamination to both local wildlife

and coastal communities. Additionally, these risks are even more prevalent in the Arctic, due to

the impossibility of cleaning up any potential oil spills. Oil usage is also incredibly harmful to



the environment, since it contributes to climate change or ocean acidification. In 2006, oil

consumption accounted for nearly 45 percent of United States’ carbon dioxide emissions. 33

Offshore mining locations can be

found around the world.

Currently, the offshore drilling

locations may be found in

locations such as Newfoundland,

Alaska, California, the Gulf of

Mexico, the Caribbean Sea,

Mexico, Brazil, Venezuela, West

Africa, the North Sea, the North

Atlantic Ocean, the Caspian Sea,

Western Australia, Malaysia,

Indonesia, New Zealand, and the

South China Sea.34

Questions to Consider:

1. How can the international community partner with private businesses in order to regulate

the oil and fishing industries?

32https://energyeducation.ca/encyclopedia/Offshore_drilling
33https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/addressing-land-based-pollution/governin
g-global-programme
34http://www.waterencyclopedia.com/Oc-Po/Petroleum-from-the-Ocean.html

2. What steps can the UN take to both continue to utilize the resources found in the ocean,

like fish or oil, and still preserve the biodiversity in the ocean?

3. How can member states of the UN strengthen existing partnerships and resolutions, such

as the 1974 Regional Seas Programme and the 1995 Global Programme of Action for the

Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-Based Activities in order to combat the

current situation?
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