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The ocean is the next frontier for many conservation and development activities. Growth in marine protected
areas, ﬁsheries management, the blue economy, and marine spatial planning initiatives are occurring both
within and beyond national jurisdictions. This mounting activity has coincided with increasing concerns about
sustainability and international attention to ocean governance. Yet, despite growing concerns about exclusionary
decision-making processes and social injustices, there remains inadequate attention to issues of social justice and
inclusion in ocean science, management, governance and funding. In a rapidly changing and progressively busier
ocean, we need to learn from past mistakes and identify ways to navigate a just and inclusive path towards
sustainability. Proactive attention to inclusive decision-making and social justice is needed across key ocean
policy realms including marine conservation, ﬁsheries management, marine spatial planning, the blue economy,
climate adaptation and global ocean governance for both ethical and instrumental reasons. This discussion paper
aims to stimulate greater engagement with these critical topics. It is a call to action for ocean-focused researchers, policy-makers, managers, practitioners, and funders.

1. Governance of the frontier ocean
The ocean is often viewed as the next frontier for many conservation
and development activities. Evidence of increasing activity is apparent,
for example, in a) the rapid proliferation of and international agreements to increase marine protected areas (MPAs) globally [1], b) expanding global ﬁsheries combined with complexity in ﬁsheries management [2–4], c) the current and forecasted growth of the “Blue
Economy” which aims to capitalize on living and non-living marine
resources [5–7], and d) an upsurge in marine spatial planning (MSP)
processes [8,9]. These activities are ramping up not just within national
jurisdictions - i.e., the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of countries as
established under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) - but also in international waters [3,10,11].
Intensifying activity in the oceans has coincided with growing attention globally to the sustainable management and governance of the
oceans [12]. For example, the international community agreed to
protect 10% of the oceans in MPAs under the Convention on Biological
Diversity in 2010. In 2012, the United Nations (UN) Conference on
Sustainable Development (Rio+20) identiﬁed the oceans as one of
seven priority areas for sustainable development and called for immediate action on depleting ﬁsh stocks, destruction of habitats, alien
invasive species, conserving marine biodiversity, ocean acidiﬁcation
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and climate change [13]. Then, in 2015, the United Nations adopted a
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 14 – Life Below Water) that speciﬁcally focuses on the oceans. Global ocean governance discussions
have also increasingly focused on international waters. For example,
the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution in 2017 (i.e., 69/292) to
develop an instrument to protect marine biological diversity in areas
beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ).
The number of global ocean-focused conferences is also rapidly increasing – as is the timbre of urgency to manage and govern the oceans
sustainably. In 2017 alone, the United Nations hosted the 1st The Ocean
Conference (New York, June 2017), the Economist hosted the 4th
World Ocean Summit (Bali, Feb. 2017), the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) hosted the 4th International Marine
Protected Areas Congress (Chile, Sept. 2017), the European Union
hosted the 4th annual global Our Oceans Conference (Malta, Oct. 2017)
and the World Ocean Council hosted the Sustainable Ocean Summit
(Halifax, Dec 2017). While historically the focus of these conferences
has been on marine conservation, there is increasing emphasis on the
growth, and sustainable development, of the blue economy. This was a
central focus of the 5th World Ocean Summit, hosted by The Economist
and the Mexican Government, in Mexico in March 2018 [14]. The
marine science community is also rising to meet the challenges posed
by a busy and changing ocean – with global research networks (such as
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less than 50% included social data and only 10.8% of social data were
spatially characterized [51]. Similar questions are being asked about
social inclusion and the impacts of the blue economy – including in
aquaculture, exploration and mining, oil and gas extraction, energy
development, bio-prospecting, marine tourism, and carbon markets
[6,12,52]. Where the assumption of some proponents of the blue
economy seems to be that development will lead to net social and
economic good [53], past research has shown how the economic beneﬁts of blue economic development may fail to accrue to local people,
and those that do are often shared inequitably, and also that the social
and environmental burdens (e.g., waste, water shortages, pollution)
may be considerable for nearby communities [54–61]. One reason for
the inequitable distribution of beneﬁts and costs may be lack of genuine
consultation or engagement in decisions [55,58]. Keen et al. [54], for
example, illustrate that key components related to community engagement and gender equity were missing in blue economic development in the Paciﬁc Islands. A number of authors have expressed concern about the progressive capitalization, privatization and enclosure of
the ocean's resources and spaces that is occurring via the growth of the
blue economy and MSP [37,50,52,62,63].
A further marine and coastal policy challenge where local people
can be marginalized is in climate change adaptation. Climate change
has numerous direct and indirect impacts on ﬁshers and coastal communities – for example, through causing declines and shifting distributions in ﬁsheries, rising sea levels, ﬂooding, saltwater intrusion,
erosion and increased storm events [64–67]. As a result, there has been
signiﬁcant attention to the adaptation of coastal cities, rural communities, indigenous communities, as well as small-scale ﬁshers. Problematically, climate adaptation planning processes can exclude local
perspectives from decision-making and produce adaptations that further marginalize certain racial, socio-economic, or already vulnerable
groups [68–70]. Furthermore, when environmental management or
marine conservation are employed as adaptations, this can place additional burdens onto coastal communities or groups that are already
suﬀering the impacts of climate change and undermine local resilience
[71].
The vast majority of the ocean-related social justice issues previously documented in the academic literature have been focused on
local and national scale issues. However, as activities and pressure in
the high seas mounts, multi-lateral and global issues related to equitable allocation in trans-boundary ﬁsheries, justice in beneﬁts from the
harvest of living and non-living resources in areas beyond national
jurisdiction (ABNJ), and good governance (e.g., transparency, accountability, participation in decision-making) in global decisionmaking processes are also coming to the fore [10,11,72,73]. Thus,
while thinking at this scale might be challenging, inclusive governance
and social justice are also salient concerns in eﬀorts to sustainably
govern the global oceans.
The review and examples presented above are neither comprehensive nor representative. What these scenarios highlight, however, is the
types of exclusions and injustices that have emerged in the past and that
may continue to occur in future conservation, management and development activities in the oceans. These issues should be avoided for
the reasons highlighted below.

Future Earth and the Earth Systems Governance project) hosting or
launching ocean-focused research clusters (See [15–18]) and the recent
announcement by UNESCO that 2021–2030 will be the Decade of
Ocean Science for Sustainable Development [19,20].
Yet, across the ocean governance, management, science and funding
community, greater attention must be paid to issues related to social
justice and inclusion in the pursuit of sustainable oceans. In particular,
these considerations need to be better taken into account across key
ocean policy domains including marine conservation, ﬁsheries management, marine spatial planning, the blue economy, climate adaptation and global ocean governance. The aim of this discussion paper is to
stimulate further engagement with these critical topics. To that end,
this paper is laid out as follows. First, it brieﬂy introduces the types of
injustices and exclusions that can occur in the oceans. Next, it clariﬁes
the ethical and instrumental rationales for a greater focus on inclusive
governance processes and socially just outcomes. The following section
emphasizes the role of the applied social sciences in developing robust
and evidence-based solutions. In conclusion, the paper urges the ocean
science, governance, management, practitioner and funding communities to further engage through applied social science research eﬀorts,
during national and global policy discussions and through supporting
practical actions to proactively address issues related to exclusion and
injustice in ocean policies, programs and management.
2. Exclusions and injustices in ocean management and
governance
As the aforementioned ocean-related activities and global policy
discussions have mounted, so too has the evidence of past and ongoing
exclusionary decision-making processes and social injustices in some
initiatives and locations. For example, the establishment of MPAs has
rapidly increased around the world to meet global targets, which has
coincided with critical accounts and research documenting lack of inclusion, failure to consider local people's needs and livelihoods, dispossession of areas and resources, and even human rights issues in some
initiatives [21–27]. Some authors and civil society organizations have
gone so far as to question whether some MPAs are a form of “ocean
grabbing” [26,28–31], a term that refers to “the dispossession or appropriation of use, control or access to ocean space or resources from
prior resource users, rights holders or inhabitants…through inappropriate governance processes and might employ acts that undermine human security or livelihoods or produce impacts that impair
social–ecological well-being” [30]. Fisheries allocation decisions and
management practices have often been critiqued as well, for failing to
take into account the rights, needs and livelihoods of small-scale ﬁshers
and coastal communities [32–35]. For example, the implementation of
Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs) in Canadian and Icelandic ﬁsheries has led to the consolidation of licenses, control by corporate interests and loss of jobs and economic beneﬁts for coastal communities
[36–39]. A critical missing element in many ﬁsheries management
decisions has been the lack of consideration of equity, or the distributional impacts of decisions, over both the short and long term [40,41].
This omission can produce unintended social consequences such as
undermining the rights and access, historical tenure, traditional livelihoods and the food security needs of small-scale ﬁshers and coastal
communities [42–44]. By now, we are also well aware of the widespread “slavery scandals” that have inﬁltrated global seafood supply
chains [45]. This repugnant problem, however, only represents a small
part of the extensive labor and human rights issues (e.g., evictions,
unsafe working conditions, child labor, etc.) in global ﬁsheries [46,47].
The social challenges and implications of both marine spatial
planning (MSP) and blue economy developments are only starting to
become apparent. However, the topic of who is actually included in and
who is beneﬁting from or bearing the burdens of these idealized MSP
processes is under increasing scrutiny [48–50]. This is not surprising as
a recent review of coastal and ocean planning processes showed that

3. The rationale for just and inclusive ocean governance
This paper identiﬁes social justice and inclusion as key issues that
need to be addressed in ocean science and governance globally. Yet
some proponents of actions to promote sustainability in the oceans may
wonder whether a greater focus on justice and inclusion is warranted.
As discussed below, it is important for both ethical and instrumental
reasons.
First, a renewed and invigorated focus on justice and inclusion in
the oceans might be considered the right thing to do: local communities, traditional resource users, and indigenous people should be
2
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adversarial perspectives can also enter into national and global policy
dialogues via academic publications [21,96], debates in popular media
[94,97], high proﬁle court cases [98,99], or global policy conferences
[22]. Indeed, it is both understandable and justiﬁable that local and
global opposition to eﬀorts to promote sustainability will continue to
arise when the voices, rights, and needs of local people and coastal
communities are not taken into account. Yet, these critiques need not
inspire antagonism and entrenchment within diﬀerent policy camps as
they often do. Conﬂict can be productive when warnings from civil
society are heeded, lessons are learned through research and dialogue,
and improvements are made to decision-making processes or management actions through deliberations and adaptive governance. Proactively addressing social justice issues will enable the social license,
long-term support, and durability of eﬀorts to sustainably manage and
govern the ocean.

included in decision-making and beneﬁt from adjacent resources.
Adding legitimacy to this claim is the fact that social norms (such as
rights, justice, equity, etc.) and good governance principles (such as
participation, transparency, accountability, etc.) are often codiﬁed in
guidance documents and/or enshrined in international policies for
diﬀerent areas of marine policy. For example, Aichi Target 11 of the
Convention on Biological Diversity speciﬁes that networks of marine
protected areas (MPAs) need to be both “eﬀectively and equitably
managed” [74]. The academic literature suggests that equitable management entails that: a) the rights, culture and knowledge of local
stakeholders and communities are recognized, b) that procedures build
on the ideals of good governance – such as participation, inclusion,
transparency, access to justice, accountability, and Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), and c) that the beneﬁts and burdens of conservation are mitigated and managed [21,75–78]. The social mandate
of ﬁsheries is well-established in both national and international policies [46,79,80]. Furthermore, the United Nations FAO Voluntary
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries, FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure, FAO Code of
Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, and the ILO Work in Fishing Convention establish the importance of taking human rights, well-being,
livelihoods, tenure, food security, working welfare, and participation
into account in ﬁsheries management [32,81–83]. The aim of MSP,
according to the deﬁnitive manual by Ehler and Douvere [84], is balancing social, economic and environmental objectives through participation with stakeholders (see also [8]). The blue economy, on the other
hand, still exists in somewhat of a social policy vacuum – though the
concept as put forward in the “Blue Economy Concept Paper” after Rio
+20 was that it build on Green Economy ideals of environmental
sustainability, sustained economic growth, enhanced social inclusion,
improved human welfare and social equity [85]. James Alex Michel,
President of the Republic of the Seychelles, also took up these ideals in
his 2017 book “Rethinking the oceans: Towards the blue economy”
[86] as did the World Bank and United Nations report “The Potential of
the Blue Economy” [7]. At the time of writing the Commonwealth Secretariat is working to develop a “Blue Charter” – building on the
principles contained in the Commonwealth Charter including environmental protection, good governance, human rights and justice [87,88] –
that might provide an important model for global policy development
related to the blue economy. At the level of global ocean governance,
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is the
main overarching framework that aims to conserve resources and
protect the marine environment, while providing for eﬃcient and
equitable use and coordinated decision-making from global to regional
to national levels. Finally, the ocean policies mentioned here are guided
by international soft laws and conventions, which are not ocean-focused, with similar commitments to norms of justice and inclusion. This
includes, for example, the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the UNECE
Aarhus Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in
Decision-Making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters, and
the Sustainable Development Goals [89–92].
Furthermore, inclusion and justice can be instrumental to success.
Social blunders – i.e., lack of consideration or inclusion in decisionmaking and perceived or real inequities - may also undermine the ocean
sustainability agenda. For example, ignoring the voices and concerns of
local people and resource users can lead to local community opposition
to or civil society backlash against marine protected areas [24,27,93],
blue carbon initiatives [29], or sustainable blue economy developments
[52]. The International Collective in Support of Fisherworkers (ICSF)
and World Forum of Fisherpeople (WFF), for example, have been vocal
in their opposition to mangrove conservation through Blue Carbon
market investments and also to other forms of blue economy development. In their view, these initiatives are producing coastal land and
ocean grabs which exclude small-scale ﬁshers from their lands, livelihoods and produce more harms than beneﬁts [26,94,95]. Critical and

4. From issues to evidence-based solutions
Research has a critical role to play in enabling more just conservation and development actions and more inclusive decision-making
processes in the oceans [46,100]. Governments, managers, NGOs and
funders aim to promote policies that are based on the best available
scientiﬁc evidence to increase eﬀectiveness and improve outcomes.
However, many ocean-related policies, management practices and NGO
programs are often motivated or guided only or primarily by evidence
from the natural sciences. The human dimensions – social, cultural,
economic, governance and health considerations – are often given less
attention in decision-making and management [80,101,102]. Yet the
marine environment is far from empty space - rather people live near,
rely on, and are culturally and historically connected to the world's
oceans and coasts. Neglecting to consider the human element in the
world's peopled seas can lead to the types of unintended social consequences mentioned previously. The social sciences, in particular, can
increase our understanding of the issues and aid in the development of
solutions to address them.
First, the social sciences can be used to learn lessons from the past.
While there has been extensive research on individual projects and
locations (see citations above), there is a need for scaled-up research
eﬀorts (e.g., systematic reviews, multiple case studies, meta-analyses)
to better understand where, why and how past issues have emerged.
Comparative analysis of successes and failures in how marine conservation, planning and development has impacted local populations
and or included their perspectives and needs in decision-making processes could facilitate a better understanding of lessons learned and
guide the development of best practices [21]. Much could also be
drawn from examining the historical processes and impacts of similar
activities (e.g., conservation, planning, enclosures, etc.) in the terrestrial realm. It would also be worthwhile to try to understand why justice
and inclusion considerations have been missing in ocean governance.
Second, insights and approaches from the applied social sciences
can help to develop solutions to address social and procedural issues.
Indeed, the applied and solution-oriented social sciences have already
advanced far ahead of the practice – with critical insights and novel
approaches into how to better integrate human dimensions considerations into conservation, planning, ﬁsheries and development processes
being underutilized [103–107]. Important recent advances have been
made into, for example, the incorporation of diverse socio-economic
and cultural values in marine planning [103–105,108–110], the design
and monitoring of equitable management of conservation initiatives
[76,77,111], the monitoring and adaptive management of the social
impacts of environmental management initiatives on human wellbeing, [112–115], the design of beneﬁt sharing arrangements for
marine and coastal development [107,116,117], approaches to consider equity and make triple-bottom line decisions in ﬁsheries
[41,79,118,119], and the creation of inclusive and collaborative marine
planning
management
and
good
governance
processes
3
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considerations in decision-making [102,130]. To ensure that they are
not operating unawares, government agencies and non-governmental
organizations working on the ground to implement diﬀerent policies,
programs or management actions in the marine and coastal environment would beneﬁt from adequate capacity and funding to perform
basic social science. Essential social science to inform just and inclusive
marine policies, programs and management includes, for example, a)
understanding the social context prior to implementing actions, b)
forecasting the social implications of alternative management options
or adaptation options, c) identifying mechanisms to mitigate or compensate for social impacts, d) monitoring and evaluating social impacts,
e) adapting management actions and development activities to improve
social outcomes, and f) understanding what constitutes culturally appropriate and socially acceptable governance structures and processes.
More broadly, greater attention to the human dimensions is needed in
global ocean science networks and the social sciences should be central
to the purview of the UN Decade of Ocean Science 2021–2030 [19].
Second, justice and inclusion should be central considerations in
national and global policy discussions related to the ocean. As governments and their agencies formulate laws, policies and management
actions related to marine conservation, ﬁsheries management, the blue
economy, marine spatial planning and adaptation to climate change,
procedural and distributional considerations ought to be taken into
account to ensure alignment with the global commitments discussed
earlier. This might include, for example, ensuring participation and
inclusion of diverse perspectives in decision-making processes and understanding the social implications – both costs and beneﬁts - of policies
and management actions for coastal residents and other stakeholder
groups. Global governance organizations focused on these ocean policy
realms – including the International Union for the Conservation of
Nature (IUCN), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the
United Nations Educational, Scientiﬁc and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), the Food and Agricultural Organization (UN FAO), etc. –
also have a duty and responsibility to ensure these issues are addressed
in policy and practice. For example, these topics should be part of upcoming policy deliberations related to the achievement of Sustainable
Development Goal 14 (Life Below Water), the protection of Biodiversity
Beyond-National Jurisdiction (BBNJ), and the development of the Blue
Economy. These venues provide important opportunities to advance the
ocean sustainability agenda in a manner that is both just and inclusive.
Third, it is not just in research or policy – but in real-world programs and management practice where further attention is needed to:
a) designing equitable and inclusive marine conservation initiatives; b)
creating socially responsible and sustainable ﬁsheries supply chains and
management; c) ensuring that local people are included in, beneﬁt from
and are not unduly impacted by the blue economy; d) incorporating
diverse stakeholders, perspectives and values in marine spatial planning; e) facilitating inclusive, transparent, accountable and just global
ocean governance processes; and f) producing participatory and fair
climate adaptations. Both knowledge of the issues as well as practical
guidance, tools, and approaches are often lacking to help government
decision-makers, on-the-ground managers, NGO practitioners and funders to eﬀectively take these considerations into account. While priority
action areas in each ocean policy realm really ought to be identiﬁed
through rigorous social science research combined with participatory
dialogues with experts and stakeholders, some initial thoughts on
priority action areas are identiﬁed in Table 1. Initiating a working
group of researchers and practitioners to further examine these topics
would allow for the proactive and participatory identiﬁcation of
priority topics for further research and practical outputs and actions to
address the issues.
Finally, the ocean funding community – including national and
multi-lateral funding organizations (e.g, development aid agencies,
development banks, World Bank, GEF, UNEP and FAO) large foundations (e.g., Moore, Packard, Oak, Bloomberg, Marisla, Pew, Walton,
Waitt, etc. – see http://fundingtheocean.org) and funding collectives

[11,84,120–124]. These are just a few among many examples of how
the applied social sciences can help to address the types of issues
highlighted earlier. Additional targeted social science research projects
could help to better understand the issues and develop robust and
evidence-based solutions across diﬀerent realms of ocean policy. While
marine conservation and ﬁsheries management will remain important
topics of research, there is a need to increase attention to justice and
inclusion in the blue economy, MSP and climate adaptation at all scales
from local to global.
Finally, these advances in applied and solution-oriented research
need to be complemented by eﬀorts to ensure that insights and approaches to address these issues inform decision-making and management actions. Bridging the science-policy-practice gaps might be facilitated by: a) improving the communication of social science research
insights, b) increasing the attention paid to practical application, c)
enhancing collaboration in the production of knowledge and solutions
at all scales, and d) promoting communities-of-practice and knowledgeaction networks to advance both knowledge and practice
[102,106,125–127]. First, eﬀorts are needed to more clearly communicate the insights and implications of social science research to oceanfocused policy-makers and practitioners. While signiﬁcant emphasis has
been placed on the communication of natural science, more social
scientists need training in communication and support with outreach
eﬀorts [106]. Second, further initiative and assistance is needed to
move from high-level ideas, processes and frameworks to the development and implementation of practical tools, approaches and guidance documents to support on-the-ground implementation. Many of
the ideas and frameworks emerging from the social sciences are still
idealized and need to be ﬁeld-tested and evaluated, prior to being developed into practical tool-kits and guidance documents for more broad
application. Adequate funding will be essential to enable such eﬀorts to
move from research to the development of practical outputs and actions. Third, there is a need for much greater collaboration – amongst
researchers, practitioners, stakeholders and policy-makers - in the
production of both knowledge and solutions to ensure that they are
grounded and practicable. This might be accomplished, for example,
through team eﬀorts such as action research projects focused on local
marine conservation [128], knowledge co-production eﬀorts to transform marine management [129] or solution-oriented think tanks to
address pressing global policy issues [102]. Finally, support is needed
for the further development of communities-of-practice (such as the
Human Dimensions of Large-Scale Marine Protected Areas Communityof-Practice [102]) or knowledge-action networks (such as Future Earth
Oceans [18] and Future Earth Coasts [15]) to advance both knowledge
and practice related to the human dimensions of diﬀerent ocean policy
domains. It is important that any such eﬀorts are diverse – with representation from diﬀerent geographies, ethnicities, genders, ages, etc.
– and contains a broad knowledge base and skill set. Yet, such eﬀorts to
bridge the science-policy-practice gaps may not succeed without adequate political, practical and ﬁnancial support for action.
5. Prioritizing justice and inclusion in the pursuit of sustainable
oceans
Rather than dwell on past issues, this paper argues that more attention is needed to issues related to justice and inclusion across different realms of ocean policy including marine conservation, ﬁsheries
management, marine spatial planning, the blue economy, climate
adaptation and global ocean governance processes. This is a call to
action for the ocean science, management, governance and funding
communities.
First, we can no longer aﬀord to base marine conservation and
management decisions on environmental science alone. The historical
connection and continued reliance of people to most of the world's
oceans increases the complexity of the challenges and points to the need
for greater attention to social, cultural, economic and governance
4
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dissemination eﬀorts, and practical actions and programs to address
social justice issues.

Table 1
Marine policy realms and actions to promote just and inclusive oceans at different scales.
Marine policy realms and actions to promote just and inclusive oceans

6. Conclusion

Equitable marine conservation
Promoting inclusive decision-making and planning processes that incorporate
social considerations into marine protected area networks and management.
Increasing collaboration with Indigenous communities and small-scale ﬁshers in
marine conservation, in recognition of their historical rights, tenure, use and
cultural connections.
Further developing and disseminating a code of conduct to guide and ensure
accountability in marine conservation.
Increasing the monitoring, evaluation and adaptive management of the social
impacts of marine conservation.
Socially responsible ﬁsheries
Increasing knowledge of and identifying actions to address human rights issues in
ﬁsheries.
Supporting governance and market mechanisms to promote socially responsible
seafood across the supply chain.
Promoting decision-making and collaborative management processes that are
inclusive of local people, small-scale ﬁshers and Indigenous groups.
Fostering ﬁsheries policies and management actions that aim to achieve triple
bottom-line sustainability, including ecological, economic and social outcomes.
Developing approaches to address illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) ﬁshing
in a manner that does not further marginalize vulnerable groups and small-scale
ﬁshers.
Increasing knowledge and developing governance frameworks to promote equitable
allocations and just transitions in ﬁsheries under changing climatic conditions.
Bottom-up marine spatial planning
Incorporating a broader array of social, cultural, economic and governance
considerations into marine spatial planning processes.
Furthering the inclusion of diverse stakeholders and perspectives in marine spatial
planning processes from inception through to implementation.
Advancing the practice of appropriately documenting and incorporating historical
uses and indigenous rights, tenure, and access issues into marine spatial planning.
An inclusive and locally beneﬁcial blue economy
Advancing a deﬁnition and model of the blue economy that incorporates
environmental, social and economic sustainability.
Increasing attention to corporate social responsibility in the blue economy amongst
policy and corporate actors.
Developing best practice guidelines and a code of conduct (a “Blue Economy
Charter”) for the blue economy in consultation with a wide array of stakeholders to
ensure legitimacy.
Promoting social impact assessment, social impact mitigation and management,
beneﬁt sharing mechanisms and impact-beneﬁt agreements in the blue economy.
Understanding environmental and social justice issues related to pollution, garbage
and toxins in the marine and coastal environment.
Examining potential mechanisms for holding corporations accountable for social
harms created by ocean-related development.
Good global ocean governance
Increasing transparency and accountability in global ocean governance processes.
Considering the social justice and distributional implications of diﬀerent ocean
management regimes – for example, concerning biodiversity beyond national
jurisdiction (BBNJ), trans-boundary ﬁsheries or shared stocks - for more or less
developed nations.
Facilitating more inclusive global ocean governance processes – in particular,
ensuring greater representation and voice for small-island developing states (SIDS),
small-scale ﬁsheries organizations and Indigenous governance bodies.
Participatory and just climate adaptation
Understanding the diﬀerential vulnerabilities and unequal impacts of climate
change for diﬀerent groups, sectors, communities and countries that live near the
ocean or depend on marine resources.
Promoting marine and coastal adaptation decision-making processes that are
inclusive of local communities, Indigenous people, resource users and diverse
stakeholders.
Mobilizing adaptation planning processes that identify social-ecological trade-oﬀs,
social implications for diﬀerent groups, and both short and long time horizons to
help identify socially equitable adaptions and avoid mal-adaptations.

Paying heed to social justice concerns does not preclude the importance of taking action to conserve and manage the marine environment and ﬁsheries, as a sustainable and productive environment is
also needed for food security, livelihoods, and a suite of economic and
social beneﬁts [5,132–134]. In some cases, this may mean that diﬃcult
decisions and trade-oﬀs are necessary. However, it is worrying that
ocean sustainability is often treated like an end-sum game, where
procedural and distributional considerations are less important than
taking action to achieve desired outcomes. This paper suggests that
both the means and the ends are important. Greater attention to both
the processes through which ocean sustainability is pursued and to all
three pillars (i.e., ecological, economic and social) of sustainability will
pay dividends in our eﬀorts to achieve a sustainable ocean. As policymakers, managers, practitioners and funders are making decisions
about policy creation, management actions, program design or funding
priorities in the oceans, they need to also ask “Who should be included
in decision-making?” and “How will diﬀerent groups be impacted by
decisions?”. Proactive attention to these questions will help to ensure
that injustices and exclusions are avoided and do not undermine the
ocean sustainability agenda. Navigating a just and inclusive path towards sustainable oceans will require signiﬁcant will and adequate
support from policy circles and funding from foundations, governments
and multi-lateral funding agencies.
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