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Covering almost three-quarters of the Earth’s 
surface, oceans are of enormous importance 
to our economic, social, and environmental 
development. With around 40 per cent of the 
world population living on or near coastlines, 
ocean ecosystems protect coastal areas and 
regulate the climate1, including by absorbing 
90 per cent of the extra heat created by 
climate change, constitute a primary source 
of nutritious food to more than three billion 
people, and its energy supply to the world2. 
In addition, the oceans provide a substantial 
source of income and well-being and offer 
great future potential for the 54 low and lower-
middle income countries that have substantial 
coastlines or marine areas. In 2020, the export 
value of ocean-based goods and services was 
$1.3 trillion, which represents about 6 per cent 
of global trade (total global trade in 2020 was 
$23 trillion). Exports of ocean-based goods 
are estimated to be $681.4 billion, and exports 
of ocean-based services $628.2 billion, 
showing their importance as a key tradable 
cluster. Europe, Asia and the Americas are the 
leading exporters. These values remain below 
pre-pandemic estimate levels, but growth 
has been strong and trade in ocean-based 
goods is expected to continue to recover 
despite multiple subsequent and sometimes 
overlapping crises3.

Considering the importance of the ocean, this 
paper aims at framing the concept of the sustainable 
ocean economy and what it can bring to economic 
transformation, together with other approaches 
contributing to the building of thriving, sustainable and 
just economies, while proposing policy options to unleash 
the full potential of the sustainable ocean economy in 
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BOX 1
AN OCEAN OF INCLUSIVE SOLUTIONS  
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THE (BLUE) WAY AHEAD: POLICY OPTIONS FOR  
A BLUE ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION 

The transition to a developed sustainable ocean 
economy will, for many countries, involve the development 
of new sectors (or new segment in existing sectors) 
and markets to unleash the potential of ocean-based 
production in different interlinked sectors while protecting 
livelihoods and bioresources. For instance, promoting 
blue biotechnology will imply accommodating new 
supply chains and linkages in and between supply chains, 
and the rebalancing of economic activities to integrate 
sustainable resource management and social cohesion in 
commercial objectives.

Policymaking and options for the sustainable 
development of the sustainable ocean economy needs 
to integrate economic, social, and environmental 
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BOX 2

“OCEAN LAW” ENFORCEMENT AT HIGH SEAS:

While the UNCLOS clearly defines the States 
responsibilities in implementational and 
enforcement procedures, it is very challenging 
for many countries, whatever their size and 
level of income, to ensure law enforcement 
in their Exclusive Economic Zone, many 
a time much bigger than their land area. 
Monitoring and preventing illegal activities on 
the high seas is even more challenging, and 
makes necessary joint forces, including from 
national navies, and pool-funding. Engaging in 
negotiations on an international instrument on 
the preservation of biodiversity in areas beyond 
national jurisdiction will also be critical.

These plans should designed, implemented and 
monitored in a participatory manner, involving civil society 
organization, including community-based organizations, and 
the Academia. They can contribute to lessen administrative 
and sectorial boundaries by promoting an integrated 
approach. They should recognize tenure and access rights of 
local populations and indigenous groups. The participation 
of all social groups is critical. Equally important is socio-
economic inclusion and costal management among 
coastal communities in their role for coastal management 
and ocean health; ensuring the integration of qualitative 
knowledge, local processes and project ownership, and the 
equitable and gender-balanced distribution of benefits from 
ocean-based resources’ sustainable use. 

Benefits for local coastal communities should be 
clearly defined and closely monitored against SMART 
indicators. Participation should not be set as a one-off 
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OCEAN COALITIONS FOR THE EMERGING FUTURE

Ensure policy coherence and build multi-stakeholder, 
public-private partnerships to transition blue economies. 
Aligning sectoral and territorial policies, strategic planning, 
State budgets vexternal public finance, tax incentives and 
subsidies, public procurement practices, is a sine qua non 
for blue economic development. 

Policy coherence must extend to labour markets to 
incentivize blue jobs; environmental and industrial policies 



SUSTAINABLE OCEAN ECONOMY6

Endnotes:

1	 UNCTAD, Ocean Economy, 2021. Projected to rise to 
US$3trn by 2030.

2	 The Ocean contributes almost one-third of hydrocar-
bons extracted, is home of countless offshore wind 
farms, and is the primary, sustainable source of wave 
and tide energy, still at an early stage of development 
but considered as high potential.

3	 UNCTAD 2023 Trade and Environment Review: building a 
sustainable and resilient oceans economy beyond 2030 
(forthcoming).

4	 UNDP.

5	 There have been some efforts to quantify the value of 
the non-market services such as the work of Robert 
Costanza, in 1997.

6	 80% of litter in the ocean is from land-based sources.

7	 Utilizing the pilot work from UNSTATS System of  
Economic-Environmental Accounting.

Disclaimer:

The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief 
are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the 
opinions and policies of the United Nations.

The designations and terminology employed may not 
conform to United Nations practice and do not imply the 
expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of  
the Organization.


