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Abstract  

The Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development will benefit from 

coordinated contributions from G20 countries. International cooperation is particularly 

important when addressing the sustainable use and protection of global commons such 

as the ocean (SDG14), especially on the high seas. At the same time SDG14 should be 

implemented with consideration of the interactions with other SDGs in order to 

promote coherent ocean policies as a basis for a thriving and sustainable ocean 

economy. G20 countries have the opportunity to lead global cooperation through both 

protection and restoration measures for coastal and marine ecosystems and a carefully 

approach to sustainable exploitation of marine resources. This T20 Policy Brief draws on 

various recent policy and analysis papers on the ocean economy, the SDGs and the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda for oceans, seas and marine space and resources,  

and provides a synthesis for decision makers. 
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Challenge  

The 2016 G20 Leaders’ Summit endorsed the ‘G20 Action Plan on the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development’ [1, 2]. A main objective of the German G20 presidency is to 

‘make progress on realising the goals’ of this Agenda not only in G20 countries 

themselves but also through their international cooperation with all nations including 

developing countries [3, 4]. Furthermore, the Action Plan states that countries will 

“integrate sustainable development in domestic policies and plans and international 

development efforts”. International organized (Earth) Science can provide foundational 

knowledge and implementing guidance for the 2030 Agenda [5, 6]. A particular area of 

concern for global sustainability and in need for more international cooperation is the 

ocean. The marine systems provide vital services to people and the planet. A decline in 

ocean health, productivity and resilience due to increasing human pressures by mostly 

land-based pollution, climate change induced warming and sea-level rise, ocean 

acidification and over-exploitation of marine resources is a major threat to achieving 

sufficient nutrition, livelihoods and economic growth for coastal communities, as well as 

to other ecosystem services such as recreation and coastal protection. Gaps in and a lack 

of coherence and effectiveness in global ocean governance are a root cause of the 

decline of ocean health and various maritime sectors, and governance reform guided by 

the principles of ecosystem-based management and sustainable development is a 

precondition for growth, innovation and employment in the ocean economy [7, 8, 9, 10].  

The recommendations in this policy brief pursue three connected objectives: (i) to 

support the G20 in its ambition to reform and establish a more effective global Ocean 

governance process, (ii) to take action and prepare a global and comprehensive thematic 

review of the ocean, and (iii) to work with all nations to establish a global public registry 

of ocean commitments.   

________________________________________________________________  

Proposal  

Proposal 1: To reform and establish a more effective global Ocean governance process 

Become early implementers of sustainable development (2030 Agenda) in the marine 

context (SDG14). 

The 2030 Agenda has encapsulated a number of sustainable development challenges in 

SDG14. SDG14 is dedicated to human’s interactions with the ocean, seas and marine 

space and resources. It includes a range of targets in the conservation and sustainable 

use of the ocean, seas and marine space and resources including coastal zones, but also 

targets referring to capacity building and ocean governance. The status of the ocean and 

several of its resources and functions have been deteriorating over the last centuries. 
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Ocean, seas and coastal zones are subject to pollution, overexploitation and climate 

change impacts such as rising sea temperatures, erosion, sea level rise, ocean 

acidification and deoxygenation. These pressures and stresses are projected to rise. 

In particular, several coastal regimes are considered to be under noticeable stress 

compromising the services they provide. The benefits of a stand alone ocean goal are 

multiple [7]. However, the current ocean governance framework is fragmented and 

therefore needs to be strengthened [11]. In addition, ocean literacy and the scientific 

capacity is particularly poor in developing countries and enhanced capacity building and 

awareness raising are needed to support the implementation of SDG14 at all levels. 

Ocean and coastal monitoring frameworks need to be further developed, harmonised, 

and strengthened, since they provide the data for key indicators to assess progress in 

implementation of SDG14 in support of ocean protection and sustainable management 

of marine resources [12]. 

 

Evaluate and respect the interactions between SDG14 and the other dimensions of the 

2030 Agenda to maximize policy coherence. 

An efficient and comprehensive implementation of SDG14 will benefit from an in depth 

understanding of interactions between all sustainable development goals and their 

respective targets [13]. G20 members implementation strategies should recognize the 

findings of a recent ICSU study [14] and develop an in depth understanding of goal 

interactions. Some key interactions with other SDGs of the 2030 Agenda include:  

SDG14-SDG1 Healthy, productive and resilient oceans and coasts are a critical enabler of 

poverty alleviation, environmentally sustainable economic growth, and human 

wellbeing, especially in coastal communities. But despite various co-benefits for building 

resilient communities, achieving SDG14 could limit access to the resources and 

ecosystem services necessary to alleviate poverty.  

SDG14-SDG2 Oceans are essential for ensuring food security and meeting nutritional 

needs. However, establishing marine protected areas could limit access to vital marine 

resources, although fisheries and other natural resource uses generally benefit from 

sustainable practices and balanced conservation measures. Increased agricultural 

production could damage ocean health through nutrient run-off and related pollution. 

SDG14-SDG7 The ocean provides a space for renewable offshore energy, especially wind 

power; it also provides various forms of ocean energy, from wave and tidal power, to 

ocean currents and gradients in temperature or salinity.  Ocean space and resources are 

thus vital to ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all. 

SDG14-SDG8 Sustainable growth of marine and maritime sectors supports employment 

and economic growth. But short-term resource exploitation may impact the productivity 

and resilience of oceans and coasts while trade-offs are possible where management 

and conservation measures limit economic growth. 
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SDG14-SDG10 A sustainable and equitable ocean economy is necessary for reducing 

inequality within and among countries. Ocean governance and management institutions 

must provide for a fair distribution of benefits and the reinvestment of a sufficient share 

of financial benefits in the restoration, protection and sustainable management of 

ocean space and resources and ocean-dependent communities. This is essential for 

access for small-scale fishers, which constitute the largest employment category in the 

ocean economy and are among the bottom 40% of the population by income, and this 

would benefit developing coastal and island populations, which are also part of the 

global bottom 40% by income. 

SDG14-SDG11 Coasts are attractive for urban development, often due to opportunities 

for economic activities and the availability of natural resources, but coastal settlements 

are a major factor in increasing environmental pressures along the coast-sea-interface. 

Conflicts may occur where ocean and coastal conservation limit options for housing, 

infrastructure or transport upgrading, but achieving SDG14 also reinforces sustainable 

and resilient coastal settlements and urbanisation. 

SDG14-SDG12 Achieving SDG14 and sustainable consumption and production go hand 

in hand, not only in ocean-based industries and coastal communities. Ending 

overfishing, sustainably managing marine and coastal ecosystems and reducing marine 

pollution supports the efficient use of natural resources and reduces food loss while 

sustainable consumption and production patterns will reduce marine pollution and 

support sustainable resource extraction practices. 

SDG14-SDG13 Oceans and coastal ecosystems both affect, and are affected by climate 

change. Thus, achieving SDG14 and SDG13 is highly synergistic, such as through 

conservation of coastal ecosystems acting as blue carbon sinks. Careful management is 

needed to ensure that climate adaptation and coastal and marine protection measures 

do not conflict. 

 

Call for ocean economy dialogues and strategies to ensure that investment and 

growth in ocean use become sustainable and reach their full potential. 

Achieving SDG14 without compromising the achievement of ocean-related targets 

under other SDGs means much needed protection and restoration measures for coastal 

and marine ecosystems must be carefully balanced against the sustainable exploitation 

of marine resources to ensure ‘blue/green growth’ and the livelihoods and resilience of 

coastal communities. Integrated management and planning across geographical scales 

and administrative silos, particularly at the regional level, will enable coastal states to 

better safeguard, conserve, and sustainably use ocean resources within their jurisdiction 

and in areas beyond national jurisdiction [10].  

 

Establish efficient regional partnerships for harmonization and joint implementation 

of a sustainable oceans agenda.  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Ocean sustainability requires collective action across sectors and scales. In an effort to 

coordinate policy makers and measures, regional partnerships should be established in 

support of the 2030 Agenda and bring together States, regional and global organisations 

and mechanisms, and a broad spectrum of stakeholders, including non-governmental 

organisations, research centres, and private sector actors, and donors [15]. Concrete 

measures that could be implemented through partnerships include institutional 

capacity-building and the development of guidelines and regionally coordinated 

indicators and reporting processes for ocean sustainability. These should be 

underpinned by regional and ecosystem specific targets, priorities and strategies to 

address cross-cutting challenges such as land-based pollution. In many cases, the 

necessary instruments are readily available. The format of individual partnerships 

should be aligned with the needs and opportunities specific to regions. The options 

available include regular high level regional conferences, overarching regional dialogues, 

and annual meetings of regional and sectoral ocean management organisations [15]. 

 

Proposal 2: Mobilize resources to prepare a global and comprehensive thematic 

review for  the Ocean 

G20 nations should take to lead to facilitate a global thematic review of the oceans 

should be prepared with a view to maximising the efficiency and effectiveness of States’ 

actions, and to assess trends and progress, and if needed, to adapt implementation [15, 

16] . The review should take into account the central and cross-cutting role of SDG14 

and its links across the Sustainable Development Goals (see Proposal 1). The 2030 

Agenda suggests that overarching “thematic reviews” be conducted to ensure that 

tradeoffs and synergies are taken into account. Such a holistic review for the ocean 

would assess the state of the marine environment and coupled economic and social 

systems, identify priority issues and impacts, evaluate current policies, and weigh 

options to achieve the Goal for the Oceans (SDG14). By offering insights into 

interlinkages with other SDGs and shedding light on global and regional trends, the 

review would also provide an evidential basis for the development of cross-cutting 

policy measures and propose action with a view to addressing drivers of ocean decline 

and advancing efforts to achieve other SDGs. The global thematic review for the oceans 

should apply a nested approach and should be based on regional ocean assessments of 

the kind already prepared through some regional seas organisations, as well as other 

available reports on the state of the marine environment and its resources, such as the 

FAO State of the World Fisheries and Aquaculture report [15]. 

 

 

Proposal 3: Establish a global registry of Ocean Commitments 
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The establishment of effective reporting procedures is crucial to achieving the 

2030 Agenda for the oceans. G20 nations could support and actively engage in 

the establishment of a registry of commitments on action for ocean sustainability 

[15]. Documenting intended actions, the registry would facilitate the 

development of solutions and the coordination of action in the water and on the 

ground. Much like the Registry of National Determined Contributions (NDCs) 

established under the Paris Climate Agreement, the registry would provide a 

transparent basis for the systematic assessment of actions to implement SDG 14 

and inform efforts to ensure the efficacy of activities. Activity reports submitted 

to the registry would provide a repository of lessons learned and innovative 

solutions, potentially leading to further cooperation or the development of new 

partnerships for sustainable development. The “list of voluntary commitments” 

to be adopted at the United Nations Ocean Conference, 5-9 June 2017 in New 

York and complementary efforts in the frameworks of the “Our Ocean” 

Conferences (the next one to be hosted by the EU, 5-6 October 2017 in Malta) 

should be taken as an initial starting point. The registry should be hosted by an 

appropriate UN body and be maintained and updated regularly to inform the 

further follow-up and review process of SDG 14 [10]. 
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