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Preface: The Ocean we want, 
the governance we need

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
adopted at the United Nations (UN) Sustainable 
Development summit in September 2015, was defined 
by the UN Secretary-General as an “Agenda for  
people”. Its key component, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), derived from an intergovern-
mental process are considered by some as the most 
democratic and inclusive accomplishment in the 
 history of the UN. 

It is no surprise that a stand-alone SDG – SDG14 – is 
dedicated to the oceans and their conservation and 
sustainable use. The oceans cover two thirds of the 
planet, provide food for billions of people, play a key 
role in climate regulation, host a large portion of bio-
logical diversity and enable vital economic activities. 
The 2030 Agenda therefore puts a healthy ocean at 
the core of the global sustainable development 
agenda and sets targets for tackling some of the most 
pressing issues facing the ocean, including overex-
ploitation of natural resources, climate change and 
pollution. 

Adopting the SDGs was only the first step. Now 
States need to put the goals into action at national 
level and present their action plans at global level for 
review. The interconnectedness of all SDGs requires 
the adoption of new integrated ways of cooperation 
across SDGs and countries to make use of the vast 
potential of marine resources for food security, the 
reduction of poverty and better livelihoods. This is a 
particular challenge, but also an opportunity, for the 
implementation of the ocean-related SDGs. There-
fore strengthened ocean action and governance that 
works across all sectors and jurisdictions will be a 
key issue for the United Nations Ocean Conference 
to be held in New York from 5 to 9 June 2017. 

This report Partnering for a Sustainable Ocean – The 
Role of Regional Ocean Governance in Implementing 
SDG14 is particularly timely, highlighting that the 
transboundary nature of the marine environment 
requires collective actions that can be initiated and 
supported by regional organisations. Effective 
regional cooperation for the conservation and  
sustainable use of the ocean is not only a cornerstone 
of ecosystem-based management, but the basis for 

intergovernmental organisations, states, research 
institutions, civil society and the private sector to 
collaborate from different angles and take into 
account the diverse interests of fisheries, nature  
conservation, tourism and the requirements for 
capacity development. 

By launching this report at the UN Ocean Confer-
ence we hope to encourage partners to support 
implementation processes in different marine regions 
and to provide recommendations for next steps in 
strengthening ocean governance for sustainability.

This report highlights the opportunities of effective 
regional cooperation but also the perils of continued 
delay to take action. In line with this report, we are  
convinced that improving regional ocean governance 
is a key lever for successful implementation of SDG14 
and we invite all interested stakeholders to further 
support efforts for regional ocean governance, 
including through the establishment of new partner-
ships and spaces for exchange.
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capacity development, institutional transformation, 
and sustainable financing.

Efforts among countries to cooperate in managing 
their ocean, coasts, and marine resources vary widely 
in scope, mandate, and spatial extent. This diversity 
reflects the varied needs and priorities of different 
places, sectors, and marine ecosystems. Such efforts 
can take many forms, including: Regional Seas  
Conventions and Action Plans; Regional Fisheries 
Bodies; political and economic organisations that 
engage in ROG; leader-driven ROG initiatives; and 
Large Marine Ecosystem (LME) projects. Given this 
diversity, this report does not seek to restrictively 
define ROG, but instead focuses on good practice 
examples of multiple actors working across bounda-
ries to advance the conservation and sustainable use 
of the marine environment.

In this report, two sets of case studies provide a 
detailed exploration of the contribution that regional 
approaches to ocean sustainability can make. 
Selected to highlight a variety of regions and a range 
of ROG types, eight of the case studies pertain to 
particular SDG14 targets, and five highlight the role 
that regional approaches can play in advancing inte-
grated ocean governance overall. The case studies 
show that regional organisations have mandates cov-
ering most of the SDG14 targets and that they are 
already addressing a range of key issues, including 
marine pollution, sustainable management and pro-
duction, fisheries, and conservation. At the same 
time, cross-cutting initiatives are starting to bring a 
new level of cooperation and coherence to a notori-
ously fragmented ocean governance system.

The case studies also confirm that regional 
approaches play a key role in the transition towards 
marine ecosystem-based management (EBM), in  
particular by: 

  Allowing for the specific ecological, economic and 
social transboundary characteristics and chal-
lenges of marine regions to be properly addressed. 

  Increasing the level of collective ambition and the 
diversity of solutions available. 
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Executive Summary

The ocean and coasts are fundamental for our collec-
tive wellbeing, providing essential ecosystem  
services, a vital food source, and many opportunities 
for sustainable economic growth. The ocean is also 
the foundation of international trade and many  
cultural and recreational activities. Yet, increased 
human activities in the ocean and around our coasts, 
combined with climate change and ocean acidifica-
tion, are having a major impact on the health of 
marine ecosystems.

In September 2015, States adopted the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda), which 
provides a comprehensive framework for sustainabil-
ity and sets ambitious global objectives. The ocean 
and coasts are the subject of a dedicated Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG14), putting a healthy marine 
environment at the core of sustainable development 
and establishing targets for tackling some of the most 
pressing issues facing the ocean.

The implementation of the goals and targets of the 
2030 Agenda is primarily the responsibility of UN 
Member States. However, the transboundary nature 
of marine resources and threats to the marine envi-
ronment present unique challenges that cannot be 
effectively tackled by individual States working in 
isolation. Conservation and sustainable use of the 
ocean requires an integrated and coherent ecosys-
tem-based approach that takes into consideration the 
interconnected nature of marine ecosystems and the 
cumulative impacts of human activities affecting 
them. This implies a responsibility for national  
governments to collaborate to achieve SDG14.

In this context, this report highlights the relevance of 
regional ocean governance (ROG) for the implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda, the achievement  
of SDG14, and the transition to ecosystem-based 
management more generally. The report assesses the 
roles and mandates of different regional approaches 
and frameworks, and showcases some pragmatic and 
practical examples of ROG efforts that may provide 
useful lessons for the implementation of SDG14. The 
report also highlights some of the key contributions 
that regional approaches can make to some of the 
overarching challenges of the 2030 Agenda, including 




