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A system of global governance that recognises the ocean as a global 

commons is required. This is according to new research which says 

building a sustainable oceans economy is a priority and that Africa must 

be involved in global discussions. 

While some might scoff that this is idealistic, the question of how to protect the 

health of oceans now and in the future is a serious matter. This is addressed in 

the 9th edition of Africa Insights The Pathways to Sustainable Seas: Governing 

the Oceans as a Commons. 
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This report published in January 2021, is a joint project of Bowmans in 

conjunction with their research partners at Stellenbosch University Centre for 

Complex Systems in Transition. 

This resource looks at how this line of thinking has evolved, what developments 

have taken place to date, and what the next steps should be. 

Research topics on the table for years have discussed, amongst other things, 

rising levels of greenhouse gas emissions, higher temperatures, climate change, 

overfishing, pollution, and declining species and ecosystems. 

There are also forecasts of fishless oceans by 2048 and the fact that some 30% 

of world assessed fisheries are already beyond ecological limits (UN FAO). 

Ocean Panel 

This led to the establishment of a High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean 

Economy (the Ocean Panel) in 2018. It is constituted by 14 members who are 

heads of state and government, representing 40% of the world’s coastlines and 

30% of exclusive economic zones. 

The Ocean Panel’s purpose is to build global political will to sustainably manage 

100% of national waters by 2025. 

It has estimated that the asset value of the ocean is about USD 24 trillion. 

Co-chaired by Norway and Palau, the members include Australia, Canada, Chile, 

Fiji, Ghana, Indonesia, Jamaica, Japan, Kenya, Mexico, Namibia, and Portugal. 

A global oceans commons 

In December 2020, a report titled Ocean Solutions that Benefit People, Nature 

and the Economy, was released by the Oceans Panel. 
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Forming part of the report was a Blue Paper on ocean transition. It states that a 

new, integrated system of global governance is required that responds to these 

pressures and recognises the ocean as a global commons. 

The Africa Insights report describes the global ocean commons as “the high seas 

and the seabed beyond continental shelves, called Areas Beyond National 

Jurisdiction.” 

These latter areas do not fall within any nation-state’s authority, according to the 

report, and governance of Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction is generally weaker 

than within national jurisdictions. 

Given this status quo, the UN is negotiating a treaty for Biodiversity Beyond 

National Jurisdiction which will ultimately mean formal, legal protection of more 

than 40% of the earth’s surface. 

The buy-in for the protection of the high seas has not been widely accepted to 

date. 

Polycentric governance 

The researchers make the case for ‘polycentric governance’ in which multiple 

governing bodies interact to make and enforce rules within specific policy areas 

or locations. 

The imperatives are that there is a shared vision, guiding frameworks and applied 

processes that will bring coherence to this form of governance. 

The report warns that the pace of climate change and the degradation of the 

ocean is far outstripping the efforts of current agencies and multilateral 

institutions (such as FAO, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the 

UN Environmental Program). 
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“These ocean impacts are hitting islands, coasts, fisheries and polar seas hard,” 

the researchers write. 

They add, “Without fundamental change, this growth in the economic uses of 

ocean resources is likely to exacerbate existing social inequalities (as certain 

communities lose their livelihoods) and accelerate the degradation of planetary 

environmental systems.” 

Oceans Agency 

They propose the establishment of a new, supra-national ‘Ocean Agency’ to 

inform national policies and corporate activities and manage the diverse views 

and ideas of many stakeholders, including civil society. 

They make the point that it will also be important to support the current UN ocean 

processes around the ratification of the new UN Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) agreement. 

Maritime Crime. Robust Regulatory Framework Essential, UN hears 

Niche innovations in the African context 

On the positive side, the research shows that when pressures build up and 

existing institutions do not have the capacity to respond appropriately, ‘niche 

innovations’ tend to open up. 

These offer alternatives – much as renewable energy is challenging incumbent 

energy technologies. 

Examples within the African context include legal innovations put forward by the 

Organisation for African Unity (OAU). 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2019/02/07/maritime-crime-robust-regulatory-framework-essential-un-hears/
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The OAU’s model law on the Protection of the Rights of Local Communities, 

Farmers, Breeders and Regulation of Access to Biological Resources. 

These are founded on a growing awareness that earth systems and the livelihoods 

of local communities and indigenous people are threatened by monopoly rights 

over community biological diversity. 

Another example in response to ocean pressures is ABALOBI ICT4FISHERIES 

(ABALOBI). 

ABALOBI works with small-scale fishing communities in South Africa and on the 

continent and uses a suite of mobile apps that document seafood traceability, 

fisheries, transparent supply chains and community cohesion. 

In this way consumers get the full picture of where their seafood comes from, 

learn about the status of the fish species, who caught the fish, and how it arrived 

on their plates. 

Key opportunities 

The researchers conclude that with so much at stake for the continent, where 

millions of people depend on the health of the seas, it is vital for Africa to be part 

of global efforts to chart a pathway towards ocean sustainability. 

In their opinion there are four key opportunities for action to strengthen ocean 

governance: 

• Support for the current UN ocean processes, specifically the ratification of 

the new UNCLOS agreement and voluntary commitments under the UN 

Our Ocean Conference. 

• In line with the argument for a ’global environmental right’, reconfigure 

ocean governance in ways that transcend the limits of national 
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sovereignty. This would include establishing a polycentric governance 

framework with a new ‘Global Ocean Agency’ at the centre. 

• Support civil society’s ability to play a more significant role in global ocean 

governance via the establishment of a global-local ocean knowledge 

commons. 

• Integrate property rights with ecological stewardship responsibilities to 

establish local user rights programmes that result in shared responsibility 

for coastal regions by coastal communities. 

Conclusion 

COVID-19 has highlighted just how much humanity depends on a healthy planet, 

along with the need for coordinated global action to respond to a global threat. 

Fortunately, the continent is represented in global discussions on sustainable 

ocean economies and a number of African countries are included on the Ocean 

Panel. 

Ocean governance is vast and complex, and while there is ample room for deeper 

debate, this report serves as a good starting point. 

                                                                                  ……………….. 


