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“How inappropriate to call this planet Earth,  

when clearly it is Ocean” 
Arthur C. Clarke 

Our blue 

planet 



Ocean degradation 



Several reports and 

studies show bad 

state of marine 

environment 





Causes of ocean degradation 



(Plastic) pollution 





Overfishing 





Climate change 









Marine restoration 





Ecological restoration approaches 

• Natural (or spontaneous) regeneration approach: 

• Where damage is relatively low, plants and animals may be able to 

recover by cessation of the degrading practices alone (e.g. stop 

over-fishing) 





Ecological restoration approaches 

• Assisted regeneration approach: 

• Recovery at sites of intermediate (or even high) degradation need 

both removal of causes of degradation and further active 

interventions to correct abiotic damage and trigger biotic recovery 

(e.g. building habitat features such as shellfish reefs) 





Ecological restoration approaches 

• Reconstruction approach: 

• Where damage is high, not only do all causes of degradation need 

to be removed or reversed and all biotic and abiotic damage 

corrected, but also all or a major proportion of its desirable biota 

need to be reintroduced wherever possible  







Restoration obligations 



Restoration obligations 

• Law of the Sea Convention (UNCLOS):  

• No explicit reference to ecosystem restoration 

• Obligations to restore populations of harvested species 

• No concrete targets or guidelines 

 



Restoration obligations  

• Implicit or explicit obligations on restoration in nature 

conservation law and policy 

• Most international and regional nature conservation laws 

only apply to coastal waters (territorial sea + EEZ) 

• Examples: Ramsar Convention, World Heritage Convention 

 







Restoration obligations 

• Biodiversity Convention: 

• Explicit restoration obligations in Convention (art. 8 and 14) 

• CBD applies to marine waters under national jurisdiction + activities 

beyond 

• Explicit reference to restoration in Work programme on marine and 

coastal biodiversity  

• COP decisions on restoration (Decision XI/16 Ecosystem 

restoration, 2012; Decision XII/19 Ecosystem conservation and 

restoration, 2014) 



Restoration obligations 

• Biodiversity Convention: 

• Aichi Targets (COP Decision X/2, 2010): 

• By 2020: 

• Target 11: at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas are 

conserved as protected areas and other effective area-based 

conservation measures 

• Target 14: ecosystems that provide ecosystem services are restored 

• Target 15: 15% of degraded ecosystems are restored 

 



Restoration obligations 

• Sustainable Development Goals, 2015: 

• Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and 

marine resources for sustainable development 

• Target: By 2020, conserve at least 10 per cent of coastal and marine 

areas, consistent with national and international law and based on the 

best available scientific information  

 





Restoration obligations 

• Progress on Targets (Global Biodiversity Outlook 4, 2014): 

• Target 11:  

• 10% is on course to be met in coastal waters 

• Open ocean, high seas, deep sea are not well covered 

• Inadequate management of protected areas 

• Target 14:  

• Habitats important for ecosystem services, for example coral reefs, 

continue to be lost and degraded  

• Target 15:  

• Restoration is under way for some depleted or degraded ecosystems, 

especially wetlands. Hard to assess if 15% target will be met 







Source: CBD Global Biodiversity Outlook 4, 2014 













Restoration obligations 

• Only a small part of oceans is protected area as Marine 

Protected Area (MPA) 

• 7.59% of oceans protected 

• Most MPAs are in areas under national jurisdiction (17.62%) 

• In Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (ABNJ) only 1.18% is 

protected 

 



Restoration obligations 

• Not enough legal basis for marine areas beyond national 

jurisdiction 

• Often ‘paper’ marine protected areas: not enough 

restrictions on damaging human activities (fisheries) 

• Most attention for restoration at international level is on 

restoration of forests (REDD+, Bonn Challenge…) 

• Often lack of concrete definition, targets and guidelines 

(where and how to restore)  

 

 



Ecological restoration:  

hope for the future? 





Opportunities for restoration 

• Resolution UN General Assembly, June 2015,  

Development of an international legally-binding instrument 

under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea on the conservation and sustainable use of marine 

biological diversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction: 

• UN agreed to develop a legally binding instrument to conserve and 

sustainably use marine biological diversity of areas beyond their 

national borders  

• The new instrument will fall under UNCLOS 

• A preparatory committee was established 

• Resolution UNGA, 2017: decides to organize a 

conference + elaborate treaty text 

 

 

 











Opportunities for restoration 

• Application of World Heritage Convention in high seas? 

• Conclusion of experts: minor modifications within the 

framework of the Convention could allow such protection 





Opportunities for restoration 

• UN Decade on ecosystem restoration, declared by UN 

General Assembly, 1 March 2019 (2021-2030) 

• Call to action – soft law 

• “Recalling the commitment to halting and reversing the 

decline in the health and productivity of our ocean and its 

ecosystems and to protecting and restoring its resilience 

and ecological integrity”  



Opportunities for restoration 

• International standards on ecological restoration 

• Society for ecological restoration (SER) Standards, 2016 

• Legal basis required? 

• Applicable to the marine environment 





Opportunities for restoration 

• Call by scientists to substantially increase protection of 

nature: 

• Half-Earth 

• Nature Needs Half 

• 30x30 blueprint for oceans 

 

















Opportunities for restoration 

• Next Strategic plan under CBD is being developed (for 

COP 2020) 

• Proposals by parties and observers include increased 

protection of nature 

• A COP Decision or ‘Paris’ deal for nature? 









Opportunities for restoration 

• Reduce or end fisheries in high seas 

• Scientific research points to benefits for conservation and 

fisheries! 







Conclusions  

• Oceans are in degraded state 

• Scientifically (and legally) it is clear what needs to be 

done 

• What is necessary is: 

• Political will 

• Cooperation between states and with stakeholders 

• (Legal) activism   








