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The ocean is the world’s largest ecosystem. It continues to be endangered and is in a state of emergency because of rising 

acidification, eutrophication, declining fish stocks and mounting plastic pollution. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the challenges 

as massive quantities of single-use plastics entered the world’s waters as medical waste. 

Despite some progress in SDG14 indicators, especially in expanding marine protected areas and combating illegal, unreported and 

unregulated fishing over the years, several destructive trends affecting ocean health are unabated. There is an urgent need for more 

concerted efforts and acceleration to achieve SDG14 goals. Given the oceans absorb almost 25% of CO2 emissions every year, we can 

effectively counter climate change impacts by ensuring the biodiversity and health of the ocean.
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Facts and Figures

o The ocean generates 50% of all the oxygen we need while absorbing close to 
25% of all carbon dioxide emissions. This is why the ocean is not just ‘the 
lungs of the planet’ but also the largest ‘carbon sink’ providing a vital buffer 
against the impacts of climate change.

o Ocean habitats such as seagrasses and mangroves, along with their 
associated food webs, can absorb 4 times more carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere than terrestrial forests.

o Mangroves, being one of the most carbon-rich ecosystems on the planet, 
store 1,000 tons of carbon per hectare on average. Plus, they support healthy 
fisheries, improve water quality, and provide coastal protection against 
floods and storms.

o Coral reefs which barely occupy 0.1% of the world's oceans support 25% of 
marine biodiversity and help over a billion people with coastal protection, 
fisheries, tourism, medicinal benefits, and more.

o As per latest estimates, marine protected areas cover 6.35% of the ocean, 
increasing almost 10 times since 2000s. Further expanding marine protected 
areas is critical to improving ocean health and protecting mangroves and 
coral reefs.

Ocean and Climate Change:
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o Plastic pollution is causing major harm to marine biodiversity and coastal populations. Over 17 million metric tons of plastics, the most 
harmful marine litter, are clogging and choking the ocean. This figure is estimated to double or even triple by 2040. 

o There was elevated coastal eutrophication globally in 2022 (above the 2000-2004 baseline) as per latest satellite images. There was a 23% 
increase in peak values of the indicator for 2020 and 2021 calendar year average, compared with the mean value for previous years.

o The Arabian Sea has been consistently witnessing high levels of eutrophication. 

o The consequences of elevated coastal eutrophication are severe for marine ecosystem health, local communities, fisheries and tourism. 
Caused by increasing nutrient loading into coastal areas by agriculture, aquaculture and wastewater, eutrophication leads to oxygen 
depletion, harm marine life, contaminate seafood, and damage seagrass and coral reefs, among other impacts. 

o Increasing absorption of the growing greenhouse gas emissions is causing increasing levels of ocean acidification. 

o At present, the ocean's average pH is 8.1. This means that the ocean today is about 30% more acidic than in pre-industrial times.

o Increasing ocean acidification threatens marine life, weakens and destroys coral and shoreline defenses, degrades habitats, and endangers 
fisheries, aquaculture & tourism. It also reduces the ocean’s ability to absorb CO2 and to mitigate climate change.

o Ocean warming is on the rise with record-high levels of ocean heat each year. Currently, the ocean 
captures about 90% of the harmful global emissions. 

o Excessive ocean warming has catastrophic consequences such as ice-melting, sea-level rise, marine 
heatwaves, and ocean acidification. This, in turn, impacts marine biodiversity and the lives and livelihoods of the coastal population.

Ocean Health & Pollution:
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o Over three billion people depend on marine and coastal biodiversity for their livelihoods.

o Marine fisheries directly or indirectly employ over 200 million people.

o Fishery resources continue to be threatened by overfishing, pollution, poor management and other factors, including illegal fishing. 35.4% of 
global stocks were overfished in 2019, an increase of 1.2% since 2017.

o Approximately 60 million people or 90% of the total fishers’ population are employed part or full-time in small-scale fisheries.

o Small-scale fisheries accounts for 40% of global catch and represent one of the food production sectors most vulnerable to climate change.

o In comparison, large-scale fisheries, which employs only 7.3 million people or about 10% of the workforce, accounts for 60% of the global 
catch.

o Sustainable fisheries is only 0.1% of the of global GDP as of 2019. 

o Despite contributing to 2.5% of the world gross value added, on average, between 2013 to 2021, the ocean receives only 1.1% of national 
research budgets. 

Ocean and people:
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In 2021, the world’s 
average proportion of 
Marine Key Biodiversity 
Areas (KBAs) covered by 
protected areas (%) was 
45 percent, but coverage 
varies widely among 
countries.

Average proportion of 
Marine Key Biodiversity 
Areas (KBAs) covered by 
protected areas by 
country, 2021 (map) and 
world level, 2000-2021 
(bottom left)
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14.1 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based 

activities, including marine debris and nutrient pollution

14.2 By 2020, sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant adverse impacts, including by strengthening 

their resilience, and take action for their restoration in order to achieve healthy and productive oceans

14.3 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean acidification, including through enhanced scientific cooperation at all levels

14.4 By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and destructive fishing practices and 

implement science-based management plans, in order to restore fish stocks in the shortest time feasible, at least to levels that can produce 

maximum sustainable yield as determined by their biological characteristics

14.5 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

14.6 By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, eliminate subsidies that contribute to 

illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and refrain from introducing new such subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective special 

and differential treatment for developing and least developed countries should be an integral part of the World Trade Organization fisheries 

subsidies negotiation

14.7 By 2030, increase the economic benefits to Small Island developing States and least developed countries from the sustainable use of 

marine resources, including through sustainable management of fisheries, aquaculture and tourism
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14.A Increase scientific knowledge, develop research capacity and transfer marine technology, taking into 

account the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission Criteria and Guidelines on the Transfer 

of Marine Technology, in order to improve ocean health and to enhance the contribution of marine biodiversity 

to the development of developing countries, in particular small island developing States and least developed countries

14.B Provide access for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets

14.C Enhance the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and their resources by implementing international law as reflected in UNCLOS, 

which provides the legal framework for the conservation and sustainable use of oceans and their resources, as recalled in paragraph 158 of The 

Future We Want
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