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Prioritization of Top Threats to
Ocean Health
Ocean health is being compromised. Human health and ocean health are inextricably
linked. Consequently, it is critical that we strategically identify the most significant
threats to the ocean and consider best pathways to resolve these issues.
We present the following rank-ordered list of threats to ocean health. We also
include expert-informed perspectives on best pathways to combat these threats.
The mission of the Benioff Ocean Initiative is to leverage the power of science to
solve ocean problems and inspire the replication of these successes. The Benioff
Ocean Initiative’s emphasis on using science and technology as powerful tools for
ocean problem solving is reflected in the solutions we propose to these top threats.

Priority 1: Climate change
Priority 2: Insufficient number of marine protected areas
Priority 3: Plastic pollution
Priority 4: Deep sea mining
Priority 5: Threats to high seas biodiversity
Priority 6: Threats to coral reef ecosystems
Priority 7: Aquaculture
Priority 8: Harmful fisheries subsidies
Priority 9: Illegal fishing
Priority 10: Species extinction

Priority 1. Climate Change

Climate change arguably presents the greatest threat that our oceans are facing. Climate
change is making the oceans hotter, more acidic, and less oxygenated. While challenging,
the most direct strategy for mitigating these threats is to advance innovative public and
private measures to back up global commitments (e.g. Paris Agreement) for cutting
carbon emissions. Acceleration of technologies for renewable energies is also key.
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Priority 2. Insufficient number of marine protected areas

Today, only 2% of our global oceans are included in strongly protected marine
parks. Scientists estimate we may need to protect 30% of the ocean to ensure the
future of ocean wildlife and ocean health. Marine protected areas may also serve
as an important tool for building resilience of ocean ecosystems to climate change.
Immediate action is required to prevent cuts to marine protected areas in the US and
to establish new ocean parks on the high seas and other important ocean ecosystems.
New finance mechanisms are needed to provide resources for lasting protection
of these parks as they are established so they become more than lines on a map.
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Priority 3. Plastic pollution

With over 5 trillion pieces of plastic afloat in the oceans and the size of the Great
Pacific Garbage Patch growing, bold interventions to cut plastic pollution are urgently
needed. In the Benioff Ocean Initiative, we’ve mapped out the landscape of diverse
interventions that should be launched in the plastic pollution problem chain. Action is
needed at every juncture in this roadmap for change — from reinforcing new global
policies to curb plastic pollution, to developing materials to replace single-use plastics,
to developing new technologies to capture plastics before they enter the ocean.

Priority 4. Deep sea mining

Over 1.2 million km2 of seabed in the high seas are already designated for seabed
mining exploration. Additional mining is being proposed in the national waters
of many countries. Japan, for example, is on track to conduct the first largescale seabed mining operation within its waters by 2020. There is urgent need to
leverage the power of technology to create transparency around this industry.
Currently, regulations are being drawn up to oversee deep sea mining. It is vital that
these regulations be developed in a way that provides for a healthy future ocean.

Priority 5. Threats to high seas biodiversity

The high seas make up two-thirds of the world’s oceans. They include a wide array
of biodiversity, from commercially important and endangered bluefin tuna to sea
turtles and whales. A fractured and imperfect system of governance for using
resources in the shared waters of the high seas has put high seas biodiversity at
risk. The United Nations is in the middle of a two year push to create a new treaty to
correct these deficiencies and better protect biodiversity on the high seas. Supporting
a strong treaty provides a critically important opportunity to make a difference to a
vast section of our Ocean Planet. Application of innovative technology for marine
monitoring and enforcement can help with successful implementation of such a treaty.

Priority 6. Threats to coral reef ecosystems

Coral reefs are underwater rainforests that can host more than 1 million species and
provide food, income, and inspiration to millions of people. They are arguably one of
the most vulnerable marine ecosystems on the planet to climate change. They have
suffered measurably in recent years from warming-driven coral bleaching and ocean
acidification which negatively impacts their carbonate skeletons. Actions that can help
ensure a long future for coral reefs include new research-driven programs for strategically
replanting reefs like we replant forests, partnering with the tourism industry to drive more
attention and investment into coral conservation, and addressing land-based threats (e.g.
deforestation and sedimentation) that promote reef loss. However, the most direct way
we can protect coral reefs is by renewing our commitment to combating climate change.

Priority 7. Aquaculture

Global aquaculture is growing explosively. 2014 was the first year that the planet ate more
fish from farms than from the wild. The haphazard historical expansion of agriculture
on land presented many challenges to biodiversity that could have been avoided with
planning. Executed properly, a revolution in farming the sea could take pressure off wild fish
stocks and promote global food security. We need to use research and impact investing
to guide the advance of underwater farming such that it bolsters our capacity to produce
nutritious food for a growing planet without degrading the health of ocean ecosystems.

Priority 8. Harmful fisheries
subsidies

Stop Illegal Fishing

Approximately $30 billion in fisheries
subsidies are paid out annually, accelerating
overfishing and imperiling global fish stocks.
There is a crucial opportunity to take a firm
stance on prohibiting harmful fisheries
subsidies, as the World Trade Organization
is currently negotiating a binding fisheries
subsidies agreement with a view toward
adoption by the next Ministerial Conference
in 2019. Technology can help highlight the
economically and environmentally irrational
behavior that is fostered by these subsidies.

Priority 9. Illegal fishing

Illegal, unreported and unregulated
fishing can cost the global economy up to
$23 billion annually. Technology can play
a critical role in combating illegal fishing
by helping to enforce marine protected
areas, track sustainable seafood products
harvested by responsible fishermen, and
empower consumers to make decisions
that help them avoid buying endangered
or unsustainable seafood.
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Priority 10. Species extinction

Many marine species are moving closer to the brink of extinction - from the vaquita
porpoise to the Kemp’s ridley sea turtle. The fact that, thus far, there have been few
species extinctions in the ocean provides great imperative for action. There is still hope and
opportunity to reverse the downward trend of marine species. Technological interventions
for endangered species conservation are particularly needed. As an example, one of the
Benioff Ocean Initiative’s current flagship projects is to design the first near-real time whale
sensing system in the Pacific Ocean that employs the use of AI and big data analytics to
help stop ships from colliding with endangered whales.
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