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COP 21 in Paris saw unprecedented mobilization of the oceans 
community from around the world to articulate the central 

importance of oceans in the climate system and to underscore 
that coastal populations and SIDS will need enhanced capacity 
and financial resources to address the adverse impacts of climate 
change.  Over 150 parties and organizations were mobilized (in-
cluding govern-ments, international organizations, IGOs, NGOs, 
academia and science groups, and private sector), and over 40 
ocean events were held to highlight the oceans and climate issues.

The high-level Oceans Day at UNFCCC COP 21 Paris (held on 
December 4, 2015) brought together over 400 participants in-
cluding heads of state, high level government ministers from 
around the world, leaders of IGOs and NGOs, and technical 
experts, to underscore the central importance of oceans as 
essential to planetary survival and to human wellbeing in all 
countries, especially in 183 coastal countries and island states. 
The Oceans Day at COP 21 lent political support to the adop-
tion of the ambitious Paris Agreement and, building on work 
carried out in past Oceans Days prior to COP 21, discussed an 
agenda for action for the next five years on oceans and climate, 
focusing on six major issues:   The central role of the oceans in 
regulating climate, Mitigation, Adaptation, Displacement, Fi-
nancing, and Capacity Development.  

The Oceans Day at COP 21 was organized by 46 entities from 
governments, international agencies, IGOs, NGOS, and aca-
demic and scientific institutions representing a broad strategic 
action initiative, and an alliance of interests and perspectives on 
oceans and climate.  In preparing for COP 21, the Initiative de-

cided that, in addition to organizing the UNFCCC Ocean Days, 
a long-term concerted effort to advance the ocean and climate 
agenda was needed, and that specific recommendations to this 
effect should be developed, and clearly articulated for consider-
ation by Parties to the UNFCCC and various stakeholders.

This draft Strategic Action Roadmap on Oceans and Climate 
presents an analysis and a set of policy recommendations 
emerging from the work of the International Expert Working 
Group on Oceans and Climate, composed of 37 experts from the 
46 partner organizations of the Oceans Day at COP 21 and other 
organizations and coordinated by the Global Ocean Forum; 
IOC/UNESCO; UNEP; Sasakawa Peace Foundation, Japan; and 
the University of Delaware.  The experts include noted social 
and natural scientists, and policy experts from international 
organizations, national governments, regional organizations, 
NGOs, and the academic and public outreach sectors.

For each of the major issues related to oceans and climate mem-
bers of the International Expert Working Group were asked to 
analyze:  1) the current status of the issue (and, as relevant, the 
science related to the issue); 2) the current state of play of the 
issue within the UNFCCC; 3) the opportunities and pathways 
that may be available within the UNFCCC to advance the issue 
in the next five years, 4) the opportunities and pathways that 
may be available outside of the UNFCCC to advance the issue; 5) 
financial considerations regarding each issue. 

The draft policy recommendations were first showcased at 
the Oceans Day at COP 21, and then further refined in the 
months following the COP 21 by the International Expert 

Summary of the Strategic Action Roadmap on 
Oceans and Climate: 2016-2021

Prepared by the International Expert Working Group on Oceans and Climate:*

International Expert Working Group on Oceans and Climate

2 https://globaloceanforumdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2013/03/strategic-action-roadmap-on-oceans-and-climate-november-2016.pdf



Working Group.  The result is this proposed Strategic Action 
Roadmap on Oceans and Climate 2016 to 2021 which 
is intended to provide a vision and a roadmap for action re-
garding oceans and climate in the next five years-- to suggest 
priority action items in each of the six ocean and climate issue 
areas, and to convey these policy priorities for consideration 
by decision-makers and multiple stakeholders, especially 
within the UN Framework on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 

other relevant international processes, and to national gov-
ernments as they are the major agents for policy action and 
implementation. 

The following is a  summary of the policy recommendations 
and suggested strategic actions of this Summary; the rec-
ommendations are discussed in detail in the relevant report 
sections of the report itself.

1. Central Role of Oceans in Climate
Recognize the central role of oceans in climate and the need 
to implement stringent reductions in greenhouse gas emis-
sions to avoid disastrous consequences on coastal and island 
communities, marine ecosystems, and ocean chemistry.

2. Mitigation
Further develop and apply mitigation measures using the 
oceans, such as implementing “Blue carbon” policies, re-
ducing CO2 emissions from ships, developing ocean-based 
renewable energy, and considering (long-term/no-harm) 
ocean-based carbon capture and storage. 

Encourage all nations to reduce CO2 emissions so that the 
Paris Agreement to limit emissions to well below 2oC can be 
achieved. 

-- Sustainably conserve and enhance coastal ecosystems as 
major carbon sinks and integrate the management of the 
coastal carbon ecosystems (“Blue Carbon”) into the policy 
and financing processes of the UNFCCC, and account for 
these ecosystems in the national reports to the UNFCCC, the 
INDCs (Intended Nationally Determined Contributions).

-- Further accelerate progress in addressing air emissions from 
ships

-- Sustainably develop ocean-based renewable energy (such 
as offshore wind power, wave energy, tidal power, and 
aquatic biofuels); and accelerate efforts to implement these 
approaches through integrated marine planning and en-
hanced regulatory frameworks

-- Consider the potential for ocean-based carbon capture and 
storage, and, if appropriate, further develop regulatory sys-
tems for ocean-based sequestration and marine engineering

3. Adaptation
Implement ecosystem-based adaptation (EbA) strategies 
through integrated coastal and ocean management institu-
tions at national, regional, and local levels to reduce vulnera-
bility of coastal/ocean ecosystems and of human settlements, 
and to build the management capacity, preparedness, resil-
ience, and adaptive capacities of coastal and island commu-
nities. 
-- Carry out adaptation measures through the integrated coast-

al and ocean management institutions created at national 
and local levels in all regions of the world since the 1992 
Earth Summit, in close cooperation with disaster risk agen-
cies and affected sectors and communities

-- Apply ecosystem-based approaches to adaptation, especial-
ly regarding green infrastructure to provide natural system 

protection for defense against sea level rise, saltwater intru-
sion, storms, and flooding

-- Establish and effectively manage coherent networks of 
marine protected areas in national and international waters 
to protect marine biodiversity and to enhance resilience of 
marine ecosystems to climate change, achieving the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity’s Aichi Biodiversity Target of 
conserving at least 10% of marine and coastal areas by 2020  

-- Promote and apply Blue Economy approaches with em-
phasis on low-carbon solutions and economic benefits to 
developing countries and SIDS (following SDG target 14.7)

4. Displacement
Develop and support measures to address the issues associat-
ed with the displacement of coastal and island populations 
as a result of climate change, which will necessitate improve-
ment of international law, in terms of clarity of definitions, 
rights, and procedures for climate-induced refugees and 
migrants, including the development and implementation of 
appropriate financing measures. 

5. Financing
Adaptation and mitigation efforts in coastal and SIDS coun-
tries/communities should receive sufficient funding, through:   
1) directing a significant portion of the current climate funds  
to coastal and SIDS issues, and 2) developing supplementary  
financing to support adaptation and mitigation methods 
through innovative approaches and partnerships, entailing:
-- Thorough examination of assessments of costs of adapta-

tion, mitigation, and displacement 

-- Development of a financial tracking mechanism to report 
on financial flows to support climate change efforts related 
to oceans and coasts

-- Earmarked funds in global public finance mechanisms to 
support adaptation and mitigation in coastal areas and SIDS

-- Earmarked 10% of public and private investments in coast-
al infrastructure for coastal restoration

6. Capacity Development
 Provide technical and financial assistance to SIDS, develop-
ing countries, and economies in transition to build capacity 
in the form of knowledge, tools, and scientific and politi-
cal expertise to empower people to implement mitigation 
and adaptation measures, develop adaptive management 
capacity, early warning systems, and disaster risk reduction, 
and develop knowledge management mechanisms to share 
knowledge among all countries within and outside the  
UNFCCC frameworks.

Summary of Policy Recommendations on Oceans and Climate
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Summary of Policy Recommendations on Oceans and Climate

Foreword to the Strategic Action Roadmap

The ambitious Paris Agreement comes at a key moment in time for Small Island Developing States (SIDS). We are the people who live 
closest to the oceans; we are its beneficiaries and its stewards. We are seeing our life support system begin to fail as the effects of climate 

change lead to the disappearance of our islands and depletion of our food sources. For decades, SIDS nations have come together to raise 
global awareness of the unique threats that our people are already facing as a result of anthropogenic climate change, the importance of 
managing and protecting ocean ecosystems, and the drastic circumstances that may arise if stringent mitigation is not carried out.  At the 
same time, we are also the people who have led the world in providing innovative measures to move toward a low-carbon Blue Economy 
in our island nations and around the world. 

The Paris Agreement represents a victory for island and coastal nations.  We have used the phrase “1.5 to stay alive” as a way to empha-
size that the target warming limit of 2.0C is simply too high to ensure our very existence as low-lying island nations. It is a landmark 
achievement that the Paris Agreement calls for mitigation efforts for nations to pursue “efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5C.” 
In addition to acknowledging this more appropriate warming limit, the Paris Agreement is also notable as the first major UNFCCC agree-
ment to include a mention of the importance of ocean health within the context of mitigating and adapting to climate change.

However, these lofty goals and words must necessarily be supported by concrete and ambitious actions. The successful implementation 
of the Paris Agreement will be crucial, and strong pre-2020 action is absolutely essential to ensuring the integrity of ocean ecosystems and 
the very survival of SIDS and coastal populations and their ability to implement Blue Economy approaches for sustainable economic and 
social development, as called for in Sustainable Development Goal 14 on Oceans and Seas. These actions must not be postponed. For SIDS 
communities, delay could mean significant loss of land, life, and livelihoods.  

This document, Toward a Strategic Action Roadmap on Oceans and Climate, represents a comprehensive set of policy recommendations 
which can help us to meet the goals of the Paris Agreement. The urgency that runs through the language of the Paris Agreement, and 
through this Roadmap, must be given sufficient momentum and resources for the implementation of strong policies to take shape and 
force in the next five years. The types of actions laid out in this Roadmap should receive appropriate consideration by UNFCCC parties 
and civil society alike so that we may safely protect island and coastal peoples everywhere and ensure their economic and social sustain-

able development for present and future generations.

H.E. Ambassador Angus Friday
Ambassador to the United States of America, 

the United Mexican States, and the  
Organization of American States 

Embassy of Grenada, Washington D

H.E. Ambassador Caleb Otto
Permanent Representative of the  

Republic of Palau to the  
United Nations

H.E. Ambassador Ronald Jumeau
Ambassador for Climate Change and  
Small Island Developing State Issues 

Permanent Representative of the Republic  
of Seychelles to the United Nations

-- Promote the further enhancement of marine policy centers 
in developing countries and SIDS to build capacity in 
management and policy related to oceans and climate

-- Strengthen the advancement of global marine observa-
tions, research, and related capacity development within 
the UNFCCC processes and beyond

-- Support the preparation of the IPCC report on oceans and 
the cryosphere--to integrate and update the assessment of 
AR5 using scientific findings on the central role of oceans 
and climate and likely scenarios and consequences

-- Include sustained ocean observation as part of nation-
al commitments, particularly within the framework of 
the UNFCCC and Agenda 2030/SDG 14 (target 14.a), in 
response to the call to increase knowledge to manage ma-
rine ecosystems sustainably, and understand the impacts 
of climate change and ocean acidification

-- Enhance technical capacity development of vulnerable 
countries through the establishment of regional oceano-

graphic centers to increase cooperation among States on 
ocean-climate research and multi-disciplinary observation 
(in accordance with SAMOA Pathway decision 58.f)

-- Minimize and address the impacts of ocean acidification, 
including through enhanced scientific cooperation at 
all levels and the continued development of the Global 
Ocean Acidification Observing Network (SDG 14.3)

-- Expand public outreach and education efforts, following 
the Lima Declaration on Education and Awareness-raising 
(COP 20, 2014), to enhance individual capacity and public 
understanding of the ocean’s role in planetary survival and 
in global and national well-being, of the risks posed to SIDS 
and coastal communities by climate change, and to catalyse 
public support for mitigation and adaptation response

https://globaloceanforumdotcom.files.wordpress.
com/2013/03/strategic-action-roadmap-on-oceans-and-cli-
mate-november-2016.pdf
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Opportunities Offered by the 
Landmark Paris Agreement

The Oceans Day at COP 21 stressed the need for concluding 
an ambitious legally-binding agreement with stringent 

reductions in greenhouse gas emissions as essential to avoid 
disastrous consequences for the ocean and for coastal and 
island peoples. An important start was achieved with the 
landmark Paris Agreement. The Paris Agreement and the as-
sociated UNFCCC decisions offer significant opportunities for 
pursuing the policy recommendations and strategic actions 
detailed in this report.

Mitigation.  The landmark Paris Agreement sets more ambi-
tious global targets for reducing GHG emissions (calling for 
holding “the increase in the global average temperature to 
well below 2 °C above preindustrial levels and pursuing efforts 
to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 °C), binds all parties in 
taking action through a system of national reports, and devel-
ops a set of procedures for transparent reporting, accounting, 
verification, and stock-taking to insure progress.

Recognition of the importance of oceans.  The Paris Agree-
ment acknowledged the role of oceans in a section of the 
Preamble. Most notably, a new provision in the Preamble to 
the Paris Agreement states “the importance of ensuring the in-
tegrity of all ecosystems, including oceans, and the protection 
of biodiversity, recognized by some cultures as Mother Earth, 
and noting the importance for some of the concept of “cli-
mate justice,” when taking action to address climate change” .

Adaptation.  The Paris Agreement brings a new emphasis 
on the importance of adaptation, in addition to mitigation.  
The Agreement calls for adaptation which “does not threaten 
food production” and “contributes to sustainable develop-
ment;” which are of central importance to coastal and SIDS 
populations and their concerns about livelihoods which are 
dependent on healthy ocean and coastal ecosystems.  

Displacement.  The Decision recognizes the problems of cli-
mate-induced displacement, by calling for the development 
of approaches to “avert, minimize and address displacement 
related to the adverse impacts of climate change.”  The Execu-
tive Committee of the Warsaw International Mechanism was 
charged with the creation of a task force to investigate and 
create recommendations on this important issue.

Financing.  COP 21 saw an increase in ambition with respect 
to financing, reflected in the Paris Decision to Give Effect to 
the Agreement, both regarding mitigation and adaptation.  
The Decision states that “developed countries intend to con-
tinue their existing collective mobilization goal through 2025 
in the context of meaningful mitigation actions and transpar-
ency on implementation; prior to 2025 the Conference of the 
Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Paris Agree-
ment shall set a new collective quantified goal from a floor 
of USD 100 billion per year, taking into account the needs 
and priorities of developing countries,  and that “financial re-

sources provided to developing countries should enhance the 
implementation of their policies, strategies, regulations and 
action plans and their climate change actions with respect to 
both mitigation and adaptation to contribute to the achieve-
ment of the purpose of the Agreement.”

Capacity development.  The Agreement ramps up ambition 
by further addressing capacity development issues and reaf-
firming that “capacity-building under this Agreement should 
enhance the capacity and ability of developing country Par-
ties, in particular countries with the least capacity, such as 
the least developed countries, and those that are particularly 
vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change, such 
as small island developing States, to take effective climate 
change action, including, inter alia, to implement adaptation 
and mitigation actions, and should facilitate technology de-
velopment, dissemination and deployment, access to climate 
finance, relevant aspects of education, training and public 
awareness, and the transparent, timely and accurate commu-
nication of information;”  and establishes the Paris Committee 
on Capacity-Building.

Looking Ahead
The experts and stakeholders involved in the preparation of 
this Strategic Action Roadmap on Oceans and Climate and 
the Oceans Day at COP 21 have identified a set of import-
ant steps which could further ocean and climate issues in 
the next five years. The Paris Agreement offers a receptive 
environment for stakeholder initiatives; the Agreement “wel-
comes the efforts of all non-Party stakeholders to address and 
respond to climate change, including those of civil society, 
the private sector, financial institutions, cities and other sub-
national authorities.”  

Next steps will begin with the partners involved in this effort 
and others to identify what needs to be done on each major 
recommendation outlined in this Strategic Action Roadmap 
on Oceans and Climate within and outside of UNFCCC, with a 
5-year time frame, and identifying priority actions for the first 
year. This Initiative will invite a High-Level Leaders Group to 
guide the effort, involving key actors in the UNFCCC process 
and other ocean leaders.

The Initiative will plan for a strong oceans presence at COP 
22 in Marrakech, Morocco (November 7 to 18, 2016) working 
closely with the Government of Morocco and other organiz-
ers in the organization of the Oceans Action Day at COP 
22, part of the UNFCCC Global Climate Action Agenda. 
At COP 22 and beyond, the Initiative will organize various 
meetings to create “alliances of the willing” to implement the 
recommendations contained in this report and to bring these 
results into the policy processes associated with the implemen-
tation of the Paris Agreement.

Initial implementation of items on the agenda on oceans and 
climate will be ongoing but must begin as soon as possible. 
Some major opportunities for the first year are noted below.



1) Comment on, help shape, and support the planned 
IPCC reports on oceans and the cryosphere and on the 
impacts of global warming of 1.5C above pre-industrial 
levels. 

2)  Review of the Intended Nationally Determined Con-
tributions (INDCs) Submitted by Nations and Their 
Oceans-Related Content.  Review the INDCs submitted by 
SIDS nations and other nations that have included oceans 
and coasts in their INDCs to determine how these can be sup-
ported and realized, with the intention of developing a guide 
for nations on the inclusion and consideration of oceans and 
coasts in their national reports.  

3) Financial Tracking Mechanism.  Develop a Financial 
Tracking mechanism to examine and report on financial 
flows to support climate change responses in coastal and SIDS 
countries and communities. This work will place a special 
emphasis on Blue Economy approaches, especially by showing 
successful examples of Blue Economy strategies at COP 22. 
Given the estimated costs of SDG 14 and ocean adaptation to 
developing nations and SIDS, significant public and private 
capital will be needed over the coming decades. 

4) Capacity Development and Public and Decision-maker 
Awareness on Oceans and Climate.  Support capacity de-
velopment among coastal and SIDS populations, bringing 
the ocean, coastal, and SIDS recommendations contained in 
this Strategic Action Roadmap on Oceans and Climate into 
the process of the newly established UNFCCC Committee on 
Capacity Building. As well, further work must be mobilized 
conveying information to the public and to decision-makers 
on the impacts of and responses to climate change impacts on 
coastal and SIDS nations around the world.

The Paris Agreement offers us hope for averting the worst 
impacts of climate change. It represents several landmarks 
steps in recognizing ocean and climate issues, particularly 
by acknowledging ocean ecosystems in its preamble and by 
marking the ambitious goal of limiting warming to 1.5C. The 
latter is especially significant to coastal and SIDS populations, 
for whom the goal of 2.0C is not sufficient to protect their sur-
vival, livelihoods, and the health of the oceans on which their 
economies depend. 

The High-Level Climate Champions, H.E. Dr. Hakima El Haite, 
Minister Delegate to the Minister of Energy, Mines, Water, and 
the Environment, Morocco, and H.E. Ambassador Laurence 
Tubiana, France, released their Road Map for Global Climate 
Action in June 2016 as a follow-up to the Paris Agreement. 
Echoing the sense of urgency that was pervasive at COP 
21 and that drove the creation of the Paris Agreement, the 
Champions noted that “there is a need to quick-start imple-
mentation with a sense of urgency and ambition; create an 
interface with the real world and solutions, particularly the 
involvement of non-Party stakeholders; and maintain the po-
litical momentum.” 

The emphasis on urgency and the participation of non-Party 
stakeholders, who have been active in representing ocean and 
climate issues, represents an important sea change in the inter-
national discussion around climate and ocean. We must take 
advantage of the momentum from Paris and influence every 
aspect of the implementation of the Paris Agreement in order 
to steadfastly advance the oceans and climate agenda within 
the UNFCCC and beyond. 
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The Global Strategic Action Initiative on Oceans and Climate (involving Parties, international  
agencies, NGOs, scientific institutions, private sector, and local authorities) will be launched at COP 

22 to begin implementation of the Roadmap including, through, inter alia:  further operationalization of 
the major components, e.g., development of specific targets, indicators, and timetables; mobilization of 
resources; implementation of a management and reporting mechanism to report to the COP yearly.

The Initiative’s ultimate goals will be to see that the urgent implementation of these policy recommen-
dations results in policies which foster resilience of island and coastal communities and ecosystems, 
including through appropriate scaling up of finance and capacity development efforts. This Initia-
tive will push for implementation of ambitious mitigation and adaptation measures which support 
ocean-dependent livelihoods and economies in a timely fashion prior to 2020.

The reader should note that this effort, and the efforts of the Initiative, represent work in progress  
and are open to all interested UNFCCC Parties, international organizations, NGOs, and private sector 
wishing to contribute to advancing the issues related to oceans and climate in the next five years.  
Contact Dr. Biliana Cicin-Sain, President, Global Ocean Forum, bilianacicin-sain@globaloceanforum.
org, and Mr. Julian Barbiere, Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) of UNESCO, for 
further information.

About the Global Strategic Action Initiative on  
Oceans and Climate
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