
VALUING THE OCEAN: PACIFIC BLUE ECONOMY

KEY POINTS 

 � Blue Economy includes environmentally and socially sustainable commercial activities, products, 
services, and investments that depend on or affect coastal and marine resources, ecosystems, and 
species.1

 � With marine species and ecosystems under threat, and development costs (e.g. fuel) increasing, careful 
consideration needs to be given to the approval of new ocean-based developments.

 � Economic value can be added to natural products by changing to production practices that are environmentally 
sustainable (e.g. MSC certified), less wasteful, more hygienic, and that result in higher quality product to markets.

 � Extraction, resource use, or ecosystem service use should avoid harming the ecosystems and species that provide that good or 
service.

 � Marine and coastal ecosystems are closely connected to each other and to land-based systems, particularly through wetlands 
and waterways. Integrated management is key.

HOW ISSUE LINKS TO/IMPACTS SDGs BEYOND    SDG14  LIFE BELOW WATER

 � SDG1, 2: Sustainable management of our marine resources is vital to achieve food security reduce poverty in the Pacific and to 
maintain the important role of reefs in local economies.

 � SDG7: Energy independence is a key component of economic strength of Pacific states.

 � SDG8, 9, 10: Marine ecosystems, products and services are key components of Pacific economies and decent work. Pacific 
people should benefit from the natural wealth in their region.

 � SDG12, 13, 15: Responsible consumption and production with integrated terrestrial to marine management can help maintain 
reef ecosystem function and climate resilience.

BACKGROUND 

1. Sustainable development and use is supported by healthy ecosystems. Resource use and policy should be guided by the 
principles of ‘best environmental practice’, ‘safe minimum standard’ and the ‘precautionary approach’. Business practices will 
ideally align with principles of sustainability, as shown by e.g. Biodiversity in Good Company.

2. Blue economy considers both uses and impacts.2 The term blue economy is not yet firmly defined; Whisnant & Reyes offer 
this definition: “blue economy is the set of environmentally and socially sustainable commercial activities, products, services and 
investments dependent on and impacting coastal and marine resources. Activities that erode natural capital through degradation of 
ecosystem services are inherently not sustainable, and not ‘blue’. Four key elements are present in coastal and marine economic 
activities that can be considered blue economy: 

•  Protects, restores and sustains healthy coastal and marine ecosystem services;

•  Generates sustainable, equitable economic benefit and inclusive growth; 

•  Integrates approaches between multiple industries and government; and 

•  Innovates, informed by the best available science.”

3. Long-term profitability and environmental sustainability can be aligned, using best practices for biodiversity conservation. 
This approach has implications for a range of factors from fishing gear types to social labour practices. For a given resource, 
some of its value can be determined by the method of extraction or production: for example, unbruised, sashimi-quality tuna 
has a greater market value than canned tuna.

4. Conservation can produce economic value. For example, conservation action to restore fish stocks could produce an 
economic gain of USD 50 billion per year.3 Industry must be engaged more constructively and collaboratively to achieve 
such conservation action.

5. On small islands, almost every economic activity affects the ocean. Using a definition of “coastal 
zones as land area within 60 km of adjacent nearshore waters, most Pacific island states are coastal 
communities, with only Fiji, Kiribati, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu containing any land masses big 
enough to be considered non-coastal.”4
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https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg14
https://www.frisch.uio.no/publikasjoner/pdf/Safe-minimum-standard-SMS.pdf
https://www.gdrc.org/u-gov/precaution-7.html
http://www.business-and-biodiversity.de/en/
http://www.sprep.org/attachments/Publications/FactSheet/Oceans/pacific-coastal-wetlands-marshes-mangroves-seagrasses-coral-reefs.pdf
http://www.sprep.org/attachments/Publications/FactSheet/Oceans/sustainable-consumption-production-pacific.pdf


6. The ocean provides services in addition to products and profits. The ocean brings great 
wealth to Pacific island countries, with only a small fraction of that wealth already translated 
into economic terms. In addition to the present and potential economic values of ecosystems 
and species, the ocean provides inherent supporting, regulating, and socio-cultural 
ecosystem services, e.g. climate regulation and nutrient cycling, often ignored and under-
valued because they are free. The expense of ecosystem restoration or compensation for the 
loss of these ecosystem services is greater than the cost of preservation.5

7. The ocean and Pacific species provide great value. Pacific Ocean-based fishing and tourism 
provide USD 3.3 billion to the national economics of Pacific countries and territories.6 Micronesia’s 
ocean economy has an estimated worth of USD 548 billion, or USD 5.4 billion annually.7 Globally, 
coral reefs protect at least USD 5,995 million of built capital, with other estimates exceeding this value.7 
Dominant marine economic sectors in the Pacific include subsistence, commercial and industrial fisheries; 
transport/shipping; coastal and marine tourism; and deep-sea minerals (potential).

8. Sustainable branding can support species and economies simultaneously. The Marine Stewardship Council approved a 
Pacific free-school purse-seined skipjack fishery in 2016. This fishery does not use fish-aggregating devices, reducing the amount 
of bycatch, although purse seining still has disadvantages of indiscriminate catch and generally producing a lower-value product 
suitable only for canning. According to news from the Parties to the Nauru Agreement, in 2016, tuna fishing fleets delivered over 
55,000 metric tons of MSC-certified tuna to market, with potential demand for 100,000 tons in 2017: “MSC-certified skipjack and 
yellowfin from PNA waters now account for over 90% of all MSC-certified tuna traded globally. […] PNA’s MSC chain of custody 
system is now seen as the global standard for free school caught tuna.”

9. Environmentally sound tourism is a key opportunity for Pacific islands. Tourism accounts for 7.2% of regional GDP and 5.8% of 
employment.6 Approximately half of all international tourists travel to coastal areas, globally. Coral reefs attract 350 million people 
and drive over USD 30 billion each year in tourism revenue globally.7 Pacific species and heritage offer unique tourism value. Whale-
watching is a multi-million-dollar Pacific industry, with further potential. In Palau, the lifetime value of a live shark is USD 1.9 million 
for dive tourism. Pacific underwater cultural heritage is largely undeveloped for tourism. There are over 4,000 heritage sites in the 
Pacific, many accessible to snorkelers and divers.8

10. New marine resource uses can be lucrative. For example, the market value of marine genetic resources was estimated as 
USD 643 billion in 2006 for the pharmaceutical sector and USD 231 billion in 2005 to the cosmetic industry.9 However, the high 
cost, specialised technology and expertise required for marine bioprospecting are prohibitive for many public institutions and 
developing states. Also, only a small fraction of explored resources will produce marketable products. There is a risk of prospecting 
unintentionally becoming extraction for rare species.

11. Research carries responsibilities. Frameworks on access and benefit sharing in the Pacific need further development, with a 
present focus on marine bioprospecting and genetic resources to consider the environmental and social impacts of research.10 There 
is concern over deep-sea mineral prospecting impacts, including marine noise and habitat disturbance in sensitive, biologically rich 
deep ecosystems. Research and prospecting must also undergo assessments of environmental impact.

12. Deep-sea mining activities are on the horizon. Marine minerals may provide an alternative source of economic growth if suitable 
for commercial exploitation.11 Pacific governments have responded enthusiastically but cautiously to the prospective DSM industry, 
recognising the importance of identifying and evaluating potential costs and benefits for their countries. The economic viability 
varies by mineral type and location.12 The DSM industry has an opportunity to create a socially responsible extractive industry, while 
minimising its environmental impact to the greatest extent possible.13

13. Marine systems are impacted by energy extraction. Marine renewable energy is largely undeveloped in the Pacific islands, but 
development requires the precautionary principle to avoid harming sensitive tropical ecosystems. Terrestrial renewables are also 
important for Pacific islands, with land management intimately tied to marine and coastal ecosystem health. Climate change heavily 
impacts the Pacific region, making commitments to sustainable consumption and production important.

14. Protecting diversity today can grow tomorrow’s Blue Economy. Undiscovered species, which may already be at risk of extinction, 
might have either economic use value or option value, containing profitable information or products. For example, land conservation 
in Mexico provided significant value (USD 230–330 million) from the genetic information preserved in an area containing a wild 
grass that can be used to develop viral-resistant strains of corn.14 The Pacific can show leadership by developing its Blue Economy 
using best environmental practice aligned with Pacific values.
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