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High time for 
Innovative High Seas Finance
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The conservation and sustainable use of marine 
biological diversity in the ocean beyond national 
jurisdiction, as described under the IUCN WCC-
2020-Res-1281, require expeditious identification, 
establishment and management of an 
ecologically representative, well-connected, well-
managed network of effective Marine Protected 
Areas (MPAs), including a substantial portion of 
which are highly and fully protected, and other 
area-based management tools (ABMT). Fully 
including such protection of the High Seas will 
be required if we are to meet the global target 
of protecting at least 30% of the ocean2 as 
part of a healthy interconnected seascape that 
mitigates the impacts of ocean use, as being 
discussed under the United Nations Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD)‘s Post-2020 
Biodiversity Framework.

Studies3 are indeed suggesting vast benefits of 
such measures, provided they are underpinned 
by an effective financial support and a 

robust, equitable, flexible and multi-pronged 
mechanism for financing implementation. The 
cost of inaction would far exceed the costs of 
establishing such a mechanism4,5.

$Q�XSIURQW�̨QDQFLDO�FRPPLWPHQW�
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This policy brief suggests that we can be bold, 
visionary and pragmatic6 by complementing 
the finance approach suggested under Article 
52.3 of the BBNJ further revised draft text with 
a dedicated upfront funding commitment. This 
will allow to deliver the promise made by the 
High Ambition Coalition on Biodiversity beyond 
National Jurisdiction7, which is to “recognize 
the contribution of such BBNJ Treaty to the 
protection by 2030 of at least 30% of the Ocean 
and seas through an ecologically representative, 
well connected network including of highly, and 
fully protected marine areas and area-based 
management tools.” 

Art.52.3.�RI�WKH�%%1-�IXUWKHU�UHYLVHG�GUDIW�WH[W8 now states: 
The mechanism shall include: 
[…]
(b) A special fund established by the Conference of the Parties that shall be funded through assessed 
contributions from Parties […] and open to additional contributions from Parties and private entities 
wishing to provide financial resources […]
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IUCN has proposed9 that such a special fund 
also requires an DSSURSULDWH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�
mechanism, and supports a public-private 
partnership approach, coordinated by a 6WDQGLQJ�
Committee on Finance under the BBNJ COP. 

Delivering a New Blue Deal for the Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 14 in the High Seas10 
requires an early upfront investment to set a path 
to benefits and potential future revenue streams. 
The proposed partnership approach would allow 
for effective implementation from an early stage 
and would help to transition to a stable BBNJ 
funding model over time. An Ocean Sustainability 
Bank11 can provide integrative financing tools to 
effectively address the ocean finance gap not 
only for BBNJ but throughout the global ocean, 
helping to deliver SDG14 and a sustainable blue 
economy for a new blue deal that addresses 
ocean, climate and biodiversity challenges in 
a just transition based on principles of equity, 
informed decision-making, shared responsibility 
and accountability.
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Effective and rapid protection of High Seas 
biodiversity delivers significant economic value 
in the form of ecosystem services far in excess 
of cost. This blue natural capital value, from 
fish nurseries to blue carbon21 to ecosystem 
resilience, is increasingly being captured in ocean 
accounts22. The value at risk from exploitation of 
the ocean is significant23.

Public budget allocations, tourism fees, and 
donor-supported conservation trust funds are 
commonly employed financial mechanisms for 
marine protection. The Seychelles, for example, 
designated 30% of its territorial waters as MPAs, 
supported by donors, and are bridging the 
financing gap and engaging local stakeholders in 
ocean conservation24.

Improved regulation, abolition of destructive 
subsidies and appropriate pricing of carbon can 
help to deliver better ocean outcomes. BBNJ 
implementation by 2030 needs to be robust and 
based on delivering connectivity, thus providing 
network effects. This would accelerate the 
channeling of additional private sector financial 
contributions. 

Potential sources of direct payment streams to 
BBNJ management may include: 

	• Access fees, for instance from those 
entering protected areas (similar to those 
presently charged for instance to divers in 
national MPAs);

	• User fees, including from those that 
directly rely on BBNJ data infrastructure, 
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for example where operational benefits can 
be delivered such as optimal routing; 

	• 5R\DOWLHV�RQ�UHYHQXHV�IURP�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�
DQG�UHVWRUDWLRQ�DFWLYLWLHV (where a private 
entity is contracted to deliver services and 
delivers incremental value);

	• 6DOH�RI�DOORFDWLRQV�RI�EHQH̨WV�RI�
ecosystem services, such as potentially 
around blue carbon; and

	• 7D[DWLRQ�RI�VXVWDLQDEOH�DFWLYLWLHV that take 
place in marine Areas Beyond National 
Jurisdiction (ABNJ).

Conserving 30% of global ocean in Marine 
Protected Areas could create 1 million jobs, 
sustain fish catch worth US$70–80 billion/year 
and provide ecosystem services with a gross 
value of roughly US$4.5–6.7 trillion/year
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based on an ecosystem approach28. Pro-
actively engaging a wider range of partners 
and stakeholders can deliver results without 
overburdening institutional arrangements29 
and allow to work complementarily to ensure 
effective implementation. Similarly to the 
innovative financing used by the Global Alliance 
for Vaccines and Immunisation (Gavi)30, such 
a BBNJ multi-stakeholder coalition, gathering 
finance, tech, conservation, philanthropies and 
governments actors, could not only contribute 
funding, ideas and skills, it could also use 
formats such as advanced market commitments 
(AMC), matching funds31, and High Seas blue 
bonds secured on guaranteed payments.

Technologies such as remote sensing via 
satellites, subsea devices such as buoys 
and SMART subsea cables32 and eDNA 
analysis represent multiple mechanisms to 
monitor the High Seas, collect important data, 
enforce protected areas
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This policy brief argues that this opportunity 
should not be missed. An important component 
for the new institution could be to address 
the financing challenges of the High Seas, 
as well as delivering ocean project finance to 
support coastal resilience solutions and blue 
infrastructure42. Today’s investment in physical, 
natural and knowledge capital to facilitate the 
conservation and restoration of ecosystems43 
is limited, in particular in the marine space44. 
Development banks have a key role to play in 
future ocean finance as they have been spending 
more than US$2 trillion per year45 overall, are 
already working on common 4
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