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Preface
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), one 
of the most significant international legal instruments of our time, was 
adopted and opened for signature in Montego Bay, Jamaica, on  
10 December 1982. It ushered in a transformation in the law of the sea, 
providing us with an overarching “
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It is no overstatement to say that UNCLOS has con-
tributed fundamentally to the maintenance of inter-
national peace and security globally, as well as to 
the conservation and sustainable use of our ocean. 
UNCLOS continues to be recognized by the General 
Assembly as setting out “the legal framework within 
which all activities in the oceans and seas must be 
carried out” and as being “of strategic importance as 
the basis for national, regional and global action and 
cooperation in the marine sector”. 

There is much to celebrate on this fortieth anniversary 
of UNCLOS. At the same time, there is no doubt that 
our ocean is facing enormous challenges. The “triple 
planetary crisis” of climate change, biodiversity loss 
and pollution is causing severe and unprecedented 
damage to this precious environment, on which the 
lives and livelihoods of so many depend. This reality 
should not be an invitation to turn away from UNCLOS, 
but rather to re-examine and re-embrace its funda-
mental tenets. The provisions of the Convention are 
of as much relevance today as they were in 1982, and 
continue to provide the bedrock for States to coop-
erate internationally to meet emerging challenges. 
Ongoing efforts towards the effective implementation 
of UNCLOS worldwide, together with related instru-
ments, must therefore be a priority.  

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/386/39/PDF/N2138639.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/386/39/PDF/N2138639.pdf?OpenElement
https://i.unu.edu/media/cpr.unu.edu/attachment/4977/UNUTriplePlanetaryCrisis2021.pdf
https://i.unu.edu/media/cpr.unu.edu/attachment/4977/UNUTriplePlanetaryCrisis2021.pdf
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Introduction
“The Convention’s fortieth anniversary is an important reminder to con-
tinue using this critical instrument to tackle today’s challenges.”   

António Guterres, Secretary-General of the United Nations 
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The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) was adopted in 1982 after almost a decade 
of negotiations. Those negotiations were ambitious in 
scope, and the resulting Convention was a truly unprec-
edented instrument, governing vast spatial areas and 
a multitude of ocean-related activities in a compre-
hensive manner. It resolved long-standing debates 
on issues including the breadth of States’ maritime 
entitlements, and contained important new develop-
ments. However, acknowledging that some aspects of 
UNCLOS had prevented certain States from ratifying or 
acceding to it, consultations began in 1990 under the 
aegis of the Secretary-General on outstanding issues 
relating to the deep seabed mining provisions. These 
consultations eventually led to the Agreement relating 
to the Implementation of Part XI of UNCLOS, which 
cleared the way for the entry into force of UNCLOS in 
1994 by facilitating the wider participation of major 
industrialized States. Indeed, UNCLOS has now been 
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3Introduction

This publication addresses the following themes as 

https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/


Conservation and 
sustainable use of 
living resources
Recognizing also the significant contribution of sustainable fisheries to 
food security and nutrition, income, wealth and poverty alleviation for 
present and future generations 

(General Assembly resolution 76/71, preamble)
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Global fisheries and aquaculture production is at a 
record high and the sector will play an increasingly 
important role in providing food and nutrition in the 
future, contributing to food security in all regions. 
Worldwide average apparent aquatic food consump-
tion per capita has more than doubled since 1960 
and is expected to continue to increase in the coming 
decades. In addition, it is estimated that about 600 
million livelihoods, including those of subsistence 
and secondary sector workers and their dependants, 
largely in developing countries, depend at least partly 
on fisheries and aquaculture. Notably, while the role 
of women is often overlooked, they play an important 
role in small-scale fisheries and aquaculture, with 56!
million women globally participating in small-scale 
fisheries alone.

Photo: Hannes Klostermann, United Nations World Oceans Day photo 
competition, 2021.

It is widely accepted today that fisheries resources 
must be managed if their contribution to the nutri-
tional, economic and social well-being of the world’s 
growing population, as well as to ecosystem health 
and resilience, is to be sustained. However, for much 
of history, these resources were assumed to be 
infinite. Scientific and technological advances in the 
twentieth century facilitated the intensive development 
of fisheries and fishing fleets, which laid bare the fal-
lacy of infinite living marine resources. As some major 
fish stocks collapsed globally, it became increasingly 
clear that fisheries resources could not sustain the 
rapid and often unfettered advances in fishing effort, 
and that new approaches to fisheries management 

https://www.fao.org/3/cc0463en/cc0463en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cc0463en/cc0463en.pdf
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In addition, the Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries!xbt!efwfmpqfe!jo!2::6!cz!uif!Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 
the United Nations specialized agency that is respon-
sible, inter alia, for matters relating to food security, 
nutrition and sustainable agriculture, including fish-
eries. The Code lays out principles and standards to 

https://www.fao.org/3/v9878e/v9878e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/v9878e/v9878e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/about/en/
https://www.fao.org/about/en/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/cc0461en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/cc0461en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/cc0461en.pdf
/en/desa/world-population-projected-reach-98-billion-2050-and-112-billion-2100
/en/desa/world-population-projected-reach-98-billion-2050-and-112-billion-2100
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/


Non-living resources
Reaffirming the importance of the work of the International Seabed 
Authority (the Authority) in accordance with the Convention and the 
Agreement relating to the Implementation of Part XI of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982  
(the Part XI Agreement)

(General Assembly resolution 77/248, preamble)
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Protection and 
preservation of the 
marine environment
Emphasizes once again the importance of the implementation of Part 
XII of the Convention in order to protect and preserve the marine envi-
ronment and its living marine resources against pollution and physical 
degradation, and calls upon all States to cooperate and take measures 
consistent with the Convention, directly or through competent interna-
tional organizations, for the protection and preservation of the marine 
environment

(General Assembly resolution 77/248, para. 203)
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Marine and coastal ecosystems are essential to the 
well-being of humanity and to the planet as a whole, 
playing a key role in regulating our atmosphere, 
including providing much of the oxygen we breathe, 
and underpinning the rich biodiversity on which the 
health and resilience of marine ecosystems and the 
livelihoods of many depend. However, these eco-
systems are under increasing pressure from human 
activities, including overutilization of marine living 
resources, greenhouse gas-induced climate change, 
destructive practices, invasive alien species and 
land-based sources of pollution. Taking care of our 
marine environment is therefore critical. 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/389/07/PDF/N2238907.pdf?OpenElement
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
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https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/Convention-on-the-Prevention-of-Marine-Pollution-by-Dumping-of-Wastes-and-Other-Matter.aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/Convention-on-the-Prevention-of-Marine-Pollution-by-Dumping-of-Wastes-and-Other-Matter.aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Prevention-of-Pollution-from-Ships-(MARPOL).aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/International-Convention-for-the-Prevention-of-Pollution-from-Ships-(MARPOL).aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/ListOfConventions.aspx
https://www.imo.org/en/About/Conventions/Pages/ListOfConventions.aspx
https://wwwcdn.imo.org/localresources/en/About/Conventions/StatusOfConventions/Status of IMO Treaties.pdf
https://wwwcdn.imo.org/localresources/en/About/Conventions/StatusOfConventions/Status of IMO Treaties.pdf
https://www.imo.org/
https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas/what-we-do/regional-seas-programme
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established in 1974, provides a successful frame-

https://www.unep.org/about-un-environment
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28716/Coral_Policy.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28716/Coral_Policy.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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https://cites.org/sites/default/files/documents/E-Res-14-06-R16.pdf
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IMO have been working since the mid-1990s on pre-
venting air pollution from ships. The Regulations for 
the Prevention of Air Pollution from Ships, known as 
MARPOL Annex VI, seek to minimize airborne emis-
sions from ships and were complemented by manda-
tory technical and operational energy efficiency mea-
sures to significantly reduce CO2 emissions, which 
entered into force on 1 January 2013. In addition, IMO 
has adopted an initial strategy on the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions from ships, which envis-
ages a reduction in total greenhouse gas emissions 
gspn!joufsobujpobm!tijqqjoh!cz!bu!mfbtu!61!qfs!dfou!cz!
3161!dpnqbsfe!xjui!3119-!xijmf!bu!uif!tbnf!ujnf!
pursuing efforts to phase them out entirely. 

Photo: Kevin De Vree, United Nations World Oceans Day photo 
competition, 2021.
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https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/39812/OEWG_PP_1_INF_1_UNEA resolution.pdf
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Snapshot:  
Underwater 
cultural heritage
Emphasizing that underwater archaeological, cultural and historical 
heritage, including shipwrecks and watercraft, holds essential 
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Shipping carries 
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https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/203700/files/A_RES_1995%28XIX%29-EN.pdf
https://unctad.org/topic/transport-and-trade-logistics/policy-and-legislation/international-maritime-transport-law/maritime-conventions
https://unctad.org/topic/transport-and-trade-logistics/policy-and-legislation/international-maritime-transport-law/maritime-conventions
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/tdmtconf17_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/aconf162d7_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/aconf162d7_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/aconf188d6_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/topic/transport-and-trade-logistics/policy-and-legislation/international-maritime-transport-law/non-mandatory-rules
https://unctad.org/topic/transport-and-trade-logistics/policy-and-legislation/international-maritime-transport-law/non-mandatory-rules
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on autonomous shipping is planned for adoption by 
2024, with a mandatory code to follow by 2028. 

Shipping plays a significant role in sustainable devel-
opment, international trade and inclusive economic 
growth. By facilitating international trade in goods, 
including food, energy, raw materials, manufactured 
goods and medical supplies, providing employment 

and supporting livelihoods, international shipping also 
underpins the achievement of many of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. UNCLOS and the shipping-re-
lated international legal instruments developed within 
its overall framework are therefore indispensable 
instruments on the journey towards sustainable 
development.

https://www.imo.org/en/MediaCentre/HotTopics/Pages/Autonomous-shipping.aspx


Marine scientific 
research
Recalling that marine science is important for eradicating poverty, 
contributing to food security, conserving the world’s marine 
environment and resources, helping to understand, predict and 
respond to natural events and promoting the sustainable development 
of the oceans and seas, by improving knowledge, through sustained 
research efforts and the evaluation of monitoring results, and 
applying such knowledge to management and decision-making

(General Assembly resolution 77/248, preamble)
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Despite covering more than 70 per cent of the Earth, 
the ocean is still largely unexplored and scientific 
knowledge of it is limited. Ocean science is, how-
ever, critical to making the best possible decisions to 
ensure the conservation and sustainable use of the 
ocean and its resources. Deepening that understand-
ing is therefore essential for sustainable development.

The fundamental role of science in ocean manage-
ment, including by setting out a comprehensive 
framework for the conduct and promotion of marine 
scientific research, is recognized in UNCLOS. On 

https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://ioc.unesco.org/
https://ioc.unesco.org/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000216741#:~:text=The%20IOC%20Advisory%20Body%20of%20Experts%20on%20the,on%20the%20Commission%C2%B4s%20role%20in%20relation%20to%20UNCLOS.
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000157009
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000157009
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000179861
https://argo.ucsd.edu/
https://ioc.unesco.org/our-work/global-ocean-observing-system-goos
http://www.argo.net/
https://oceanexpert.org/downloadFile/50849
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000139193
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000139193
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Snapshot:  
Regional outlook for 
Asia and the Pacific
Notes with appreciation efforts and initiatives at the regional level, in 
various regions, to further the implementation of the Convention and to 
respond, including through capacity-building, to issues related to maritime 
safety and security, the conservation and sustainable use of living marine 
resources, the protection and preservation of the marine environment 
and the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity

)Hfofsbm!Bttfncmz!sftpmvujpo!880359-!qbsb/!464*



United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea at 40: Successes and future prospects22

https://www.unescap.org/news/fisheries-and-tourism-among-most-promising-sectors-support-pacific-sids-recovery-highlights
https://www.unescap.org/news/fisheries-and-tourism-among-most-promising-sectors-support-pacific-sids-recovery-highlights
http://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/cc0461en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/cc0461en.pdf
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/ca4509en/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://www.fao.org/port-state-measures/resources/detail/en/c/1111616/
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://unworldoceansday.org/photo-competition/
https://www.unescap.org/
https://www.unescap.org/
https://www.unescap.org/sdg/14-life-below-water
https://www.unescap.org/sdg/14-life-below-water
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/d8files/knowledge-products/SDG 14_A Methodological Overview.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/partners/capacity-development
https://www.unescap.org/partners/capacity-development
https://www.unescap.org/projects/regional-decade-program


Capacity-building
Emphasizes that capacity-building is essential to ensure that 
States, especially developing countries, in particular the least 
developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small 
island developing States, as well as coastal African States, are able 
to fully implement the Convention, benefit from the sustainable 
development of the oceans and seas and participate fully in global 
and regional forums on ocean affairs and the law of the sea

(General Assembly resolution 77/248, para. 11)
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The full and effective implementation of the inter-
national law of the sea, as reflected in UNCLOS and 
related instruments, is dependent on States’ capacity 
to meaningfully engage with the legal framework and 
effectively manage ocean spaces, resources and 
activities. It is also essential for States to achieve sus-
tainable development, including meeting the ocean-re-
lated goals and targets of the 2030 Agenda, in par-
ticular Sustainable Development Goal 14. However, 
capacity development in ocean affairs and the law of 
the sea remains a significant need for many develop-
ing States, in particular small island developing States 
and the least developed countries. 
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