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The oceans, which cover more than 70% of the Earth’s surface, have become a focus of rising interest on 
the part of those interested in exploiting the economic potential of marine systems as well as those desiring 
to address growing threats to ocean health. While the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
continues to provide a foundation for ocean governance, new initiatives are coming into focus that may 
produce major adjustments in the public order of the oceans during the coming years. Three of these 
initiatives stand out: (i) the move to formulate legally-binding rules designed to protect marine biodiversity 
in areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJs), (ii) the development of spatially and functionally explicit 
arrangements in such forms as Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs), regional seas 
agreements, and extended marine protected areas (MPAs), and (iii) expansive claims to jurisdiction over 
the seabed on the part of coastal states based on the provisions of Article 76 of UNCLOS. Who is behind 
each of these initiatives, and how do they frame both the problems they seek to address and their 
preferred solutions? Are these initiatives compatible with one another or are they likely to generate more 
or less severe conflicts among their backers? How will the resultant political processes play out with regard 
to the public order of the oceans during the near to medium term future? This presentation applies general 
perspectives derived from recent work on governance to address these questions.   
 


