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UN Adopts First Historic 'High Seas 

Treaty' To Protect Marine Life 
 

Why In The News? 
• Members Of The United Nations Adopted The First-Ever Treaty To Protect 

Marine Life In The High Seas, With The U.N.’S Chief Hailing The Historic 

Agreement As Giving The Ocean “A Fighting Chance.” 

• Delegates From The 193 Member Nations Burst Into Applause And Then Stood 

Up In A Sustained Standing Ovation When Singapore’s Ambassador On Ocean 

Issues, Rena Lee, Who Presided Over The Negotiations, Banged Her Gavel After 

Hearing No Objections To The Treaty’s Approval. 

 

Why This Treaty Is Important? 
• Oceans Produce Most Of The Oxygen We Breathe And Absorb Carbon Dioxide, 

Which Makes Them Increasingly Critical In Reducing Carbon Emissions That Fuel 

Global Warming. Yet Currently Only 1% Of The Vast Ocean Areas Are Protected. 

• A Treaty To Protect Biodiversity In Waters Outside National Boundaries, 

Known As The High Seas, Covering Nearly Half Of Earth’s Surface, Had Been 

Under Discussion For More Than 20 Years, But Efforts Repeatedly Stalled Until 

March.  
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• That’s When Delegates To An Intergovernmental Conference Established By The 

U.N. General Assembly Agreed On A Treaty Which Was Then Subject To Legal 

Scrutiny And Translated Into The U.N.’S Six Official Languages. 

 

About The Treaty 
• The New Treaty Will Be Opened For Signatures On Sept. 20, During The Annual 

Meeting Of World Leaders At The General Assembly, And It Will Take Effect 

Once It Is Ratified By 60 Countries. 

• The Treaty Will Create A New Body To Manage Conservation Of Ocean Life And 

Establish Marine Protected Areas In The High Seas. It Also Establishes Ground 

Rules For Conducting Environmental Impact Assessments For Commercial 

Activities In The Oceans. 

• The Treaty Also Establishes Principles To Share “Marine Genetic Resources” 

Discovered By Scientists In International Waters, A Key Demand Of Developing 

Countries Who Insisted That The Fruits Of Such Discoveries Could Not Be Solely 

Controlled By Richer Countries With Money To Finance Expeditions To Look For 

Potentially New Lucrative Ingredients For Medicine And Cosmetics. 

How Member Nations Reacted Towards The Treaty? 
• Secretary-General Antonio Guterres Told Delegates That The Adoption Of The 

Treaty Comes At A Critical Time, With The Oceans Under Threat On Many 

Fronts. 

• Climate Change Is Disrupting Weather Patterns And Ocean Currents, Raising Sea 

Temperatures, “And Altering Marine Ecosystems And The Species Living 
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There,” He Said, And Marine Biodiversity “Is Under Attack From Overfishing, 

Over-exploitation And Ocean Acidification.” 

 
• Guterres Said The Treaty Is Vital To Address These Threats And He Urged All 

Countries To Spare No Efforts To Ensure That It Is Signed And Ratified As Soon 

As Possible, Stressing That “This Is Critical To Addressing The Threats Facing 

The Ocean.” 

• After The Treaty’s Approval, The Group Of 77, The U.N. Coalition Of 134 Mainly 

Developing Nations And China, Called It “An Exceedingly Important Day For 

Biodiversity,” Praising Their Successful Struggle To Achieve Benefit-sharing In 

The Final Text As Well As Funding To Help Implement The Treaty When Ratified. 

 
• The Alliance Of Small Island States, Some Of Whose Members Fear That 

Climate Change And Rising Seas Can Obliterate Their Countries, Said They Have 

Been Championing A Treaty For Decades, And Its Adoption Will Have Far-

reaching Implications “On Our Livelihoods, Cultures And Economies.” 
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• But Russia Said It “Distances Itself From The Consensus On The Text Of The 

Agreement” Which It Called “Unacceptable,” Saying It “Undermines The 

Provisions Of The Most Important Acting International Agreements, Including 

The U.N. Convention On The Law Of The Sea.” 

• The Treaty “Does Not Reach A Reasonable Balance Between Conserving And 

Sustainably Using The Resources Of The Ocean.” As An Example, He Said, 

“Checks And Balances Against Politicizing Marine Conservation Areas Have Not 

Made It Into The Text.” 

 
• The Treaty’s Adoption Follows A Separate Historic Accord Reached By World 

Governments In Montreal In December That Includes A Commitment To Protect 

30% Of Land And Water Considered Important For Biodiversity By 2030, Known 

As 30 By 30. 

• Rebecca Hubbard, Director Of The High Seas Alliance Representing Over 50 

Non-governmental Organizations And The International Union For The 

Conservation Of Nature, Praised Countries “For Moving One Step Closer 

Towards Putting This Political Accord Into Action In The Water.” 
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