UNCTAD statement at UNOC3 Plenary Session, 12 June 2025 (delivered by Regina Asariotis)

Excellencies, distinguished delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The ocean has long been humanity’s first global commons, with civilizations thriving under
the assumption that its capacity was infinite—for food, waste absorption, and economic
connectivity. This belief shaped our laws, trade systems, and growth concepts. However, the
notion of infinity has boundaries.

Since 1995, the ocean economy has grown 2.5 times, outpacing global growth. If it were a
country, it would rank as the world's fifth largest economy. In 2023, ocean trade reached $2.2
trillion—51.3 trillion in services and $900 billion in goods. Marine and coastal tourism alone
generated $725 billion, with three-quarters of this growth from the Asia Pacific region, led by
developing countries.

Developing countries, particularly in Asia, are now the largest producers of seaweed, which
has tripled in size and doubled in value over the past 20 years, representing half of aquaculture
production. Despite its contributions to food security, carbon sequestration, and sustainable
livelihoods, this sector remains underdeveloped and under-regulated. We need a UN Inter-
Agency Task Force on Seaweed to advance coordinated policies, research, and technical
cooperation.

Today, overfishing affects 37.7% of fish stocks, up from 10% in 1974. The ocean absorbs 90%
of excess heat from emissions and generates half the oxygen we breathe, while we dump 19-
23 million tons of plastic annually. Ocean temperatures hit record highs in 2023. This paradox
reveals a deeper truth about our economy: we've built systems that create wealth by
depleting wealth, generating prosperity by undermining prosperity.

This is why the Third UN Oceans conference is crucial, and why we convened the 5th United
Nations Ocean Forum in Geneva to gather stakeholder views on key priorities and sustainable
solutions.

Regarding maritime transport, over 80% of global trade moves by sea, employing almost two
million people. Yet, shipping contributes 3% of global greenhouse gases. The IMQO's 2023
strategy aims for net-zero by 2050, with a 20% reduction by 2030 and 70% by 2040, requiring
significant efforts in alternative fuels, new technologies, and massive investment—up to $30
billion annually for ship decarbonization and up to $90 billion for fuel infrastructure.

The human element is also critical. Switching from ammonia to hydrogen means retraining
800,000 seafarers by the mid-2030s. Women comprise only 2% of the workforce, and we face
a shortage of 90,000 seafarers by 2026, exacerbated by the COVID pandemic. Port
infrastructure adds to the challenge, with annual port-specific risk from natural hazards
estimated at $7.5 billion and an additional $63.1 billion of trade at risk. Hurricane Beryl last



year showed how a single event can cripple entire economies. For SIDS, ports are existential
issues, and adaptation investment is crucial.

We live in a world seeking resilience via diversification, but some things can't be diversified.
Maritime choke points—Suez, Panama, Malacca, Hormuz—are among them. When they close
due to war or drought, ships reroute, burning more fuel, emitting more carbon, and raising
costs and prices that hit the poorest countries hardest.

Regarding finance and just transition, SDG14 receives the least ODA of any SDG—S3 billion in
2022 against a target of $175 billion. Meanwhile, we spend $35 billion per year on fisheries
subsidies, $22 billion linked to illegal fishing, overfishing, and overcapacity. Current finance
deepens inequities—cheap for the rich, costly for the poor. Blue bonds are innovative but
often carry high interest rates. Debt-for-nature swaps help but don't address the structural
issues that created the debt.

Only holistic solutions will work. Artisanal fishers, who provide 68% of global catches and
sustain 492 million people, operate without credit, insurance, or safety nets. Industrial fleets,
often backed by subsidies, expand into their waters. We ask these communities to have
traceability systems they can't afford while boats destroying their resources operate
undercover.

There is also a governance gap. The WTO Fisheries Subsidies Agreement requires only 10 more
acceptances. The High Seas Treaty (BBNJ Agreement) has 51 ratifications, requiring only 9
more for its entry into force. The Cape Town Agreement on fishing vessel safety needs just a
few more ratifications to enter force, representing 665 more vessels.

These aren't technical delays—they are political choices.
UNCTAD proposes five clusters of solutions:

1. Ocean data and governance: We cannot manage what we cannot measure. UNCTAD's
Ocean Trade Database is a start, but we need real-time emissions tracking for all ocean
sectors.

2. Climate-resilient maritime transport: New fuels, adaptive infrastructure, reskilled
workers, and support for SIDS ports.

3. Facilitate sustainable trade: Expand South-South trade accords for ocean products,
remove barriers facing small-scale fishers, and make traceability digital and affordable.

4. Ocean innovation: Create a UN inter-agency Task Force on Seaweed to promote
nutritious and low-carbon blue foods, replace plastics with sustainable marine-based
substitutes, and create decent jobs for coastal communities through sustainable ocean

resource use.

5. Transform ocean finance: Launch a One Ocean Finance Facility to pool resources and
reduce costs, redirect harmful subsidies, and propose a “Blue Deal” of $2.8 trillion in



four areas: seaweed and mangrove conservation and restoration, decarbonization of
shipping and fisheries, sustainable ocean-based food and non-production, and coastal
and offshore wind energy.

The ocean connects us all, and so must our solutions.

| thank you.



