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The Guardian, a British daily newspaper, called it “the 
most important talks no one has heard of”.  After 
two decades of tough negotiations, in March consensus 
was reached on a deal to protect biodiversity on the 
high seas. Conference president Rena Lee of Singapore 
summed it up poetically: “The ship has reached the 
shore” were her words as she presented the agreement 
to tumultuous applause.

Are more agreements needed to protect the 
environment?
More than 40 years ago, the global community passed 
the last high seas treaty (UNCLOS, United Nations 
Convention of the Law of the Sea). Although the 1982 
deal included protection of the sea, at the time the 
focus was on allocating the use of oceans and their 
resources. While it is easy to draw borders and build 
fences on land, this is not possible for the world’s oceans. 
There were repeated conflicts among nations about 
who could fish, carry out research or navigate in which 
areas. The UNCLOS treaty defined national eco- 
nomic exclusion zones of 200 sea miles from the coast 
out to sea – the remaining two thirds of the oceans 
were designated as international waters that every 
country could use for fishing, research and ship- 
ping. This left the door wide open for exploitation of 
the marine ecosystem on the high seas. Garrett 
Hardin, who researched the commons in the 1960s 
– i.e. goods available for use by all and for which 
users compete with one another – put it like this: “Free- 
dom in a commons brings ruin to all.”

Is the ocean experiencing the tragedy of the 
commons?
The “ruin” can be described on three levels. First, it 
affects fish stocks. Since 1970, global stocks of marine 
species used by humans have been halved on aver- 
age. One third of fish stocks is suffering from over- 
fishing; in other words, stocks are not regenerating 
fast enough and are shrinking. This affects – secondly 
– all those employed in the fishing industry. Roughly
600 million people depend on fishing. For them, today 

The ship has reached the shore

this is a more expensive and simultaneously less 
productive activity than previously. Third, everyone 
not directly employed in the fishing industry is also 
affected by the declining biodiversity of the high seas. 
Currently, the oceans absorb almost half of the car- 
bon dioxide and produce more than half of the world’s 
oxygen. Studies show that the diminishing biodi- 
versity of the seas leads to a reduction in a function 
of the seas that is central to human survival. Pro- 
tecting the oceans is no longer merely a matter of 
maintaining biodiversity for idealistic reasons – it  
is a matter of our livelihoods.

All’s well that ends well?
The centrepiece of the new agreement on biodiversity 
in international waters calls for limiting “freedom  
for all” on the high seas by forming marine protected 
areas. At present approximately 1% of international 
waters is protected, but in future the figure should be 
30%. Certain research results are optimistic about 
the regeneration of fish stocks in these protected areas. 
Is the new treaty thus really one of the most impor- 
tant deals that no one has heard of? The fact that all 
the parties reached an agreement is certainly a  
major breakthrough. The negotiating partners that 
are already feeling the effects of the decline in bio- 
diversity in the oceans and hence have the greatest 
need for a new agreement appear to be satisfied. 
“Overall, we, as small island states, are very happy 
with the treaty,” says Ismael Zahir, the representa- 
tive from Samoa and advisor to the Alliance of Small 
Island States. The concrete implementation is still 
unclear, but for the first stage of an international agree- 
ment, the ship has successfully reached the shore.

By Silke Humbert, Sustainability Economist

1High seas treaty: historic deal to protect international waters finally reached at UN | Environment | The Guardian



 

 

 
 

Legal Notices 
 
Marketing information - This document is for information and advertising purposes. It does not constitute an offer or a recommendation to 
purchase, hold or sell financial instruments or to obtain banking services, nor does it form the basis for a contract or obligations of any kind.  
 
Due to legal, regulatory or tax provisions, the availability of products and services to certain persons may be subject to restrictions, which may arise in 
particular due to their place of residence or domicile, nationality or customer segmentation. Restrictions apply in particular to US persons in accordance 
with the relevant regulations.  
 
This document contains general information and does not take into account personal investment objectives, the financial situation or the special needs 
of any specific individual. The information should be carefully checked for compatibility with personal circumstances before making an investment deci-
sion. For the assessment of legal, regulatory, tax and other implications, it is advised to seek advice from specialists. 
 
The document was prepared by Zürcher Kantonalbank with customary due diligence and may contain information from carefully selected third-party 
sources. However, Zürcher Kantonalbank provides no warranty as to the correctness and completeness of the information contained therein and ac-
cepts no liability for damages resulting from the use of the document or information contained therein. 
 
Every investment involves risks, especially risks related to fluctuations in value, returns and, if applicable, currencies. Past performance and returns or 
estimates regarding future performance, returns and risks are not reliable indicators of future results. The return may increase or decrease as a result of 
currency fluctuations. 
 
Zürcher Kantonalbank reserves the right to change services, products and prices at any time without prior notice. 
 
The information contained in this document has not been prepared in accordance with any legislation promoting the independence of investment re-
search, nor is it subject to any prohibition on trading following the dissemination of investment research. 
 
This document or any information contained herein may not be reproduced or transmitted without the written consent of Zürcher Kantonalbank. 
 
ESG information ©2023 MSCI ESG Research LLC. Reproduced with permission. Further legal information on the MSCI ESG rating can be found in the 
investment information at zkb.ch/trading. 
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