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Water covers over 71% of the globe’s surface with approximately 97% of it all
held within our oceans. As the planet’s power source and lungs, the oceans play
a significant role for maintenance of a healthy biodiversity and of all life on earth.
However, in spite of their importance, our oceans are constantly under threat
from human activities. Mainly coming in the form of pollution, ranging widely from
plastic and oil, to chemicals, and even noise, the harm caused to our oceans has
finally reached unsustainable levels and irreversible consequences. Now more
than ever we should feel the urgency for change to take place. 

Introduced in 2008 by the United Nations, the “World Ocean Day” celebrates the
importance of oceans and communicates this sense of urgency through their
prevention work. Every year, this day is taken to bring awareness to the gravity
of our oceans' status and the efforts we can all make to protect them. In honour
of this year’s World Ocean Day, Lighthouse delves into ocean pollution, as well as
the actions taken by businesses and governments to cope with such problems.

The Oceans
WHY SHOULD WE CARE?
It should be no secret that oceans play the most vital role in sustaining life on our
planet. They provide us with more than 50% of the oxygen we breathe, store
carbon dioxide, regulate climate, monitor weather patterns and figure as an
indispensable source of food for animals, plants and humans. In short, oceans are
the backbone of our ecosystems. 
           When it comes to our societies, they play just as important of a role as
they do for biodiversity, the fact that about 3 billion people rely on oceans for
their livelihood being almost ubiquitous nowadays. The spectrum of benefits is
rich, with lesser known aspects like the ocean-sourced medicines ingredients,
and more obvious ones like economic support. The biggest direct contributor to
economic support are the millions of work opportunities created daily from
international trade. In fact, recent decades have witnessed the substantial
expansion of sea-based economic activities, best exemplified by the total value
of global ocean-based businesses estimated between $3 and $6 trillion per year. 



The industry reflects such a large part of general trade activities that the term
"ocean economy" was coined to refer exclusively to economic and industrial
activities based on the oceans. 
         To get a clearer picture of the financial necessity of the ‘ocean economy’
we turn to the U.S. National Ocean Service’s figures, which valued the health of
oceanic ecosystems to an approximate $30 billion per year. This number includes
clean oxygen production, climate regulation, biodiversity preservation, and many
other factors. Needless to say, the stress put on our oceans has the potential for
a disastrously vast effect on our global economy. 

And what of that stress? As plastic production keeps soaring, so does plastic
pollution in our oceans. Microplastics have become more widespread underwater,
threatening the well-being of several marine species, further endangered by oil
spills, mercury derived from coal burning, and pesticides. Sources of pollution are
complex, and not always visible. According to numerous studies, more than 80%
of water pollution is actually generated on land and flows into the oceans via
rivers, runoff, atmospheric deposition, and direct dumping. Some carbon
emissions caused by human activities are also absorbed by the oceans, as is heat
uptake caused by greenhouse gas emissions. Within the waters, photosynthesis
has already been negatively affected, disrupting entire sections of the marine
biosphere as plankton levels lower and dead zones continue to increase. Where
oxygen levels in the water are too low to support life, not only do we suffer the
loss of biodiversity but also that of reliable food sources, which developing
countries often bear the brunt of. In addition to these severe losses, the change
of carbon dioxide in the ocean is also disrupting climate regulation. These
phenomena are gradually leading us towards a global weather crisis. We’ve
already begun to observe extreme shifts in temperature, frequent hurricanes with
increasing damages, land falls and floods. This is only the tip of the iceberg, if
serious actions are not taken our already perilous situation risks drastic
exacerbation.

The strain we’ve created on our ocean resources might soon be too much.
Researchers estimate that the world's population will reach 9 billion within the
next 20 years, driving up the demand for resources and energy consumption, in
turn inevitably increasing pollution levels. It is steadily becoming more necessary
than ever to respect the limits of growth: future generations will not be able to
keep up foundational aspects of society if we dry up our biggest resources from
overexploitation. 
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Although this era of innovation seems to hail the growth-at-all-cost mindset, we
are similarly seeing an upward trend in the valuation of sustainability in all strata
of private and public life. Governments, institutions and businesses have slowly
become incentivized to transition towards sustainable practices and modes of
production in reaction to the people’s desire for green living. This movement has
given rise to national and economic initiatives tackling the response to ocean
pollution, water and resources management, as well as ocean conservation. 

BUSINESSES AND THE SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGE
When it comes to sustainability payoff, businesses are key in making progress
leaps. Businesses, especially corporations, are often claimed to be the ones
responsible for the largest portion of our environmental problems due to the
perception that capitalism is at the root of unsustainable behaviours. Indeed,
research has shown correlation between pollution and human activities dating
from the industrial revolutions. Since 1988, the Carbon Major Report tells us, 71%
of the world’s emissions are caused by only 100 companies and 50% of total
emissions can even be narrowed down to only 25 companies. The same number
of businesses are also responsible for 90% of the production of single-use plastic
polluting our oceans. 

The impact that sustainable practices will have on the planet’s condition cannot
be overstated enough. Even on the financial side, the monetary impact of
pollution that could be alleviated could save us up to $19 billion per year
according to a 2020 Deloitte study. The statistical model used estimated costs
from damage done to the ecosystem and economy, primarily clean-up costs both
on land and water), and marine industry losses resulting from degradation of
water quality, to come up with the final numbers. This data creates further
incentives for corporations to commit to the green changes needed before we
reach the point of no return. 

Overview of costs components by region, values in USD million
Source: Deloitte Reports Insights “The Price Tag of Plastic Pollution”



Despite the consequences of unsustainable operations being known, for a long
time green practices weren’t necessarily adopted as fast and widely as we would
expect. The main barrier to transition can be found in the enormous costs
associated with behavioural change. To counter this challenge, the United
Nations committees developed 17 Sustainable Development Goals in 2015. The
SDGs have allowed business and sustainability to merge on a larger scale, fully
supported by economic and social world leaders. 
       Such support has accelerated the adoption of sustainable decision-making
by companies. As the stakeholder model of governance becomes more popular
and companies seek to establish triple-bottom line supply chains, the role of
stakeholders in influencing sustainable change has increased. For consumers,
this has meant a more tangible effect from demanding that companies implement
sustainable products. Consumer pressure has also been leading shareholders to
ask companies to adapt their business to more sustainable models, which we can
see in the recent surge of circular economy-type practices. Bloomberg sources
have reported that, in 2018, a group of investors collectively managing about $1
trillion in market cap asked companies like Coca Cola, Nestle, Unilever and
Procter & Gamble to reduce their plastic consumption. Moreover, they were
asked to disclose their plastic consumption, report pollution levels, and set a
series of sustainable goals for production, particularly regarding packaging.
Resulting from these commitments, the targeted companies have significantly
limited their use of first plastic consumption and decreased their negative impact
on marine life. 

Several initiatives have been proposed to prevent ocean pollution, mostly aiming
to tackle the root problem and reduce the risks. A great example of these
initiatives is NextWave, a coalition formed in 2017 by major companies such as
Dell, General Motors, Herman Miller and Interface. NextWave partnerships have
for mission the creation of economic, social and environmental benefits for all
stakeholders throughout the supply chain, focusing specifically on reducing
ocean pollution. Members have reportedly prevented approximately 959 tons of
plastic from being dumped into the ocean so far, as of 2021, and participating
companies have prevented yet another 257 million plastic bottles from reaching
the shores. 

Another project which has attracted a lot of attention is Ocean Clean Up.
Acknowledged as the “largest clean up in history”, the organisation develops
technologies to rid water bodies of pollutants. The main technology, simply called
‘System’, used by the initiative is a large, U-shaped floating cord, about 1-2
kilometres long, attached to a floating anchor at a depth of 600m, and a rigid
plate 3m deep.
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Their mid-term system evaluation boasts an impressive “40,273kg of plastic
collected (or 1/2500th of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch)” from one of their
newer technologies. Ocean Clean Up’s main goal is to remove 50% of the trash
from the Great Pacific Garbage Patch every five years. Another, even more
ambitious goal is to remove 90% of plastic from all oceans by 2040. To scale up
their impact, the organisation has extended the use of the water purification
system to rivers, preventing an enormous amount of polluting items from entering
the oceans. The Ocean Clean Up's project and mission is supported and
endorsed by a growing number of famed corporations like Coca Cola and
Deloitte, following the principle of shared value endorsed by Kramer and Pfizer.

As many other initiatives emerge, companies are catching the wave by investing
in sustainable water management projects and becoming more active in direct
efforts that could save our oceans. The Closed Loop Fund is one such investment
project. Backed by USD $250 million globally, the investment group aims to
develop a circular economy by directing money towards the development of
sustainable consumer goods and recycling operations. The popularity of funds
like Closed Loop is rising, as showcased by the 2020 new sustainable investment
peak of $51 billion reported by Morningstar. 

GOVERNMENT & CONSUMERS: WHAT CAN WE DO
Businesses may be responsible for the heavy lifting when it comes to ocean
pollution, yet governments also have their fair share of responsibility. In recent
years, policy making has become an essential tool in the government’s arsenal for
positive change; the most famous modern policy being the EU’s Green Deal
proposal, binding all European countries to be carbon neutral by 2050. Core
initiatives put forward by the European Commission contain a sizable focus on
oceanic well-being through points protecting biodiversity and aquatic
ecosystems, reducing soil and water pollution, improving water management,
implementing circular economy practices, and ensuring a sustainable blue
economy. Laws and policies have been complemented by investments in the
rehabilitation of water bodies and rivers, the restoration of marine protected
areas, and implementation costs to support the enactment of sustainable
transition. Governments have also been using taxation as an effective tool to
improve environmental conditions; taxes on plastic materials, plastic polymers,
and certain uses of plastics (e.g., single-use packaging) have been proven by the
OECD to help limit the unsustainable consumption of plastics. If well designed,
tax systems can even lead, by way of necessity, to the creation of plastic
alternatives like bioplastics. 



Seeing governmental institutions acting on ocean pollution on a large scale may
make us feel small in comparison, but small contributions are still contributions.
Consumers’ easiest way to be part of the ocean conservation movement is to
reduce consumption of single-use plastic and actively recycle. It keeps plastic
out of the oceans and reduces the amount of "new" plastic on the market.
Substantial ways to help also include supporting environmentally friendly and
sustainable businesses, simply not consuming new products when possible, and
heeding contemporary research. Currently, researchers advise private individuals
to contribute to the reduction of soil pollution for those with yards, and move
around sensibly to reduce their own carbon footprint. Education is an important
aspect of ocean conservation, and one which we can all participate in. Let’s keep
ourselves informed and accountable, making our voices heard to lead the change
we want to see. 
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Conclusion
Ocean pollution has appropriately taken a centre-stage in sustainability efforts of
the past decade. As projects and initiatives spread awareness on the critical
importance of our oceans and their endangerment, the fight for companies and
governments to create change at the systemic level is becoming more
paramount. Businesses and politicians aren’t only national leaders, they also lead
the charge of environmental risk reduction. We must put an end to the
overexploitation of our oceans and the mismanagement of our water resources if
we want global longevity. It starts by acting now, by putting pressure where we
can, as a stakeholder or private citizen, by supporting positive investment in a
sustainable future, better business models, and making greener, or bluer, lifestyle
decisions. 
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