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Abstract

In this article, we examine oceans outcomes from the Third United Nations
Conference on Sustainable Development (or Rio+20) in relation to how ocean
problems and solutions were defined and by whom. We highlight the extent
to which problem and solution definitions were shared among participants,
in relation to three specific issues on the agenda at Rio+20: conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity in areas beyond national jurisdiction, small-scale
fisheries, and ocean acidification. We find that discussions about each of these
issues reflect three challenges recognized as complicating oceans management:
mismatches between ecological and governance scale, homogeneity among in-
terest groups advocating for ocean conservation, and increased interest in both
protection and exploitation of ocean resources. Overall, we found little evi-
dence of constructive dialogue at Rio+20, where participants focused on ad-
vancing predefined positions, and we consider the implications of our analysis
for ultimately addressing our three focal issues and for oceans management
more generally.

The Third United Nations (UN) Conference on Sus-
tainable Development (UNCSD, or Rio+20, June 20–
22, 2012) produced an outcome document “The Future
We Want” (UN General Assembly, 66th Session 2012)
that offers few new tangible commitments (Halle 2012;
Monbiot 2012). International environmental regimes are
more than meeting decisions or texts, however, and
events like Rio+20 are important in framing environ-
mental problems and solutions (Young 2011; MacDon-
ald & Corson 2012). Here, we examine such framings for
oceans. Problem definition is critical for policy-making,
which can be constrained when participants assume a
shared understanding of problems. Adams et al. (2003:
1915) argue that the most productive policy dialogue
occurs “precisely when different stakeholders (of differ-
ent sizes and operating at different levels) reveal differ-
ent interpretations of key issues.” Rio+20’s 45,381 at-
tendees included 12,000 delegates from 188 countries
(UN Department of Public Information 2012), represent-

ing governments, business, and civil society, and theoret-
ically provided an opportunity for such dialogue. Here,
we use negotiations over the “oceans and seas” section of
the outcome document (see Table 1), and discussions of
oceans issues at side events, to analyze how ocean prob-
lems and solutions were defined, by whom, and with
what consequences for Rio+20 outcomes and for oceans
governance more generally. We use the term participants
to describe observers and delegates generally, and advo-
cates to describe participants promoting particular oceans
outcomes.

Policy-makers, scientists, and conservation groups are
paying increased attention to oceans and its problems
(Williams et al. 2010; Veitch et al. 2012), including the
high seas (beyond national jurisdictions; Gjerde et al.
2008). This was evident at Rio+20, dubbed by some
the “oceans summit” (Table 2, no. 20), due to expo-
sure (Howard 2012; Table 2, no. 22) both on the formal
agenda and via high-profile ocean side events, like the
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Table 1 Outcomes from Rio+20: the high seas, small-scale fisheries, and ocean acidification in The Future WeWant (UN General Assembly, 66th Session

2012).

Topic Text

High seas (¶ 162) We recognize the importance of the conservation and sustainable use of marine biodiversity beyond areas of

national jurisdiction. We note the ongoing work under the General Assembly of an ad hoc open-ended informal

working group to study issues relating to the conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity

beyond areas of national jurisdiction. Building on the work of the ad hoc working group and before the end of the

sixty-ninth session of the General Assembly we commit to address, on an urgent basis, the issue of the

conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction, including by

taking a decision on the development of an international instrument under the United Nations Convention on the

Law of the Sea.

Small-scale fisheries (¶ 175) We commit to observe the need to ensure access to fisheries and the importance of access to markets, by

subsistence, small-scale and artisanal fisherfolk and women fish workers, as well as indigenous peoples and their

communities, particularly in developing countries, especially small island developing States.

Ocean Acidification (¶ 166) We call for support to initiatives that address ocean acidification and the impacts of climate change on marine and

coastal ecosystems and resources. In this regard, we reiterate the need to work collectively to prevent further

ocean acidification, as well as enhance the resilience of marine ecosystems and of the communities whose

livelihoods depend on them, and to support marine scientific research, monitoring and observation of ocean

acidification and particularly vulnerable ecosystems, including through enhanced international cooperation in

this regard.

launch of the World Bank’s Global Partnership for Oceans
(Table 2, no. 20). However, advocates had mixed suc-
cess regarding specific objectives for language and com-
mitments in the outcome document. Our analysis finds
the debate at Rio+20 reflected three broad challenges
for oceans management: mismatch between ecological
and governance scale, with governance often occurring
at scales inappropriate to the ecological system (Berkes
2006; Crowder et al. 2006); homogeneity among inter-
est groups advocating on ocean issues, where nonstate
participation in ocean governance is dominated by NGOs,
foundations, and scientists (Steinberg 2008; Campbell et

al. 2009) in part because of the difficulties of associat-
ing human communities with ocean spaces (St. Martin
2001); and increased interest in conservation and ex-
ploitation of ocean resources, spurred in part by new
technological capability (Douvere & Ehler 2008; Van
Dover 2011). These issues complicate efforts by the inter-
national community to reach agreement on ocean issues.

We focus our analysis on three ocean issues discussed
at Rio+20: conservation and sustainable use of biodi-
versity in the high seas, small-scale fisheries (SSF), and
ocean acidification (OA; Table 1). These issues illustrate
the diversity of: participants advocating for oceans at
Rio+20, the extent to which advocates’ objectives were
achieved, and the ways in which the three challenges
listed above were reflected in discussions. We consider
prospects for improved oceans management following
Rio+20 and relate these to the policy dialogue we wit-
nessed during the conference.

Methods

We treat meetings like Rio+20 as important policy-
making field sites that can be studied. Such study is diffi-
cult, however, as meetings are “complex and fragmen-
tary” (Little 1995), with concurrent events spread out
over multiple venues. In response, we employ Collabora-
tive Event Ethnography (CEE; Brosius & Campbell 2010),
using a research team to cover and make sense of meet-
ings. The analysis here is based on 72 hours of observa-
tions at 37 events over 11 days at Rio+20 and related
venues, including all but two events related to oceans
(Table 1). We analyzed all notes, audio files, photos, and
collected documents, focusing first on how problems and
solutions were defined and by whom, and second on how
scale, homogeneity of interests, and conservation versus
exploitation were reflected in the related discussions. Al-
though CEE allows for both broad coverage and rich de-
scription of meetings like Rio+20, in this article we high-
light the former.

Results

The high seas “failure”

There is currently no coherent global governance frame-
work for conservation and sustainable use of biodiver-
sity in the high seas (Gjerde et al. 2008; Ban et al. 2013).
The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) has a rel-
evant mandate, but limited authority on the high seas.
The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
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Table 2 Ocean events attended at Rio+20.

No. Date Event Sponsor

Outcome document negotiations (individual sessions 1–4 hours long)

1 13-Jun Oceans and seas contact group

2 14-Jun Oceans and seas contact group

3 15-Jun Oceans and seas contact group

4 18-Jun Oceans and seas contact group

Side events at Rio+20 conference center (individual events 1.5–2 hours long)

5 13-Jun High Seas Alliance: Towards an Agreement for Protecting

the High Seas

Ocean Care, with 22 High Seas Alliance partners

6 14-Jun Greenpeace: An Oceans Rescue Plan for Rio Greenpeace

7 15-Jun TEEB for Water and Wetlandsa Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, with Norway,

Switzerland, and Finland

8 17-Jun Ocean in Google Earth as an Environmental Educational

Tool: The Dominican Perspective

Global Foundation for Democracy and Development, with

Ocean in Google Earth and Mission Blue

9 Achieving a Sustainable Future in Rio: What can do a

"Blue Economy"a
Vital Actions for Sustainable Development, and 9 partners

10 18-Jun Mainstreaming Biodiversity for a Sustainable Futurea Canadian Environmental Network, with Senda

Foundation, and Protect our Water and Environmental

Resources

11 Sustainable Food, Energy, Water, and Oceansa International Atomic Energy Agency

12 19-Jun Sustainable Fisheries in the Commonwealth Commonwealth Human Ecology Council, with NEPAD,

Afri-FishNet, University of West Indies Center for

Resource Management and Environmental Studies

13 Pacific Islands: Applying the Green Economy in a Blue

World

Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environmental

Programme, with 14 Pacific Island countries, and 6

Pacific Island organizations

14 Oceans at Rio+20: Toward Implementation of the Rio

Ocean Commitments

International Coastal and Ocean Organization, Secretariat

of the Global Ocean Forum, with 3 country partners

and 4 institutional partners

15 20-Jun Know our Ocean, Protect our Marine Treasures, Empower

Ocean Citizens

Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission, with

World Meteorological Organization, Fond Tara,

Sandwatch Foundation, UNESCOWorld Heritage

Centre, Denmark

16 Building Marine Ecosystem Resilience to Ocean

Acidification

Federated States of Micronesia, with Pacific Small Island

Developing States, and Earthjustice

17 Securing the Island Future We Want - Enabling Steps

Towards Achieving a Green/Blue Economy at Regional

Scalea

Global Island Partnership

18 Sustainable Maritime Development - The Contribution of

Maritime Transport to Green Growth and Inclusive

Development

International Maritime Organization, with 9 institutional

partners

19 Across the Regions: SIDS Solutions for Sustainable

Developmenta
Commonwealth Secretariat, with 3 regional partners

20 21-Jun Global Partnership for the Oceans: Coming Together for

Healthy and Productive Oceans

Monaco, with Republic of Kiribati and the World Bank

Group

21 Coral Triangle Initiative on Coral Reefs, Fisheries, and

Food Security

WWF International, with 6 institutional, and 8 country

partners

22 22-Jun Blue Economy Leadership Event: Showcasing Efforts to

Achieve a Blue Economy

Indonesia, with Australia

Side Events at Pavilions in Atheletes Park (1.5–3 hours long)

23 14-Jun Greening the Blue World UNEP

24 15-Jun Managing Fisheries Sustainably US

25 Coastal Climate Change Solutions UNEP

26 Capacity Building to Implement MEAs in SIDSa UNEP

27 16-Jun High Seas Tuna Management US

28 17-Jun TEEB: From Analysis to Actiona UNEP

29 Making the Invisible Visible: Ocean Acidification US

Continued
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Table 2 Continued

No. Date Event Sponsor

30 Valuing Ecosystem Servicesa US

31 18-Jun Eye on Oceans and Blue Carbon UNEP

32 Hot, Sour, and Breathless: Oceans Under Stress EU

Special Ocean Events (2–10 hours in length)

33 12-Jun Oceans in Focus: Science and Governance for Global

Sustainability, at Forum on Science, Technology, and

Innovation for Sustainable Development

International Council for Science, and IOC

34 16-Jun The Oceans Day at Rio+ 20 Global Ocean Forum

35 18-Jun Ombudsman of the Sea, at the Peoples Summit Cúpula Peixeira

36 19-Jun Oceans Dialogue Government of Brazil

37 20-Jun Blue Pavilion Tara Expeditions

aEvents where ocean issues were part of a broader agenda.

(UNCLOS) provides a governance framework, but is
sector-based, fragmented, and spatially incomplete (Ban
et al. 2013). The draft of the Rio+20 outcome document
included text that would commit governments to negoti-
ate a high seas implementing agreement under UNCLOS
to address this “governance gap” (draft outcome docu-
ment, June 2, 2012), something advocates saw as neces-
sary for establishing marine protected areas (MPAs) and
facilitating integrated management. The final outcome
document (¶ 162, see Table 1) commits parties to decide
whether to develop such an agreement, and disappointed
advocates (Howard 2012).

When discussing the high seas during side events,
advocates, mostly from environmental NGOs affil-
iated with the “High Seas Alliance” (http://www.
highseasalliance.org/) and supportive states (Table 3),
agreed on the problem; high seas biodiversity is under
threat and a legal governance gap prevents the prob-
lem from being addressed (Table 2, nos. 5, 6). The EU
negotiator insisted “we need an implementing agree-
ment, including MPAs” (Table 2, no. 2), while the Aus-
tralian negotiator asked for text that would note “the
absence of a multilateral legal regime agreed at a global
level for the establishment of MPAs in areas beyond na-
tional jurisdiction” (Table 2, no. 3). However, the United
States, Canada, the Russian Federation, and Venezuela
opposed text that would initiate UNCLOS negotiations.
They rejected “a formal recommendation that starts an-
other negotiating process” (U.S. delegate, Table 2, no. 4),
noted the recommendation was unacceptable in its cur-
rent form (Russian Federation delegate, Table 2, no. 4),
and indicated that it needed further discussion by the
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA; Venezuela del-
egate, Table 2, no. 4). Thus, they did not question the
nature of the problem, but the authority to solve it.

Efforts to protect high seas biodiversity floundered pre-
viously on questions of governance authority. At the 10th

Conference of the Parties to the CBD, advocates sought to
translate CBD support for identifying ecologically and bi-
ologically significant areas (CBD Decision IX/20 and Deci-
sion X/29) in the high seas into a commitment to protect
them. This failed when several member countries resisted
the extension of CBD authority into the high seas. The
job was seen as one for the UNGA. However, returning
the issue to the UN means dealing with the United States
(not a CBD signatory) and a domestic political climate
at times hostile to the UN (Walker & Hurley 2004). For
many Americans, the question is not the scale of govern-
ment, but of government versus alternative institutions
(e.g. markets).

At Rio+20, advocates speculated about the motives of
oppositional countries, assumed to be economic and po-
litical (e.g. changing Artic environments and implications
for territorial claims by Arctic nations, protecting inter-
ests of domestic companies; personal communication,
Table 2, no. 4). Advocates took the logic of the UNCLOS
implementing agreement as given, and paid little atten-
tion to other options. For example, during one side event
(Table 2, no. 5), panelists from Pew and IUCN struggled
to answer whether a “payment for ecosystem services”
scheme might work on the high seas, a moment partic-
ularly notable given the overall emphasis on the “Green
Economy” at Rio+20. Failure to consider alternatives
was in part due to the homogeneity of interests among
those promoting the implementing agreement (Table 3).
Although few countries resisted the implementing agree-
ment outright, it is likely that for many others, the issue
was not “make or break.” Biodiversity is often marginal
on the priorities list of developing country (Jinnah 2011)
and in the oceans it is often remote and accessible only to
countries with technology to exploit it (Arnaud-Haond
et al. 2011). Although advocates attempted to make the
high seas agenda resonate broadly, e.g. by including a
representative of the International Collective in Support
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Table 3 Summary of analysis of oceans issues at Rio+20.

High Seas Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF) Ocean Acidification (OA)

Problem Biodiversity under threat; legal gap

in governance

Food security, livelihoods, and

rights of small-scale and artisanal

fishers are threatened

OA (reduced ocean pH result of

increased atmospheric CO2)

threatens biodiversity, food

security, and economic

development

Solution Implementing agreement under

UNCLOS

Support small-scale fishers through

resource access, participatory

governance, monitoring and

prosecution of IUU fishing, and

property rights

Reduce global CO2 emissions, while

recognizing local initiatives may

be more feasible

Supporting interests active

at Rio+20

Environmental NGOs, especially The

Pew Charitable Trust,

Greenpeace, IUCN, as part of the

High Seas Alliance; supportive

governments, especially the EU,

but also Australia, New Zealand,

Micronesia

Commonwealth Human Ecology

Council, World Fishermen Forum,

Icelandic National Association of

Small Boat Owners, International

Collective in Support of Fish

Workers, FAO, World Bank, UNEP,

Small Island Developing States,

New Zealand

Scientists from the US (e.g. Scripps,

NOAA) and the UK (e.g. Plymouth

Marine Lab); International Atomic

Energy Agency, Natural

Resources Defense Council,

UNEP, governments of Monaco,

the US, the EU, Small Island

Developing States

Implications and limitations Exploitation interests (and related

Access and Benefit Sharing) and

alternatives forms of governance,

e.g. through payments for

ecosystem services, not

considered

Environmental concerns about

global impacts of SSF mostly

ignored; SSF framing likely to be

contested as advocates make

efforts to translate to policy

Debates over policy responses need

to include broader range of

interests, including industry (e.g.

fishing and aquaculture), policy

makers, and impacted

communities

of Fish workers on a panel (Table 2, no. 6), NGOs
dominated side events and a few states dominated
negotiations (Table 3).

This homogeneity meant that participants considered
conservation via MPAs was the assumed goal, and when
advocates discussed the productive potential of ocean bio-
diversity (e.g. as food, minerals, or energy), they treated
this as a threat or, less frequently, as something devel-
oping countries were concerned to access and benefit
from (Table 2, no. 13). An access and benefits sharing
(ABS) agreement will be critical to any UNCLOS imple-
menting agreement (Arrieta 2010; Arnaud-Haond et al.
2011), and given that it took the CBD 20 years to reach
an ABS agreement, advocates’ claims that an implement-
ing agreement could be “imminent” once countries agree
to negotiate (Table 2, no 5) seem optimistic. As efforts to
protect biodiversity in the high seas continue, via an im-
plementing agreement or other means, ocean advocates
will need to confront alternative visions for use and gov-
ernance of ocean resources.

The small-scale fisheries “success”

Industrial fisheries were the focus of formal negotiations
and dominate the ocean and seas section of the outcome
document (9 of 20 paragraphs). In contrast, SSF were

addressed in one paragraph that received little attention
(¶ 175; Table 1). The outcome document also iden-
tifies SSF as critically important in four paragraphs
related to food security that were negotiated in other
contact groups. At side events, advocates from the Com-
monwealth Human Ecology Council, Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO) and various fisher organizations
(Table 3) described SFF as supplying protein to the
world’s poor, employing the majority of fishers, providing
income and employment to women, and being environ-
mentally preferable to industrial fisheries (Table 2, nos.
12, 34, 35, 36). SSF advocates claimed the recognition of
SSF in the outcome document as a success and a direct
result of their lobbying efforts (Table 2, nos. 12, 34).

SSF advocates defined the SSF problem in terms of
food security and fisher livelihoods, which are threat-
ened by industrial, often foreign and illegal, fishing fleets.
Thus, the SSF problem is one of constrained development
rather than environmental impacts, and SSF advocates
took it for granted that resources would be exploited; the
question was of ensuring the benefits were captured by
SSF. Advocates emphasized policy solutions to support
SSF through resource access, participatory governance,
prosecution of illegal fishing, and securing property rights
(Table 2, nos. 12, 34), though the latter were sometimes
assumed to be communal and sometimes individual.
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Although advocates drew on meta-data compiled by the
FAO (2008) to support this depiction of SSF, they also in-
voked a decidedly local scale in describing the problems
of individual fishers, fleets, and communities.

In spite of FAO efforts, SFF are data poor, with infor-
mation on governance regimes (Chuenpagdee & Jentoft
2009), fish stocks (FAO 2008; Pauly & Froese 2012) and
the environment (Peckham et al. 2007) lacking. Recent
reports are pessimistic about the global status of SSF (CEA
2012). This scalar mismatch, between the role of SSF in
local livelihoods and concerns about their global environ-
mental impacts, suggests the depiction of SSF at Rio+20
will sit uneasily with some marine scientists and environ-
mental NGOs, whose stated policy preferences are mostly
at odds with those promoted at Rio+20 (e.g. Jackson
et al. 2001; Pauly et al. 2002; Campbell et al. 2009).

However, marine scientists and environmental NGOs
were mostly absent from SSF discussions at Rio+20. SSF
advocates dominated related side events, and on occa-
sions when contrary visions of SSF were presented, there
was no attempt to debate or reconcile them, with one
exception. During the “Oceans Dialogue,” when SSF ad-
vocates and marine scientists participated together on a
panel, marine scientist Sylvia Earle challenged the dom-
inant SSF representation, by questioning the sustainabil-
ity of most wild capture fisheries. Panelist Jean Michel
Cousteau supported Earle, describing how he increasingly
does not eat fish. However, the dominant SSF framing’s
emphasis on food security, rights, and poverty made such
challenges difficult. Earle’s critique during the Dialogue,
a large public event with a diverse audience, was more
muted than during a side event where marine conserva-
tion was the focus. There, Earle spoke against eating wild
caught fish and of the need for society to develop a new
emotional relationship with fish (Table 2, no. 31).

The few instances that brought marine scientists and
SSF advocates together at Rio+20 suggest the dominant
Rio+20 SSF representation may be challenged, partly on
questions of scalar mismatch and conservation versus
exploitation. This will make it difficult for advocates to
translate SSF “success” at Rio+20 into policy initiatives
(e.g. the FAO’s international guidelines on sustainable
SSF, currently under development; FAO 2012).

Ocean acidification made visible

OA, a topic recently confined to “a small group of sci-
entists” (Ahmad & Opschoor 2009), was highlighted at
Rio+20 as a critical and emerging issue for science and
global ocean health. OA was the focus of four side events
(Table 2, nos. 16, 29, 32, 34), acknowledged in many oth-
ers, and the subject of one paragraph in the outcome doc-
ument (Table 1, ¶ 166). Two previous UNCSD meetings

made no mention of OA, and advocates saw Rio+20 as
an opportunity to address this. Prominent scientists, often
appearing in multiple events, defined and explained the
OA problem and were largely in agreement; increased at-
mospheric CO2 has reduced ocean pH, potentially inter-
fering with the physiology of marine organisms, includ-
ing calcification processes. During side events, advocates
described the threat of OA—to biodiversity, food secu-
rity, and economic development—as global and urgent
(Table 2, nos. 16, 29, 32, 34), and a political spokesper-
son, usually a Small Island Developing States delegate,
often spoke of how OA threatens island livelihoods and
culture.

The concerns of OA advocates are well-reflected in lit-
erature, although some details remain uncertain (Doney,
Balch et al. 2009). A recent meta-analysis showed aggre-
gate negative physiological effects of acidification on ma-
rine life, but variable effects among organisms (Kroeker
et al. 2010). Some species may actually benefit from a
lower seawater pH (Hendriks et al. 2010; Pandolfi et al.
2011), and full population- and ecosystem-level impacts
of OA remain unclear, including for many commercially
valuable species (Le Quesne & Pinnegar 2012). This vari-
ability may reflect broader uncertainties in OA research
(Andersson & Mackenzie 2012), where a disconnect be-
tween chemists and physiologists has potentially resulted
in “an incomplete view of how OA will influence calci-
fiers” (Roleda et al. 2012). Advocates acknowledged such
uncertainty at Rio+20, but their focus was on the aggre-
gate negative effects OA will have on the global marine
environment (Table 2, no. 32).

Scientific uncertainty, however, complicates choices
regarding the scale and venue of policy solutions. Al-
though global seawater pH depends on CO2 levels, lo-
cal OA “hot spots” can be caused or exacerbated by up-
welling events, hypoxia, and eutrophication (Kelly et al.
2011; Andersson & Mackenzie 2012; Table 2, no. 16). As
a result, some advocates promoted local responses to re-
gional stressors, such as overfishing and coastal develop-
ment, as a means to ameliorate OA impacts (Table 2, no.
16). Others asserted a global policy instrument is neces-
sary, and hinted at a strategic value in focusing on OA
as “the other CO2 problem” (Doney, Fabry et al. 2009b)
in order to move a global CO2 reduction agreement for-
ward (Table 2, no. 16). They were not specific about how
such an agreement would arise or its relationship to the
UNFCCC or UNCLOS, topics being discussed in litera-
ture (e.g. Harrould-Kolieb & Herr. 2011; Lamirande 2011;
González 2012; Kim 2012; Turley & Gattuso 2012)). The
Rio+20 outcome document provides little guidance on
these issues. The OA paragraph includes no commitments
and no mention of CO2, though text supporting the latter
was suggested (by the EU and Monaco) and then deleted
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L.M. Campbell et al. Oceans at Rio+20

(by the United States and the G77). The paragraph fo-
cuses primarily on increased research, and mirrors dis-
cussions at side events, where global research initiatives
were highlighted.

The lack of attention OA advocates paid to the details of
policy action in part reflects the homogeneity of interests
at events, where science and scientists dominated. Over-
all, participants reflected a shared understanding of the
OA problem, and although they articulated preferences
for different scales of policy intervention, little debate
emerged around these issues. Further debate is needed.
If both local and global policy interventions are to play
a role in ameliorating OA impacts, these will need to be
integrated into a broader policy instrument and account
for a greater range of perspectives—including those of
coastal policy-makers and residents. While participants
recognized that a global solution was politically problem-
atic, their portrayal of local solutions—MPAs, reduced
fishing fleets, adaptation and mitigation strategies—as
more feasible overlooks challenges experienced in prac-
tice (Jentoft et al. 2007; Agardy et al. 2011). Although OA
advocates appreciated the speed at which the issue has
gained attention, further exploration and debate of solu-
tions is needed if OA is to move beyond the “success” of
recognition.

Discussion

Our analysis reveals the varied extent to which ocean ad-
vocates at Rio+20 realized their objectives in relation to
three ocean issues. Although OA and SSF advocates can
count inclusion of language in the outcome document to-
ward “success,” the text makes no tangible commitments.
In the case of the high seas, the tangible commitment to
establish an implementing agreement was transformed
into a commitment to decide whether or not to estab-
lish one. The UN system requires consensus among states,
and Rio+20 occurred at a time of global economic stress
and low levels of trust (Halle 2012), so failure to deliver
new, tangible commitments is not altogether surprising.
However, as we argued at the outset, meeting decisions
and texts are only a part of governance regimes. In using
CEE to study policy-making processes at Rio+20, we seek
to better understand outcomes, the processes through
which they arise, and what those processes reveal. Here,
we focus on two interlinked points of discussion: first, the
ocean-specific challenges that complicate efforts to find
agreement on ocean issues, and second, the role of inter-
national meetings like Rio+20 in facilitating productive
policy dialogue.

For each ocean issue we examined, we find tensions
associated with scalar mismatch, be it national versus

international interests in the high seas, the state of global
fisheries versus their role in local livelihoods, or the global
versus local impacts of OA and how these map onto pol-
icy interventions. These mismatches are familiar in de-
bates about the global commons, but take on a partic-
ular relevance in oceans because of current governance
gaps that make competing claims to ocean resources dif-
ficult to resolve. At Rio+20, the question of conservation
versus exploitation received little attention. For high seas
advocates, conservation via MPAs was the goal. SSF ad-
vocates assumed exploitation would continue and were
concerned to capture its benefits. For OA, the question
is less direct, but still relevant. For example, local efforts
to increase resilience to OA include limiting fishing and
establishing MPAs. One of the reasons the conservation
versus exploitation question was seldom addressed is be-
cause of homogeneity of interests. Although the UN pro-
motes UNCSD as a venue for nonstate actors to influence
UN policy processes, and it theoretically provides a plat-
form for productive dialogue, we found this not to be
the case. State positions were defended, rather than ne-
gotiated. Side events showcased preformed positions and
were attended by those with similar interests. Different
understandings of problems were seldom expressed in the
same venue, much less debated.

The lack of constructive dialogue is in part a function
of how such meetings are organized (Brosius & Campbell
2010). High seas sessions were separate from those on
SSF, and although many of the NGOs advocating on the
high seas would likely take issue with some claims made
by SSF advocates, they were not in the same room at
Rio+20. OA sessions were multiple, but generally at-
tended by the same group of people often listening to the
same speakers. With no SFF advocates in their audience,
OA panellists could reflect without challenge on the mer-
its of MPAs and reducing fishing effort as a response to
OA hotspots.

Though meeting structure limits the possibility for pro-
ductive dialogue, structure is not the only constraint.
When different understandings of problems were re-
vealed, participants made few attempts to recognize
these, much less engage with them. During “Oceans
Day,” when the Global Oceans Forum hosted a full day
of panels addressing diverse issues in a packed Rio Con-
ventions Pavilion, there was little debate. Rather, the
mood was congratulatory, with speakers acknowledging
the progress ocean advocates have made in getting oceans
on the agenda. This is an interest that brings diverse
ocean advocates together, and given the relative lack of
attention at previous UNCSDs, it is understandable. How-
ever, the challenges for developing shared understanding
of ocean problems and solutions, as reflected in discus-
sions at Rio+20, are unlikely to be resolved without more
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constructive policy dialogue, if not at UNCSD, then else-
where.
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