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20 Oceans Economy and Trade Strategy: Belize marine fisheries and seafood processing sectors

Table 2. Summary of key institutional issues highlighted and proposed strategies and actions

Sector Issue 
Code

Key issues 
highlighted

Proposed 
Strategy Actions

Marine 
fisheries 
and 
seafood 
processing.

I1

Limited regulations 
addressing finfish 
which may result in 
unselective fishing 
practices causing 
over-fishing and 
production of lower 
grade fish.

Develop 
regulations 
pertaining to 
finfish stock 
management.

Conduct (or validate) deep-sea fish stock 
assessment and research.

Establish minimum size limits and 
TAC for finfish species (or species of 
importance to deep-sea fishing – e.g. 
Lutjanus sp.).

I2

Challenges in 
streamlining 
and accessing 
fisherfolk datasets 
for monitoring and 
reporting which 
results in the inability 
to access information 
in real time to make 
evidence-based 
decisions.

Streamline 
fisherfolk 
database to 
provide the 
most up-to-date 
information.

Assess the capacity of data 
management procedures.

Develop a data entry and management 
protocols for fisherfolk dataset.

Hire additional staff and conduct 
trainings in database management.

Institute late fee and licensing deadlines.

I3
Limited resources for 
the enforcement of 
fisheries regulations.

Enhance 
collaborative 
approaches to 
enforcement 
monitoring to 
combat IUU 
fishing.

Conduct training with enforcement 
bodies on existing and additional 
regulations (i.e. finfish). 

Source: Interview with BFD staff, 2019.

Photo: Jason Houston/Rare
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Executive summary
The vital importance of the oceans for human life and the development of livelihoods 
is recognized in Sustainable Development Goal 14 (life below water) and its trade-
related targets, as well as in subsequent national and international declarations. In the 
call for action made by Heads of States, Governments and high-level representatives 
at the Conference to Support the Implementation of Sustainable Development 
Goal 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development, also known as the Ocean Conference, held at United Nations 
Headquarters in New York from 5 to 9 June 2017, all parties were exhorted to “support 
the promotion and strengthening of sustainable ocean-based economies” (United 
Nations, 2017, paragraph 13 (q)). Further, United Nations Member States revised the 
draft declaration of the Conference and urged that greater efforts be made in the areas 
of data collection, cooperation and inclusion.

Meeting these ambitious targets and objectives will require coherent policies at 
the sectoral, national and international levels with regard to production, trade 
and the environment. So far, most initiatives for attaining Goal 14 have focused on  
the sustainability of ocean ecosystems and ocean management. Limited work has been 
done on the identification of ocean-based sectors and assessment of their economic 
relevance: only a handful of countries have developed a classification that identifies 
the key sectors and subsectors that fall within the purview of an ocean economy. Only  
a few regional and international initiatives have attempted to map and measure the ocean 
economy, and modest international funds have been devoted to the development of 
ocean economy and trade strategies. The assessment and mapping of ocean-based 
sectors requires technical expertise and resources, a task that is hindered by the lack 
of an international classification of goods and/or services that can be directly applied  
to mapping ocean economy sectors.

This publication aims to lay a foundation for filling information and data gaps in trade 
in ocean-based sectors to facilitate its sustainable development within and across 
borders. The publilcation proposes a sustainable ocean economy classification for 
tradable goods and services that can be used by all countries at any time. It has 
been conceptualized considering its application for the design of coherent policies,  
the assessment of the pillars of sustainable ocean development and the comprehensive 
analysis of the value chains as part of the ocean-based sectors (goods and services). 
The main principles on which the classification is based are similar to those of any 
other international classifications of goods and services – applicability, standardization, 
comprehensiveness and flexibility.

The proposed classification builds on the work of regional and international organizations 
to assess ocean-based sectors. It also takes into account national ocean economy 
classifications, the structure of existing international classifications of goods and services, 
lessons learned from the implementation of ocean economy trade strategies of the United 
Nations Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea and UNCTAD, the UNCTAD 
Oceans and Fisheries Programme and the UNCTAD blue biotrade approach and projects. 

The classification presented here benefited from the guidance and inputs from experts 
from international organizations, the private sector, Governments, academia and civil 
society.
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The classification features three categories: goods, services and energy. Each category 
is divided into chapters (A-M), and each chapter is subdivided into a three-digit level of 
detail covering 52 subsectors. 

The classification sectors are as follows: 

A. Marine fisheries 
B. Aquaculture and hatcheries

C. Seafood processing

D. Sea minerals

E. Ships, port equipment and parts thereof

F. High-technology and other manufactures not elsewhere classified (NEC)

G. Marine and coastal tourism

H. Trade in fisheries services

I. Maritime transport and related services

J. Port services, related infrastructure services and logistical services

K. Coastal and marine environmental services

L. Marine research and development and related services 

M. Ocean energy and renewable energy

x Towards a harmonized international trade classification for the development of sustainable ocean-based economies



I. INTRODUCTION

Oceans contribute to supply  oxygen in the Earth’s atmosphere; absorb half of all global 
carbon emissions; help mitigate the impact of climate change; and determine weather 
patterns, temperatures and water cycles (United Nations, 2020). They account for 
80 per cent of the planet’s biodiversity (World Economic Forum, 2020) and are major 
contributors to food security and livelihoods; in fact, about three billion people rely 
on marine and coastal biodiversity for their livelihoods. Oceans are also vital to the 
world’s economy – over 80 per cent of global trade is carried out at sea (UNCTAD, 
2019a). Over the years, oceans have supported a wide range of economic activities 
and continuous innovation in traditional sectors (fisheries and transport), fast growing 
industries (aquaculture, marine pharmacology, marine research and development 
services) and many others (OECD, 2019a).

Despite the importance of oceans to human life and economic prosperity, not enough 
has been done to mitigate the risks that unsustainable industrial and consumer 
practices pose to its health, nor to address the negative impact from climate change. 

Human activities such as overfishing (about 34.2 per cent of all fish stocks are at 
unsustainable biological levels) (FAO, 2020) and pollution caused by chemicals and 
plastics, which continue to enter the ocean at an alarming rate,1 have led to the extinction 
of species, variations in ocean biomass levels and the degradation of ecosystems.  
The latter is responsible for the loss of half of the world’s living corals (United Nations, 
2020). In addition, the impact of climate change on the oceans has prompted a rise 
in sea level and ocean temperatures, ocean acidification, deoxygenation, shifts in fish 
distribution, a decrease in fish stocks, coastal erosion and extreme weather events 
(UNCTAD, 2019b). Ocean-based economic sectors are being directly and indirectly 
affected by these trends. Failing to implement cohesive corrective actions will not 
only harm these ecosystems but will also put human health and well-being, jobs and 
economies at risk, and even more so in a post-pandemic world.

1 Every year at least 8 million tons of plastic end up in the ocean; this accounts for 80 per cent of all marine 
debris, from surface waters to deep-sea sediments. See https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-briefs/
marine-plastics, accessed 13 May 2020.
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The international community and national Governments have been devoting considerable 
resources towards sustaining the ocean ecosystems, both in terms of legislative 
support,2 as well as knowledge-sharing and capacity-building.3 For instance, more and 
more countries and regions are putting in place strategic policy frameworks for better 
ocean management. In 2016, spatial ocean management initiatives were under way 
in about 50 countries. It is also expected that by 2025, more than 25 countries will 
have government-approved plans covering about 25 per cent of the world’s exclusive 
economic zones4 (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
2016). International organizations and agencies and programmes such as the United 
Nations Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea; FAO; International Union 
for Conservation of Nature; OECD; UNEP; United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization; World Economic Forum and many others, are also allocating 
resources to the sustainable management of the oceans. 

A much smaller share of resources, however, has so far been devoted to enhancing the 
understanding and sustainability of ocean-based economies in an integrated manner. 
Ocean-based industries interrelate and interact with each other and their ocean 
landscape in multiple ways (OECD, 2016). In most countries, however, policies and 
approaches regarding the development of ocean-based economic sectors within or 
across borders and the sustainable management of the oceans are often characterized 
by a silo mentality. The situation is particularly precarious in non-traditional ocean-based 
sectors for which there are rarely any specialized agencies – national or international 
– that could support their sustainable development.5 Unlike the more traditional, ocean-
based sectors, these non-traditional sectors lack prerequisites for thriving, such as 
institutional backing to support their efficiency and capacity, access to markets and 
sound policy and business environments. Further, information about these new sectors 
is scattered, making cooperation among economic sectors and between the public and 
private sectors more difficult. There is much to be done to improve policy coherence 
across borders so that countries can cooperate with their peers in managing marine 
ecosystems. The absence of such an enabling environment limits the effectiveness of 
policies and resources, and in turn takes a toll on incoming investments6 and hampers 
the sustainable development of ocean-based sectors.

2 For example, an international legally binding instrument is being elaborated under the Convention on the Law 
of the Sea on the conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity of areas beyond national 
jurisdiction. 

3 For example, the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization is preparing the implementation of the United Nations Decade of 
Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021–2030). See www.oceandecade.org, accessed 
18 December 2020.

4 Exclusive economic zones are one of the key features of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea. The Convention recognizes the right of coastal States to jurisdiction and to exploit, develop, 
manage and conserve all resources to be found in the waters, on the ocean floor and in the subsoil. 
Article 57 (breadth of the exclusive economic zone) states that “The exclusive economic zone shall not 
extend beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea is 
measured”.

5 Among the few exceptions are Barbados, Mauritius and Seychelles, which have ministries or departments 
exclusively dedicated to the blue and ocean economy.  

6 See, for example, Credit Suisse, 2020.

www.oceandecade.org
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Another factor limiting the sustainable development of ocean-based sectors is the lack 
of availability and accessibility of quality, up-to-date economic data on trade, value 
added and employment, for example. This can be attributed to the following factors:

• There is no internationally recognized classification of ocean-based goods and 
services that can be used to identify and map sectors linked to the ocean 
economy. 

• Only a handful of countries are collecting data broken down by ocean-based 
sectors.

• Given the lack of an international ocean economy classification, these data are 
not comparable across countries.

• Current classifications used for collecting good and services data are overly 
aggregated and lack detail and specificity. it is not always possible to determine 
the ocean-based sectors from these classifications.

• Gathering data on services by industries is particularly problematic at the 
national and global levels: the classifications used by most countries to collect 
services data are even more highly aggregated than for goods; other service 
data, which may have higher levels of disaggregation for certain sectors, do 
not necessarily include all countries or are not comparable across countries or 
sectors. Further, data collection may be costly.

The economic and trade aspects of ocean-based goods and services are a critical 
element of Sustainable Development Goal 14, especially targets 14.4, 14.6, 14.7 
and 14.b, and subsequent calls for action and declarations. Yet, scant attention and 
resources have been directed towards these areas. In response to these concerns, the 
Nairobi Maafikiano, paragraph 100 (t), calls on UNCTAD to take the following action: 
“in cooperation with other relevant international organizations and other stakeholders, 
support developing countries, in particular small island developing States, in the 
advancement of Sustainable Development Goal 14 in the design and implementation 
of regional and/or national economic development strategies for the conservation and 
sustainable use of oceans and their resources, seeking to promote sustainable trade in 
ocean-based sectors…” (UNCTAD, 2016).

The objective of this publication is to establish a basis for filling information and data 
gaps in the trade of goods and services in ocean-based sectors and to facilitate 
integrated actions that promote sustainable ocean-based economies. To do so, the 
publication proposes a sustainable ocean economy classification for tradable goods 
and services7 that can be applied by all countries at any time. It has been conceptualized 
considering its application for the design of coherent policies and coordinated actions, 
for the assessment of pillars of sustainable ocean development8 and a comprehensive 
analysis of the value-chain component of ocean-based sectors (goods and services).

7 That is, the classification does not include services provided by the oceans (e.g. ecosystems services 
such as clean water and air) or public services (e.g. customs services).

8 See https://unctad.org/topic/trade-and-environment/oceans-economy (accessed 8 January 2021).

https://unctad.org/topic/trade-and-environment/oceans-economy
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The proposed classification was developed with guidance and inputs from industry 
experts from international organizations, the private sector, Governments, academia 
and civil society. It includes ocean-based goods that are directly harvested from the 
oceans (e.g. fish and sponges), cultivated from marine species (e.g. cultivated shrimp 
or pearls), ocean-based raw materials (e.g. corals and salts), marine-based processed 
goods (e.g. fish oils, prepared and preserved fish, marine pharmaceuticals), and 
products for carrying out ocean-based activities (e.g. fishing gear, boats, appliances and 
equipment for maritime transport and ports, products and technologies for aquaculture, 
machineries and appliances for fish processing, high-technology manufactures for 
clean energy and marine sports products). The classification also includes ocean-
based services that use marine ecosystems for the delivery of services (e.g. coastal 
tourism and maritime transport) or seek to conserve, sustainably use or clean up the 
marine environment (e.g. environmental services), support marine industries (e.g. 
trade in fisheries services, port-related infrastructure and logistical services) or seek to 
develop new innovation or processes based on marine resources (e.g. marine research 
and development, and scientific and technical consulting services). The classification 
also includes ocean-renewable energies (e.g. offshore wind energy,  tidal power and 
wave power). 

Chapter II of this report aims to reach those who seek to achieve the sustainability of 
the oceans, as well as those who work in the ocean economy and trade. It sets the 
context in which ocean-based sectors evolve and outlines the five pillars of sustainable 
ocean development established by UNCTAD. The chapter also sheds some light on the 
challenges, current strategies and the relevance of trade for the development of these 
sectors. Chapter III introduces the international classification that has been used for 
the development of ocean economy classifications and the frameworks underpinning 
current international goods and services classifications used for collecting data. 
Chapter IV discusses the guiding principles for the development of the ocean-based 
classification proposed in this publication, and the methodology and limitations of the 
classification. It presents and maps the sectors and subsectors of the sustainable 
ocean economy classification for tradable goods, services and energy. Annex 3, which 
contains an online Excel component,9 provides a comprehensive mapping of the 
proposed sustainable ocean economy classification; the annex describes the ocean-
based sectors and identifies relevant goods and services codes of existing classifications 
for each subsector. Chapter V offers guidelines on the use of the classification and 
recommendations for the way forward.

9 Excel version available at https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditcted2020d4_excel_
en.xlsx.



At present there is no commonly agreed definition of a “sustainable ocean economy”. 
For most United Nations agencies and the World Bank, sustainable ocean-based 
economies10 and blue economies11 encompass all industries that utilize and contribute 
to the conservation of ocean, sea and coastal resources for human benefit in a manner 
that sustains all ocean resources over time.12

All definitions in the relevant literature affirm that an ocean-based economy must 
ensure the sustainable use and conservation of the ocean-based marine environment, 
related biodiversity, ecosystems, species and genetic resources, including marine 
living organisms (from fish and algae to micro-organisms) and natural resources in the 
seabed (OECD, 2016, 2019; United Nations 2020; UNCTAD, 2019b). All recognize  
the interdependencies that exist between ocean-based industries and marine 
ecosystems.13 Most definitions also refer to economic activities that support the 
functioning of ocean-based economic sectors – these can be located anywhere, 
including in landlocked countries.14 

In line with all these definitions, this publication focuses on tradable sectors. It does not 
include services provided by the oceans, i.e. ecosystems services such as clean water 
and air, as including them would imply a different accounting system that goes beyond 
economic activities strictly speaking. 

The landscape of ocean-based economies has undergone a profound transition over 
the past 30 years. It shifted its focus from the more traditional domains – for example, 
shipping and fishing – to include activities such as tourism and a much larger array of 
new goods and services that are continuously expanding and reshaping traditional 
industries. Examples of new industries include the following: offshore aquaculture, 
marine pharmacology, marine biotechnology, renewable energies (e.g. offshore wind, 
tidal and wave energy), low-carbon vessels and maritime technologies, maritime 
surveillance, environmental services, and research and development services. Such 

10 The term “sustainable ocean-based economies” is used in the 2020 United Nations Ocean Conference 
Declaration (United Nations, 2020). 

11 The term “blue economy” may not be used identically worldwide, for instance the definition of the 
Economic Commission for Africa includes lakes, rivers and other bodies of water, in addition to oceans 
(see www.uneca.org/publications/blue-economy; accessed 18 December 2020). 

12 See, for example, United Nations, 2020; UNCTAD, 2018, 2019a; United Nations Development Programme, 
2018; World Bank and United Nations, 2017. 

13 Some countries and organizations are attempting to assess the value of oceans. For instance, OECD 
defines the ocean economy as the sum of the economic activities of ocean-based industries, together 
with the assets, goods and services provided by marine ecosystems and recognizes the interdependency 
of those two pillars (OECD, 2016).

14 For instance, Collgan, 2016; European Commission, 2019; OECD, 2016; and UNCTAD, 2018.
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