OPINION
published: 20 April 2022
doi: 10.3389/fmars.2022.873572

Mainstreaming Equity and
Justice in the Ocean
Nathan J. Bennett 1,2,3*
1 The Peopled Seas Initiative, North Vancouver, BC, Canada, 2 People and the Ocean Specialist Group, Commission on
Environmental, Economic and Social Policy, International Union for Conservation of Nature, Gland, Switzerland,
3 School of Public Policy and Global Affairs, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC, Canada

Keywords: ocean equity, ocean justice, blue justice, marine justice, Ocean governance, Marine policy, marine
conservation, ocean sustainability

EQUITY AND JUSTICE IN THE OCEAN

Edited by:
Annette Breckwoldt,
Leibniz Centre for Tropical Marine
Research (LG), Germany
Reviewed by:
Samiya Ahmed Selim,
Leibniz Centre for Tropical Marine
Research (LG), Germany
*Correspondence:
Nathan J Bennett
nathan.j.bennett.1@gmail.com
Specialty section:
This article was submitted to
Marine Affairs and Policy,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Marine Science
Received: 11 February 2022
Accepted: 30 March 2022
Published: 20 April 2022
Citation:
Bennett NJ (2022) Mainstreaming
Equity and Justice in the Ocean.
Front. Mar. Sci. 9:873572.
doi: 10.3389/fmars.2022.873572

Equity and justice considerations have risen to the surface in policy deliberations, management
decisions, and program design related to marine conservation, ﬁsheries management, and blue
economy development. These topics have been brought to the forefront by academic
documentation of social justice and distributional issues across these different marine policy
realms (Kittinger et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2019; Armstrong, 2020; Bennett
et al., 2021a) and coinciding civil society efforts to raise the proﬁle of the social injustices facing
small-scale ﬁshers, coastal communities, different genders, and diverse racial and ethnic groups
(Isaacs, 2019; Johnson, 2020; Gustavsson et al., 2021). Academic and civil society groups and
individuals have coined a number of catch phrases to refer to the relationship between equity,
justice, and the oceans - including blue justice, marine justice, ocean justice and ocean equity
(Martin et al., 2019; Armstrong, 2020; Österblom et al., 2020; Bennett et al., 2021a). Small-scale
ﬁsheries organizations, for example, coined the now popular term ‘blue justice’ to refer to the effects
of blue growth and industrial ﬁsheries on the rights, resources and livelihoods of small-scale ﬁshers
and coastal communities (Cohen et al., 2019; Isaacs, 2019; Bennett et al., 2021a; Jentoft et al., 2022).
Scholars also recently proposed ‘marine justice’ as an academic concept, a paradigm, and a
movement that merges concerns for the marine environment and environmental justice
(Widener, 2018; Martin et al., 2019). The idea of ‘ocean equity’ emerged in a 2020 report of the
High Level Panel on the Sustainable Ocean Economy titled ‘Towards Ocean Equity’ that highlighted
the need for the burgeoning ocean economy to be inclusive and account for equity in the
distribution of beneﬁts (Bennett et al., 2019b; Österblom et al., 2020). Marine biologist and
conservationist Ayana Elizabeth Johnson uses the phrase ‘ocean justice’ to underscore the
importance of paying attention to climate justice and racial justice issues in ocean conservation
(Johnson, 2020).
While somewhat different in their history and formulation, the proponents behind each of these
catch phrases share a common concern for the need to urgently address emergent equity and justice
issues in ocean governance and management. This growing interest in equity and justice in the
oceans is positive progress from just a few years ago when these topics were still peripheral in ocean
policy deliberations and insufﬁciently considered in programs and funding focused on oceans and
sustainability (Bennett, 2018). Globally, many ocean-focused conservation and development
government agencies, non-governmental organizations, and funders have become quite
interested in how to embed and operationalize equity and justice in their work (Österblom et al.,
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2020; Bennett et al., 2021b). Yet, these organizations still often
lack the foundational knowledge, mandate, capacity, and
diversity to be able to adequately account for and address
equity and justice issues. This opinion editorial provides six
recommendations for how marine conservation and
development organizations can establish a strong internal
foundation for mainstreaming equity and justice issues in
external marine policies, programs, practices and portfolios.

recognitional, procedural, distributional, management,
environmental, and contextual dimensions (McDermott et al.,
2013; Pascual et al., 2014; Schreckenberg et al., 2016; Zafra-Calvo
et al., 2017; Bennett et al., 2019a; Bennett et al., 2021b; Engen
et al., 2021). Drawing insights from these literatures, for example,
the various dimensions of ‘ocean equity’ might be deﬁned
as follows:
a. Recognitional equity: the acknowledgement and consideration
of local rights, values, visions, knowledge, needs and
livelihoods in policy and practice;
b. Procedural equity: the level of inclusiveness and participation
in decision-making, and the embodiment of good governance
principles (e.g., transparency, accountability, responsiveness,
consensus orientation and efﬁciency);
c. Distributional equity: the degree of fairness in the allocation of
beneﬁts, and the minimization of harms to local populations
and among groups;
d. Management equity: the extent of local capacity for, leadership
in, and authority over management activities;
e. Environmental equity: the safeguarding and maintenance of
local environmental quality, sustainability, and nature’s
beneﬁts to people; and,
f. Contextual equity: the extent to which broader contextual
factors (e.g., economic, governance, social structures, climate
change, environmental conditions, rule of law) enable or
undermine local social equity and the advancement of
equity in policy and practice (see Figure 1).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
MAINSTREAMING EQUITY AND JUSTICE
IN OCEAN ORGANIZATIONS, POLICY AND
PRACTICE
Develop Awareness of Past Equity and
Justice Issues in Marine Policy Spheres
Where the Organization Works
History is a good teacher. For example, research has shown how
the creation of marine protected areas has marginalized,
displaced and socially impacted local communities, small-scale
ﬁshers, and Indigenous populations (Cross, 2015; Hill, 2017;
Kamat, 2018; Sowman and Sunde, 2018). A recent review of the
literature on ocean-based economic development provides
insights into 10 social issues that require attention: tenure and
access, environmental justice, ecosystem services, small-scale
ﬁsheries, food security, economic beneﬁts, socio-cultural
impacts, gender equity, human rights, and inclusive
governance (Bennett et al., 2021a). Past ﬁsheries management
has been critiqued for failing to adequately account for social
considerations, leading to corporate concentration and
inequitable distribution of economic beneﬁts, and undermining
Indigenous and human rights (Kittinger et al., 2017; Pinkerton,
2017). Marine spatial planning processes have been shown to
provide a voice to powerful actors, while excluding groups who
were already marginalized (Flannery et al., 2018; Clarke and
Flannery, 2019). Coastal climate adaptation processes can
reinforce and entrench pre-existing inequalities for racially
diverse groups (Hardy et al., 2017). Familiarity with historical
social justice issues in marine conservation, ﬁsheries
management, or the ocean economy can provide important
insights into how to avoid these issues in the future.

The application of each dimension of ocean equity will, of
course, differ across social, cultural, economic, historical and
political contexts (Dawson et al., 2018; Gurney et al., 2021). Thus
ocean organizations should convene strategic teams and
inclusive conversations to consider the practical implications
and operationalization of each dimension for the design of
policies, practices, programs, or funding portfolios for the
different marine policies spheres that are within their purview.

Mainstream Equity and Justice in
Organizational Policies, Practices,
Programs, and Portfolios
Ocean-focused government agencies, non-governmental
organizations, and funders should then consider how to
explicitly incorporate social equity and justice considerations
and actions into their future policy frameworks, management
practices, programmatic objectives, and funding portfolios.
Governments, for example, might ensure that national laws
and policy frameworks mandate the equitable distribution of
economic beneﬁts in the blue economy (Cisneros-Montemayor
et al., 2019; Österblom et al., 2020) or require consideration of
access rights and fair allocation of beneﬁts when ﬁsheries
management measures are implemented (Kittinger et al., 2017;
Bennett et al., 2019a). Non-governmental organizations should
integrate equity and justice considerations (e.g., rights, inclusion,
human well-being, local initiatives) into the objectives of marine
programs and projects or articulate a code of conduct with social

Explore How Equity and Justice Are
Deﬁned and Can be Operationalized in
Marine Policy and Practice
Another step for organizations to take is to develop a
foundational understanding of what equity and justice mean,
and how these norms might be applied in marine policies and
programs. Equity and justice refer, in general terms, to right and
fair treatment of people – including in the processes, application
and outcomes of a public policy or organizational practice. The
academic literature related to conservation, environmental
management and the oceans have proposed various
dimensions that are integral to equity or justice, including
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principles that teams and programs should embody (Bennett
et al., 2017; Lutz, 2017; Blue Nature Alliance, 2021). Ocean
funders have signiﬁcant power to inﬂuence programs and actions
on the ground, and thus a corresponding responsibility to
examine whether and how their funding portfolio is advancing
or undermining social equity or justice in the pursuit of
sustainability. Marine conservation efforts and ﬁsheries
management initiatives may, for instance, further marginalize
local groups, undermine local rights, and entrench inequities if
inadequate funding is provided to support enabling activities
such as participatory decision-making processes, analysis of the
social context, and gender mainstreaming practices. Oceanfocused non-governmental organizations and funders may also
elect to prioritize speciﬁc issues such as food security in ﬁsheries
management, gender inclusion in the blue economy, or
Indigenous-led marine conservation through their programs
and funding. All ocean-focused organizations should establish
their own tracking and accountability mechanisms to ensure
they are taking action and achieving their stated objectives.

being. However, many ocean-focused conservation
organizations, government agencies, and foundations have
insufﬁcient capacity in the human dimensions. These
organizations often hire individuals trained in biology or
ﬁsheries, and their education and past experience thus leaves
them ill-equipped to consider the people side of ocean policy and
practice. A ﬁrst step is to hire personnel with training, experience
and knowledge of working with people and considering the
human dimensions in programmatic decisions. Another way to
increase human dimensions capacity is to develop the ability of
individuals at all levels within the organization to think socially,
and to apply that thinking to real world practice. This type of
thinking is required at all levels from programmatic staff right up
to board members. Marine policy-makers and practitioners need
to be able to consider responses to questions such as the
following: What is the difference between a stakeholder and a
rights-holder, and how should these two groups be treated
differently? How can local cultural norms, practices and values
be incorporated into management? What is required to practice
inclusive decision-making and good governance? How might
this initiative support or undermine human well-being for local
communities and different groups? Ocean-focused organizations
should provide capacity-building opportunities for staff to learn
about the human dimensions topics and promote spaces to
practice designing solutions that incorporate social thinking
(Shapira et al., 2017).

Increase Organizational Human
Dimensions Capacity and Ability to
Think Socially
Considering equity requires being able to think socially – to
understand and be able to apply human dimensions topics such
as rights and tenure, culture, good governance, and human well-

FIGURE 1 | What is ocean equity?
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differences, which may include race, ethnicity, national origin,
sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, socioeconomic
background, education level, physical and mental ability, age,
physical appearance, and political views. Hiring processes need to
be attentive to bias and seek to increase diversity within an
organization’s stafﬁng and leadership roles to ensure broad and
intersectional representation. In particular, underrepresented
groups and people from those places, communities, and groups
who are involved in or affected by an ocean organization’s
policies and practices should be better represented within
ocean organizations. Creating a genuine culture of inclusion
within organizations requires going deeper to ensure that
diverse individuals feel welcome and valued. Practices to
increase inclusiveness might include, for example, conducting
bias and anti-discrimination training, ensuring effective
harassment policies and responses are in place, creating an
environment that accepts diverse identities and respects
divergent opinions, ensuring everyone has an opportunity to
speak in meetings, engaging different communication styles, and
recognizing distinct contributions to the workplace (Bailey et al.,
2020; National Audubon Society, 2020). Equitable treatment in
the workplace means that rates of promotion, wages and
treatment should be fair for groups of diverse genders, races
and abilities (Jones and Solomon, 2019). Attention to inclusion
and equitable treatment will improve retention and advancement
of diverse individuals within ocean organizations (Smith et al.,
2017). Ultimately, internal teams and processes of ocean
organizations should aim to be a mirror of external intentions.

Support Marine Social Science Research
and Engage With Evidence Regarding the
Human Dimensions
It is often claimed that good environmental decisions require
adequate scientiﬁc evidence. As much of the coastal and marine
environment is populated and used by local people, evidenceinformed decision-making processes for the oceans should rely
on insights from both the natural and social sciences. The marine
social sciences include a broad set of disciplines, theories,
methods and analytical approaches that can be used to
rigorously study the human dimensions of the oceans (Arbo
et al., 2018; Bennett, 2019; McKinley et al., 2020). There are a
number of social science topics that are important to
comprehend to be able address each aspect of equity or justice.
Addressing recognitional equity or justice, for instance, will
beneﬁt from research that documents tenure and rights,
assesses diverse perspectives on a policy, examines gendered
differences in resource use, explores cultural values, or
investigates current livelihoods. Social science assessments of
legal and policy frameworks, stakeholder engagement and
collaborative management processes, or levels of good
governance [transparency, accountability, rule of law, free prior
and informed consent (FPIC), etc.] can be instructive for
advancing procedural equity or justice. Research on the current
status of human well-being, socio-economic impacts of
initiatives, or potential livelihood opportunities will help to
make decisions to advance distributional equity and justice.
Social indicators can also be developed to track how well
different aspects of equity and justice are being addressed in
ocean policies and programs (Zafra-Calvo et al., 2017; Bennett
et al., 2021b; Engen et al., 2021). Moreover, without insights from
the marine social sciences, ocean policy, programmatic, and
funding decisions are often made ‘in the dark’ with regards to
the social context and the equity and justice implications for
coastal populations. These decisions may even be producing
more harm than good.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING REMARKS
Addressing equity and justice has become integral to ocean
sustainability efforts. Many ocean-focused organizations –
in c l u d i ng g ov e r nm e n t a g e n ci e s , n on - g o ve r n m e nt a l
organizations, and funders – are thus interested in advancing
equity and justice in their policies, practices, programs, and
portfolios. This opinion paper makes 6 recommendations to
ensure ocean organizations have the foundational knowledge,
mandate, capacity, and diversity necessary to carry out this
work. These recommendations include the following: 1)
Develop awareness of past equity and justice issues in marine
policy spheres where the organization works; 2) Explore how
equity and justice are deﬁned and can be operationalized in
marine policy and practice; 3) Mainstream equity and justice in
organizational policies, practices, programs, and portfolios; 4)
Increase organizational human dimensions capacity and ability
to think socially; 5) Support marine social science research and
engage with evidence regarding the human dimensions; and, 6)
Commit to internal organizational equity, diversity and
inclusion as a foundation for external equity and justice
work. Concerted efforts are needed to ensure that equity and
justice are mainstreamed within marine policies and practice.
Creating strong organizational foundations is an important
starting place and enabler for advancing equity and justice in
the ocean.

Commit to Internal Organizational Equity,
Diversity and Inclusion as a Foundation for
External Equity and Justice Work
Institutional histories of colonialism, racism and sexism have led
to the uplifting of some and exclusion of other people of various
races, sexes, geographies and backgrounds in ocean organizations
(Smith et al., 2017; Ahmadia et al., 2021; Belhabib, 2021). This
has meant that the ocean science and conservation communities
have historically lacked, and continue to lack, diversity (Smith
et al., 2017; Ahmadia et al., 2021; Belhabib, 2021). Yet, equity,
diversity and inclusion within ocean organizations are
fundamental to be able to gain diverse perspectives, develop
shared understandings, and produce transformative solutions to
address ocean sustainability challenges, and ocean equity and
justice issues. Thus, ocean organizations must work and take
actions to address barriers to diverse representation, genuine
inclusion, and equitable treatment. Diversity means having a mix
of people within an organization who represent a wide range of
abilities, experiences, knowledge and strengths due to their
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