
Children’s human right 
to 

a healthy ocean
and a safe climate 

Elisa Morgera
Professor of Global Environmental Law
University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, UK

Director of the One Ocean Hub
Elisa.morgera@strath.ac.uk
https://oneoceanhub.org

mailto:Elisa.morgera@strath.ac.uk
https://oneoceanhub.org/


Comms and Media

#oneocean

@OneOceanHub @OneOceanHubhttps://oneoceanhub.org

https://oneoceanhub.org/


Climate Change

Toxics

Biodiversity
Land/ 

freshwater/ 

ocean

We know more about 
outer space than we 
know about the 
ocean → UN Decade 
for Ocean Science

→ foreseeability?
→ precaution!

But the ocean was not mentioned in:



Photo Credit Linus Nylund

How important is the ocean? 
• The ocean provides half of the oxygen we breathe
• The ocean absorbs 26% of greenhouse gas emissions from the atmosphere
• The ocean is rich and diverse life that provides multiple actual and potential 

benefits to those that live on land (eg: food; renewables; bio-medical research)

• the full extent of the ocean’s biodiversity and its benefits to humanity are not 
fully known or understood

• we have limited understanding of the intrinsic, as well as the social and 
cultural, values of marine biodiversity

• meanwhile we do know that marine life is declining dramatically, albeit not 
yet irreversibly, due to 
• over-fishing 
• other overexploitation of marine resources
• climate change
• pollution
• increasing health issues affecting marine life, as well as humans (seabirds 

influenza)
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Children’s human rights depend on a healthy ocean (1) 

Children’s rights to life, development and survival, and health depend on 
• the ocean producing oxygen, and mitigating climate change
• the consumption of non-contaminated seafood (toxics, micro-plastics)
• avoiding exposure to antibiotic-resistant organisms in seafood and marine 

waters (due to antibiotic use in humans and agriculture)
• climate change impacts on the ocean (sea-level rise, more unpredictable and 

destructive storms and flooding)

Children’s right to food depends on fish an important source of omega-3 
unsaturated fatty acids 

Children’s right to water depends on the role of the ocean in the global water cycle

Children’s right to culture and play depend on access to a healthy ocean 

Children’s rights to education and to science are dependent on progress in filling 
the major knowledge gaps on the ocean and its benefits to humanity
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Children’s human rights depend on a healthy ocean (2) 
Children’s rights of access to environmental information, participation in 
environmental decision-making and access to justice and to non-discrimination 
depend on:
• Sufficient information about the ocean, its healthy and its impacts on children
• Ocean-inclusive environmental impact assessments & strategic environmental 

assessments
• Marine Spatial Planning
• the recognition of “ocean defenders” as environmental human rights defenders 

• UN Convention on Biological Diversity
• Paris Agreement and its ocean dialogue
• UN negotiations on marine biodiversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction
• FAO: sustainable fisheries; protection of the human rights of small-scale fishers 
• regional fisheries management organizations
• Negotiations of deep-seabed mining regulations at International Seabed Authority
• UN Environment Assembly just launched new treaty negotiations on plastics



Key insights for the General Comment

• A child rights-based approach should mean a precautionary approach

• Children must be recognised as rights holders when it comes to their participation in 
environmental action, climate action and ocean action at different scales

• Supporting a holistic understanding of the environment, including the ocean

• Cautioning against non-integrated approaches to environmental issues (considering the climate-
biodiversity-ocean-human rights nexus)

• integrated interpretation of due diligence obligations under international environmental law, and 
the minimum standards of conduct required by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

• children’s human rights give clear and binding legal content to the principle of intergenerational 
equity under international environmental law and the law of the sea 

• Clarifying the content of children’s right to environmental education, prioritizing awareness and 
capacity gaps in relation to the ocean and its importance for the climate, freshwater and terrestrial 
ecosystems + cultural heritage and right to culture → supporting children’s participation

https://oneoceanhub.org/publications/policy-brief-dont-forget-a-healthy-ocean-as-part-of-childrens-right-to-a-healthy-environment/
https://oneoceanhub.org/publications/integrated-and-inclusive-ocean-governance-is-essential-to-tackling-climate-change/


State obligations 

• Assess, consider and prevent impacts of ocean pollution and marine biodiversity loss on 
children’s rights (including relevance of deep-sea ecosystems and the impacts of climate 
change) 

• consider children’s human rights in ocean-related decision-making, privileging long-term 
solutions and benefits instead of short-term gains

• Consider the dependence of children’s human rights from the ocean also in other 
environmental and climate decisions 

• prioritise ocean research that systematically prioritises the needs of children, given our limited 
knowledge of the ocean ecosystems and their services

• obligations as donors and trade/investment partners in relation to children’s’ rights to a healthy 
ocean and biodiversity (ocean/climate finance; unsustainable investment)

• Develop child-friendly information on, and procedures for participation in relevant international 
meetings, and provide necessary support for their implementation

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_STU(2020)603491


• Children-friendly information & participation

• Consider children’s views on long-term environmental challenges that will 

shape the world they’ll spend their lives + best interests of the child as primary

consideration

→ EIAs and precaution in international ocean fora

→ needed adjustments to international processes 
- eg, Aarhus Convention Almaty Guidelines



• https://oneoceanhub.org/contributing-to-global-consultations-on-childrens-right-to-a-healthy-
environment/

• https://oneoceanhub.org/including-the-ocean-in-international-guidance-on-childrens-right-to-a-
healthy-environment/

• https://oneoceanhub.org/publications/policy-brief-dont-forget-a-healthy-ocean-as-part-of-
childrens-right-to-a-healthy-environment/

• https://oneoceanhub.org/publications/sdg-14-and-childrens-human-rights/
• COP26 video-recording: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVoF8hmSpEE&t=431s
• https://gnhre.org/community/cop26-reflections-on-human-rights-at-the-ocean-climate-nexus/
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