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The global ocean, particularly the vast areas beyond national jurisdiction (the High Seas), is at a 

critical juncture, facing compounded stressors from industrial exploitation. Scientific consensus 

and recent technological and diplomatic advancements present a unique and narrow window for 

a rapid, restorative intervention. This article proposes an emergency, time-limited policy 

package: a five-year moratorium on industrial commercial fishing on the High Seas, coupled 

with a comprehensive international ban on all ocean dumping. This decisive, coordinated 

action—supported by advanced surveillance and a just economic transition—offers the most 

realistic path to measurable ecological recovery and long-term socioeconomic stability within a 

single UN policy cycle. 

 

🔬 I. The Scientific Case for Systemic Intervention 

Recent scientific syntheses confirm that incremental measures are insufficient to reverse critical 

trends; only a systemic pause can allow for rapid recovery. 

A. Fisheries Pressure and Stock Status 

The latest data confirms that the global wild fish supply chain remains severely stressed. 

• Overfishing Status: The FAO’s State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture (SOFIA 

2024) reports that the fraction of fish stocks being fished at biologically unsustainable 

levels has remained high, confirming sustained pressure. This is particularly acute in the 

High Seas, which acts as a common pool resource absorbing the pressures of global 

fishing capacity. 

• Targeted Recovery: Empirical studies of well-enforced, no-take Marine Reserves 

(MRs) demonstrate that biomass responses can be large and measurable within 3 to 5 

years. This evidence strongly supports the hypothesis that a coordinated, high-seas 

moratorium, backed by robust enforcement, would yield significant ecological recovery 

within the proposed five-year period. 

B. Seabed Disturbance and Refined Climate Co-Benefits 

Industrial bottom trawling operates on a recognized, climate-relevant scale through the 

disturbance of blue carbon sediments. 



• Carbon Mobilization: While early estimates were high, more recent, refined models 

confirm a substantial atmospheric contribution. The Sala et al. (2021) estimate of  -

equivalent carbon mobilization into the aqueous system is the upper range. However, 

subsequent modeling (e.g., Attwood et al., 2024) that tracks the fate of this carbon using 

ocean circulation models suggests an annual atmospheric release of approximately   per 

year from the global seabed disturbance caused by trawling. 

• Climate Urgency: This atmospheric release is comparable to the annual  emissions of 

certain major global economies. Halting this industrial activity is therefore not just an 

ecological necessity but a crucial, immediately actionable climate mitigation co-benefit, 

preventing the release of ancient, sequestered carbon. 

C. Plastic and Chemical Contamination 

The global ocean dumping problem necessitates an absolute, permanent ban. 

• Revised Plastic Leakage: Recent reports (e.g., UNEP, 2024–2025 updates) confirm that 

the annual leakage of plastic into aquatic ecosystems remains alarmingly high, with 

estimates of 19–23 million metric tonnes. 

• Ubiquitous Contamination: Microplastics and nanoplastics are now scientifically 

confirmed to be ubiquitous, detected across deep-sea ecosystems, marine food webs, and 

concerningly, within human blood and multiple organs. A comprehensive ban on ocean 

dumping of plastics, sewage sludge, and industrial chemical waste is necessary to stem 

the flow and protect global public health. 

 

🏛️ II. A Policy Window Opened by Diplomacy and 

Technology 

The immediate feasibility of this moratorium is secured by recent institutional and technological 

developments. 

A. Legal Architecture 

The Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) Agreement (opened for signature in 

2023) provides the legal and diplomatic architecture necessary for rapid, coordinated action. Its 

mechanisms for establishing large-scale Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and conducting 

comprehensive Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) can be leveraged to quickly 

implement and enforce a temporary high-seas moratorium. 

B. Enforcement Technology 

Advancements in satellite surveillance and AI have fundamentally changed the feasibility of 

high-seas monitoring. 



• Vessel Detection: Organizations like Global Fishing Watch now use Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) combined with mandatory Automatic Identification System (AIS) 

tracking and multi-spectral satellite imagery (optical and radar) to detect and monitor 

vessels. High-seas monitoring is now viable at a scale previously considered impossible, 

ensuring that a moratorium can be effectively enforced. 

 

III. The Proposed Policy Package: Global Marine Recovery 

Treaty (GMRT) 

We urge the United Nations General Assembly and the Security Council to endorse the 

following measures, forming the basis of a Global Marine Recovery Treaty (GMRT) under 

UN auspices. 

A. Core Measures 

1. Five-Year Moratorium on Industrial Fishing (Areas Beyond National 

Jurisdiction): An immediate, five-year ban on all industrial commercial fishing (defined 

by vessel size or gear type—e.g., trawlers, large purse seiners, factory ships) in the High 

Seas. 

2. Global Ban on Ocean Dumping: An immediate and permanent prohibition on the 

dumping of plastics, sewage sludge, industrial chemical wastes, and obsolete vessels in 

all maritime zones. 

B. Enforcement and Transition 

• Enforcement Backbone: Compliance must be secured by mandating 

continuous AIS/VMS tracking for all industrial vessels, utilizing AI vessel detection for 

enforcement, and empowering Port State Measures (PSMA) to deny services to non-

compliant vessels. Sanctions must be linked to trade, including import restrictions on 

seafood from nations that violate the GMRT. 

• Economic Justice: This effort must be funded by redirecting harmful fuel and capacity 

subsidies (estimated in the tens of billions USD annually) away from industrial fleets. 

This capital must be re-engineered to fund a Just Transition package, offering 

retraining, time-limited wage subsidies for displaced fishers, and grants for the rapid, 

sustainable scaling of artisanal fisheries and blue economy alternatives, thereby 

stabilizing seafood supply chains. 

 

🎯 IV. Measurable Targets (Five-Year Horizon) 



The GMRT's success will be monitored by a Scientific and Socio-Economic Review Panel 

against the following tangible outcomes: 

Category Outcome Target (Years 2–5) Metric 

Ecological 

Recovery 

Significant biomass increases in 

monitored sentinel regions. 

 increase in mid-trophic and apex species 

indicators. 

Compliance 

Near-universal adherence to 

monitoring and reporting 

protocols. 

 compliance rate for required AIS/VMS 

reporting by industrial vessels. 

Pollution 

Reduction 

Substantial decrease in new 

marine plastic leakage. 

Reduce ocean plastic leakage by  relative to 

the 2024 baseline. 

Socio-

Economic 

Successful redeployment of 

industrial workers and stable 

supply chain. 

Documented number of industrial fishers 

transitioned to sustainable livelihoods; 

stabilized global seafood prices. 

Export to Sheets 

 

V. Conclusion and Recommended UN Action 

The evidence is clear: the High Seas are facing an ecological and climatic emergency, and the 

technology to enforce an immediate pause is ready. The financial cost of inaction (lost 

ecosystem services, climate disruption, and health costs) far outweighs the cost of a temporary 

moratorium and a just economic transition. 

We urge the UN General Assembly and the Security Council to immediately recognize this as 

an emergency transboundary security risk. The UN must launch a high-level working group and 

a dedicated International Blue Recovery Facility within 60 days to operationalize the GMRT, 

ensuring a fair and rapid transition that protects both the ocean and the communities dependent 

upon it. 

 
 


