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Session title 

The Old Man* and the Sea: Ocean missions between conquest and saving the oceans 

 

 

Session description (~500 words) 

This session applies economic and social science perspectives to examine human-na-
ture interactions and relations, with a focus on how scientific ocean missions in practice, 
straddle the spectrum of conquest and ocean protection. The session consists of four 
presentations. The questions raised in this session include:  

1. What direction is the blue economy taking and what is the role of the public sector 
in steering this direction? How can mission approaches to the blue economy be 
characterized – are they business-as-usual in terms of conquest of space or do 
they offer genuinely novel ways of addressing societal needs while addressing 
the protection and sustainable utilization of ocean resources? 

2. Have ocean economy narratives changed or are they essentially the same narra-
tives couched in different terms? How do narratives shape our interactions and 
relations with oceans? What are the key trends in the intensification of ocean use 
and ocean protection? 

3. How do ocean missions fit into the choice of economic instruments for shaping 
the ocean economy? 

4. What are the key challenges to achieving a balance in the use and protection of 
marine species, particularly in relation to Green politics?  

Through these interrelated topics, the session creates space for collective discussion 
and reflection on the current status of ocean missions and how they can be further devel-
oped to address sustainability challenges through partnership of science and society. 
The topics will be addressed in four presentations of about 5-10 minutes each. A discus-
sion between the presenters and the audience will be facilitated following the presenta-
tions.  

 

Main discussion points and reflections (~500 words) 

 Are ocean missions business-as-usual or are they a new approach? This remains 
an open question.  

 Missions are most effective when they are localized, sector-specific, and avoid 
duplication of efforts. Missions can be counterproductive if they are too directive 
from the top.  



 

 

 

 

 Governments are funders of science, performers of science, policy-setters, and 
regulators. They play an important role and will continue too. At the same time, 
funding from philanthropy is also increasing.  

 History, legacy, power, and reflexivity are important in ocean missions. History 
helps us understand how modes of governing and tools of governance came to 
be. Understanding the past helps make sense of current conditions and predict 
the future. But there is historical blindness in some governance work. In discuss-
ing the science we need for the ocean we want, we need to ask wanted by who? 
Whose science? Whose oceans? 

 Blue economy has the potential to contribute to addressing climate change but it 
requires deep transition. A public purpose needs to be defined that is centered 
around environmental sustainability. Blue carbon management requires systems 
thinking. Risks of greenwashing and expropriation must be avoided. Blue econ-
omy as interconnection in a fragmented world. It could be a twin to the green re-
covery and green deal.  

 Need funding support and to establish a stronger science and a stronger capacity 
for ocean missions. In many cases, there is a lack among national governments 
to provide needed data and this needs to be addressed.  

 

Main results and conclusions (~500 words) 

Analysis and/or assessments of mission-oriented R&I 

 Ocean missions in the contemporary senses are relatively new and assessments 
are too early to be made. But it depends on the angle one looks at. If in relation to 
funding, there has been an increase in the funding for ocean missions, but this 
remains low relative to funding for other sectors. There is substantial funding from 
developed countries but many of these are also driven by economic interests. 
Funding from private sources such as donations are channeled to education and 
training, but it might be ad hoc.   
Recommendations for future mission-oriented R&I 

 It is important that mission-oriented R&I pay attention to histories of ocean gov-
ernance and ocean utilization which provide the basis of the legacy we experi-
ence today. Understanding the past such as oceanic exploration helps see power 
relations. It is important to pay attention to power and geopolitics in strategizing 
and funding and to be alert in the way that power is used.  

 Consider doughnut economy as a framework for balancing different interests 
such as environmental sustainability and societal needs 
Open questions and unsolved issues  

 Policy needs science and science needs to be strong. Yet, in an environment 
where many people do not listen to science, it is possible that science communi-
cates facts clearly and still generate resistance. How can this be addressed?  



 

 

 

 

 There is a need for inclusiveness in views, priorities, and design of mission. Co-
design mechanisms are needed. How do we make sure that different voices are 
heard?  

 How to be realistic about the role of lobbyists who are paid to work for specific in-
terests that may be in contrast with sustainability and social justice principles?  

 

 

 


