
"What can Sustainable Ocean Policy Deliver for the UK?" 
 
Introduction 
In the UK and globally, human health and wellbeing are clearly and inextricably linked with 
the health of the coasts, seas and Ocean.  We are a small group of committed clinically 
active and academic physicians in Healthcare Ocean (HCO) (www.healthcareocean.org).  
 
We focus on diverse aspects of the Healthcare System which impact, both as risks and 
benefits, human health and wellbeing in the UK and beyond.  In particular, we work with 
diverse partners gathering and disseminating evidence on: healthcare materials and waste 
management (including anaesthetic gases and other pharmaceuticals), sustainable 
container shipping, and the importance of interacting with healthy biodiverse nature for 
human physical health and mental wellbeing.   
 
1. Building a Sustainable and Inclusive Blue Economy 
500/500 
The UK is a leader in the essential area of oceans and human health, and as a group of 
island nations, stands to benefit from a more sustainable, equitable and biodiverse 
approach to the coasts, seas and oceans nationally and globally.  In particular, the UK can 
work to create and support Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) within and beyond UK borders.  
These areas can serve as “laboratories” for best practices in sustainable, equitable and 
biodiverse approaches to oceans and human health 
(https://oceanpanel.org/publication/ocean-human-health/).  
 

• UK Maritime Natural Capital 
(https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/uknaturalcapit
alaccounts/2024).  

However, from a Health and Wellbeing perspective, the full scope of potential benefits of 
the Ocean has not yet been fully quantified. For example, the benefit to the UK Healthcare 
Sector of nature based social prescribing in coastal areas are not included in natural 
capital evaluations (https://beyondgreenspace.net/wp-
content/uploads/2024/09/21194_gspevaluationfinalreport-mainreportjan2024-4-1.pdf). In 
addition, the evaluations often do not include the full spectrum of their impacts on the 
wider social drivers of health: through their contribution to improved health outcomes from 
the economic benefits of access to fair employment coastal regions, or the benefits to 
health of reduced flooding from marine natural capital or carbon sequestration.  
 

• Infrastructure and investment 
Infrastructure must support transdisciplinary approaches to the development of the blue 
economy, at both local and national levels. 
 
At a local level: further funding and incentivization of infrastructure that already exists (e.g.  
‘Motion for the Ocean’ https://oceanconservationtrust.org/ocean-advocacy/call-a-motion-
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for-the-ocean/), and funding to support local communities, public health and 
neighborhood health organizations to be included in cross organizational work. 
Furthermore, investment for place-based nature-based prescribing initiatives in coastal 
areas to evaluate not just their impact on single long term condition outcomes, but also 
their contribution to nature recovery and addressing inequalities. This may support their 
inclusion in biodiversity credits and private funding initiatives moving forwards.   
 
At a National level: infrastructure and investment are essential to ensuring that the full 
scope of benefits to health and healthcare from marine natural capital and the ecosystem 
services provided by marine nature. This may include the potential for the ocean to provide 
new genetic material for future medications.  Furthermore, Infrastructure and investment 
to develop standards for nature-based solutions (NBS) such as Healthcare People 
Management Associations (HPMA) or for industries that rely on marine natural capital such 
as coastal tourism to ensure that they fulfill IUCN recommendations for NBS 
(https://portals.iucn.org/library/sites/library/files/documents/2020-020-En.pdf), in 
particular around social justice. This could have potential in being ready for biodiversity 
credits.  
 

• Ensure marine conservation and protection  
The Convention on Biodiversity (CBD) (https://www.cbd.int) recommendations for 
biodiversity and global action plan to ensure that all nature (including that in marine and 
coastal areas) remains conserved, protected and restored. Improving nature and ocean 
literacy (https://sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/what-we-do/education/nature-and-
healthcare/) for all stakeholders working in these crucial areas is key. Future ocean 
initiatives must have metrics to measure their oceanic footprint (e.g., wildlife disturbance, 
pollution) can quantify their contribution to nature recovery and biodiversity net gain, and 
that they consider people. This includes: the impact on their health, potential to reduce 
inequalities in coastal areas, and ensuring a just transition is key 
(https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(24)02557-1/abstract).  
 
2. International Leadership 
204/500 
The UK is an active member of the High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy (The 
Ocean Panel) (https://oceanpanel.org).  We led 2024 Ocean Panel Report on Oceans and 
Human Health (https://oceanpanel.org/publication/ocean-human-health/) presented at 
UN Ocean Decade.  This Report provides recommendations directly relevant to the UK and 
focused on the benefits of a sustainable, equitable and biodiverse ocean for human health 
and wellbeing including: marine biotechnology and natural products, seafood, improved 
human health and wellbeing, and sustainable economic impacts. 
 
As a nation dependent upon an efficient and affordable maritime sector for the delivery of 
goods, the UK must ensure it not only engages fully with the International Maritime 
Organization’s (IMO) decarbonization goals 
(https://www.imo.org/en/ourwork/environment/pages/2023-imo-strategy-on-reduction-of-
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ghg-emissions-from-ships.aspx), but leads in the adoption and, where possible, the 
development of new technologies and fuels 
(https://www.imo.org/en/mediacentre/hottopics/pages/cutting-ghg-emissions.aspx) and 
the protection of biodiversity. 
 
The UK Department of Transport has published its Maritime Decarbonisation Strategy 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/maritime-decarbonisation-strategy)  which 
not only recognizes the environmental impacts of domestic and international shipping but 
also the healthcare costs of associated air pollution (ca. £1.5 billion/year). This policy 
extends to include ambition relating to biodiversity and water quality and sets out clear 
goals focusing on five key priorities. As shipping is a global industry, such interventions can 
have far-reaching impacts. 
 

• Promote sustainable finance & knowledge-sharing 
The UK can lead through exploring how to embed considerations on the health and 
wellbeing outcomes for local communities when developing nature based solutions (NBS) 
to unlock sustainable ocean and coastal finance. The UK is well placed to consider the co-
benefits to people’s health: for instance through collaboration with local nature based 
prescribing  initiatives that support underserved coastal communities, or through co-
creation with local communities to improve access to the fair sharing of the benefits of 
natural capital and ecosystem services. 
 
Developing clear mechanisms to listen appreciatively to local communities (particularly 
from underserved groups) and involving them from the onset are essential to avoid 
undermining health and success, increasing health inequalities, as well as losing 
stewardship and trust. An example of this would be the upscaling of coastal tourism that 
excludes local people and does not measure its impact on coastal and marine nature 
(https://oceanpanel.org/perspective/fanny-douvere-equity-ensuring-everyone-can-
benefit-from-ocean-tourism/).  
   
3. Climate Change and Net Zero 
499/500 
The UK and its National Health Service (NHS) is directly dependent on container shipping 
for most of its goods. Currently, international shipping is a major contributor to air and 
water pollution and climate change (https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-662-
49045-7_1); it is essential that all industries, including the healthcare sector, work with the 
maritime sector to reduce their impact and create a ‘demand signal’ for cleaner fuels. 
 
Through NHS England, we engage with the healthcare supplier industry, providing clear 
advice on how they can support the transition toward cleaner more sustainable global 
shipping and in turn, reduce their own Scope 3 emissions. Central to this action is 
understanding that “first, do no harm” now applies to the full healthcare value chain; and 
suppliers must look to use cleaner ships wherever possible to reduce the risk of causing 
avoidable harm to the planet and people. 
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Interacting with “healthy” coasts and Ocean has been demonstrated in the UK and globally 
to significantly increase human physical health and mental wellbeing 
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935120310665). One essential 
aspect for both ocean and human health is preserving and conserving biodiversity. We 
work with the NHS, Natural England, Sports England and other groups to support nature-
based solutions (NBS) combined with nature-based therapies (NBT) (a.k.a. social 
prescribing) to improve the health and wellbeing of the UK population, while protecting the 
biodiversity of blue and green spaces in the UK. 
 

• Tourism, leisure cruising, recreation 
Benefits: A thriving tourism industry and safe water sports and recreation require clean, 
healthy oceanic and coastal waters. For instance, the growing public awareness around 
pollution (e.g. sewage and overflow discharges) could drive improvement in water 
companies activities, benefiting the quality of oceanic and coastal waters, carbon 
sequestration, and nature (https://www.surfingengland.org/2025/05/08/clean-water-
sports-alliance-update/). 
  
There is evidence that time spent in nature by people can increase nature connectiveness 
and stewardship. Improving fair access to healthy recreational and sporting activities in 
blue spaces can address mechanisms harmful to water systems and coastal/oceanic 
waters (e.g. beach cleans set up by surfers against sewage (SAS) 
https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/million-mile-clean/find-a-clean-near-you/).  
 
Challenges: Need to balance the challenges of expanding unregulated tourism, leisure 
cruising and watersports. This includes both locally (e.g. through increased wildlife 
disturbance or coastal development) to globally (e.g., through the increased production of 
materials used in watersports such as neoprene with a high carbon and pollution footprints 
globally). Improved nature and ocean literacy, and  ensuring that there are obligations on 
organizations and water users to adopt frameworks such as the IUCN sport for nature 
(Homepage - Sports for nature) could support reducing these risks. 
 
Replacement of existing coastal industries (e.g. small scale fishing with tourism or 
watersports) without measuring the impact of these activities risks the loss of local 
stewardship and knowledge. Not engaging local communities in decisions around these 
sensitive places undermines local stewardship and expertise. 
 
Finally, the growing international large scale cruise ship industry has significant evidenced 
negative health and wellbeing impacts on both people and the marine environment through 
air and water pollution, as well as environmental degradation in ports and to ecologically 
sensitive areas (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34598093/).  
 
4. National Security and Ocean Resilience 
417/500 
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The 2024 High Level Ocean Panel OHH report (https://oceanpanel.org/publication/ocean-
human-health/) describes the  significant opportunities and threats to health from the 
scaling of the blue economy sectors globally, many of which are transferable to the UK. In 
particular, there are likely to be significant threats to health locally and globally if the issues 
around health justice are not considered (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/40516545/). 
The UK Chief Medical Officer Health of Coastal Communities report 
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60f98750e90e0703bbd94a41/cmo-
annual_report-2021-health-in-coastal-communities-accessible.pdf) documents the 
challenges to health in coastal areas of the UK.  
 
Pharmaceuticals and other manmade chemicals contribute to long term water, soil, food 
and air pollution.  In particular, anaesthetic gases contribute to climate change 
(https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(23)00084-0/fulltext).  
We work with the NHS, the Royal Society of Anaesthesists 
(https://www.rcoa.ac.uk/patients/about-anaesthesia-perioperative-care/your-anaesthetic-
environment) and other groups towards eliminating the worst and decreasing the waste of 
the best essential anaesthetic gases. We also contribute towards efforts of the Pharma 
Pollution Hub (https://www.pharmapollution.org) and other groups to decrease the release 
and negative environmental and human health impacts of pharmaceuticals and other 
chemicals by the healthcare sector. 
 
“To improve measurement and support equity: Integrate linked ocean health and human 
health indicators as well as metrics of natural and human capital for ongoing monitoring, 
prevention and evaluation programmes and make these data widely available. Incorporate 
the evidence and linked indicators of both ocean and human health into all policies and 
decision- making around ocean-human interactions. We need to simultaneously deploy 
indicators of both human and ocean health to establish baselines and to track changes in 
both ocean and human health as actions and interventions (including those 
outlined below) are rolled out with an overall vision of always improving sustainability and 
equity. Through continued measurement, effectiveness can be assessed, unintended 
consequences detected, policies improved and course corrections made towards long-
term prevention and equity. To be useful, these monitoring data and appropriate expertise 
must be shared widely and made available and accessible” (https://oceanpanel.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/Ocean_Human_Health-OP-Report.pdf)  
 
The internet is vital for communication, education, and access to information. It connects 
people globally, supports businesses, enables remote work, and provides entertainment. It 
empowers individuals with knowledge, facilitates social interaction, and enhances 
innovation and collaboration, making it an essential tool in modern life and global 
development. Reliable, fast data transmission; central to the efficient functioning of this 
essential part of our national infrastructure, is enabled through the network of global 
submarine fibre-optic cables which carry 99% of internet traffic. It is essential these cables 
are protected to ensure resilience in the face of potential source of disruption including 
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climate change and sabotage arising from geopolitical tensions 
(https://www.ingenia.org.uk/articles/undersea-information-sharing/). 
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