
  
 

 

  

OCEAN LITERACY 
 
WHAT IS OCEAN LITERACY? 
An international agreed definition states that Ocean Literacy means 
“understanding the ocean influence on us and our influence on the ocean” 
(Cava, 2005: http://coexploration.org/oceanliteracy/documents/OLit2004_Final.pdf).  
Ocean literacy does not refer only to education but also has the aim to engage people in acting on 
behalf of the ocean. 
Ocean literacy is an essential tool to provide knowledge in the framework of Blue Growth, which is 
the long-term strategy to support sustainable growth in the marine and maritime sectors. 
Blue growth strategy is included in European Horizon 2020 program, and at the global level, it is 
included as one of the goals by the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
adopted by all member states in 2015.  

 
OCEAN LITERATE PERSON 
An ocean literate person 

• understands the essential principles and fundamental concepts about the functioning of 
the ocean and its importance to humankind, 

• can communicate about the ocean in a meaningful way,  
• is able to make informed and responsible decisions regarding the ocean and its resources. 

Many citizens are not aware of the full extent of the economic, social, political and environmental 
importance of the ocean. Ocean literacy can be a tool to counter this “ocean blindness”, shaping a 
society, which is more ocean-oriented. There is a need to change the way we act and think. There is 
a need to fill the gaps in formal education regarding ocean knowledge. The importance of emerging 
careers linked to the sea, in areas such science, engineering, communication, law and economics 
should be emphasized.  Policy makers too need to become more ocean literate, to make the right 
decisions to support Blue Growth. 

 
OCEAN LITERACY FRAMEWORK 
Ocean literacy framework is composed of 7 principles, that are the fundamentals of ocean 
knowledge. Those principles address aspects related to the connection between the ocean and the 
earth system, as well as the connection between ocean and humankind. 

 
PRINCIPLE 1 
The Earth has one big Ocean with many features 
The Ocean is the defining physical feature of our planet, covering approximately 70 % of its 
surface. Seven ocean basins, composed of the seafloor and its geological features, are recognized, 
but all of them are interconnected! Winds, as well as Earth's rotation, influence the path of 
circulation of water masses. Most of Earth's water (97%) is in the ocean, and the ocean is an 
integral part of the water cycle. Although the ocean is large, it is finite, and its resources are 
limited. 



  
 

 

  

PRINCIPLE 2 

The ocean and life in the ocean shape the features of the Earth 
What shaped the surface of the land? Sea level changes over geological time, tectonic activities and 
the force of waves among others shaped the surface of the land. Waves and currents redistribute 
sand and sediments, shaping the coasts. Many of the Earth's materials and biogeochemical cycles 
originate in the ocean: for instance, sedimentary rocks now exposed on land were formed in the 
ocean by the many organisms, which use carbon dissolved in the water to form shells or other 
skeletal parts. When these organisms die, they sink to the bottom of the ocean and form 
sedimentary rock due to compaction and cementation.  Due to tectonic movements of the Earth’s 
crust the sedimentary rock can be uplifted to become exposed as part of the continents. Conversely, 
the main source of materials for the ocean basins are the continents via weathering and erosion.   
As you can see, the land and the ocean are not two separate systems! 
 
PRINCIPLE 3 
The ocean is a major influence on weather and climate 
The way the ocean interacts with the atmosphere controls weather and climate. The ocean 
moderates global weather and climate by absorbing most of the solar radiation reaching Earth. 
Heat exchange between the ocean and the atmosphere drives the water cycle, as well as oceanic 
and atmospheric circulation. In addition, the ocean evaporation rate together with the wind patterns 
and Earth’s rotation control the amount of precipitation.  The ocean dominates the Earth's carbon 
cycle and half of the primary productivity on earth takes place in sunlit surface layer of the ocean. 
 
PRINCIPLE 4 
The ocean makes the Earth habitable 
Did you know that the earliest evidence of life is found in the ocean? The millions of different 
species of organisms that live on the Earth today are related by descent from common ancestors 
that evolved in the ocean and continue to evolve today.  The oxygen found in the atmosphere 
originally came from the photosynthetic activity of marine organisms, and the accumulation of 
oxygen was necessary to develop life on land. Up to now the ocean produces 50-85% of the oxygen 
in the atmosphere.  
 
 
PRINCIPLE 5 
The ocean supports a great diversity of life and ecosystems 
Ocean life ranges in size from the smallest microbes to the largest animal on Earth, the blue 
whales! Despite their small size, many microbes are at the basis of all ocean food webs, being the 
most important primary producers in the ocean.  Most of the major groups that exist on Earth are 
found exclusively in the ocean, where we can find a much greater diversity. 
Marine organisms have unique life cycles and adaptations (yes, the ocean is not an easy place to 
survive!) and important relationships among organisms are developed to survive better. 
The distribution of organisms in the ocean is defined by biotic and abiotic factors (such as light, 
oxygen, salinity, temperature, hydrodynamic patterns...). Only a few regions of the ocean support 



  
 

 

  

the most abundant life on Earth, while most of the ocean does not support much life.  The ocean 
provides a vast living space with diverse and unique ecosystems! 
 
PRINCIPLE 6 
The ocean and humans are inextricably interconnected 
The ocean affects every human life; without the ocean, life would not be possible!  
The ocean provides food, medicines, and mineral and energy resources. It supports jobs and 
national economies and serves as a highway of transportation of goods and people. The ocean is 
also a source of inspiration, recreation, rejuvenation, and discovery! People love to spend time near 
the sea! However, humans affect the ocean negatively in a variety of ways: unregulated fishing 
activities, uncontrolled development of coastal areas and pollution are only some of them.  
 
PRINCIPLE 7 
The ocean is largely unexplored 
Did you know that the ocean is the largest unexplored place on Earth? Less than 5% of it has been 
explored! Understanding the ocean is more than a matter of curiosity.  
Our very survival hinges upon it! To better the understand the ocean an interdisciplinary approach 
is necessary. Collaboration among scientists from different fields will foster new ideas and new 
perspectives for inquiries. 
  
FURTHER RESOURCES 
To view and/or download the complete Ocean literacy guide or explore each of the Essential 
Principles and Fundamental Concepts please visit: 
https://www.marine-ed.org/ocean-literacy/overview. 
On this website, you can find also the “Ocean Literacy Scope and Sequence for Grades K-12”, a 
tool that provides educators with guidance as to what students need to comprehend at different ages 
in order to achieve full understanding of the Ocean Literacy Essential Principles and Fundamental 
Concepts 
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