
BRIEF FOR FUNDERS
Towards Responsible 
Investment in Ocean-Based 
Climate Actions

Challenges for Ocean-Based Climate Actions
Research has shown that deprioritizing or ignoring questions of governance and 
equity can pose risks to the overall success of ocean-based climate actions. 

Social, ecological and climate risks 
are often overlooked 
Many governance systems remain unprepared to 
manage the complexity of marine interventions 
and urgent pace of science and implementation.1 
Premature deployment could leave stakeholders, 
rightsholders, and ecosystems vulnerable to 
unintended consequences and weak oversight.2 
Concerns exists about a number of potential risks 
associated with ocean-based climate actions, such 
as ecological harm, community exclusion, trade-offs 
with other climate solutions, or reduced incentive to 
tackle root causes like emissions.3 However, in many 
cases these are not systematically addressed in 
project design or evaluation.4 Without inclusive and 
fair processes for anticipating and managing these 
risks, interventions can contribute to injustices or 
compromise long-term outcomes.5

Input of public institutions, 
stakeholders, and rights-holders is 
insufficient
Many ocean-based climate actions are designed 
and tested by scientists and technologists, with 
diverse funding sources and motivations – including 
scientific discovery and commercial interest. In 
many cases, input from Indigenous Peoples, local 
communities, or public institutions has been limited.6  
This lack of engagement can erode public trust and 
miss opportunities for the development of context-
sensitive interventions that align with local values, 
aspirations, and knowledge systems.7  

Tenure and benefit-sharing are 
central to ocean and climate justice 
Secure tenure, legal recognition, and inclusive benefit-
sharing arrangements are critical for effective and 
equitable ocean-based climate action.8 Yet only a 
small fraction of global climate and marine funding 
supports tenure-strengthening or Indigenous-led 
initiatives.9 Unrealistic and burdensome funding 
processes alongside a lack of tenure recognition 
make it difficult for Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities to meaningfully engage with – or resist 
– new interventions.10  In some contexts, ocean-based 
climate actions can undermine existing tenure rights.  

Responsible governance is possible – 
but must be intentional    
Frameworks for socially responsible governance, 
such as participatory design, ethical review, and 
accountability mechanisms11 exist, but are often 
underused in ocean-based climate actions.12, 13, 14, 15 16 
Responsible governance requires ongoing resourcing, 
capacity building, and deliberate design.17 Coordinated 
effort across scientists, investors and policymakers 
can overcome siloed approaches, harness the 
optimism of new interventions, and drive more 
responsible transformation of climate-affected 
marine systems.1
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Developing strategies to sustain human and ecosystem functioning as Earth 
overshoots 1.5°C of global average warming is an urgent international challenge. 
The scale and intensity of change are triggering a host of novel ocean-based 
climate actions - including coral restoration, assisted evolution, and ocean alkalinity 
enhancement. However, marine governance systems and the comprehensive 
assessment of effectiveness and impact of ocean-based climate actions on people 
and ecosystems need to keep pace with the technological development.1 This brief 
offers practical strategies for funders who want to ensure their investments support 
long term success of climate goals and also contribute to justice, resilience, and 
inclusive decision-making in marine ecosystems.

Ocean-based 
climate actions – 
what’s emerging?  
There is a surge of new investment in 
ocean-based climate actions across 
tropical, temperate and polar systems. 
Actions range from experimental 
technological solutions (such as ocean 
alkalinity enhancement) to challenging 
societal decisions (such as offshore 
oil and gas moratoria, offshore wind 
zoning, and coastal adaptation 
planning). While technological 
efforts are well-intentioned, they 
frequently focus narrowly on metrics 
- such as tons of carbon removed 
or scale of financial return - and can 
overlook important social and equity 
considerations. Technological hype can 
also overshadow important societal 
decisions - such as ocean energy laws 
and zones and marine adaptation 
plans – which also require concerted 
investment and action. Responsible 
ocean-based climate actions are not 
only essential for promoting fairness 
and justice but also play a vital role in 
ensuring the long-term success and 
legitimacy of climate solutions.

Technological 
carbon dioxide 
removal & 
solar radiation 
management

Modification of ocean water and 
reflection of sun’s radiation to 
enhance CO2 uptake and shade 
or cool water e.g.  ocean alkalinity 
enhancement, electrochemical 
CO2 removal, marine cloud 
brightening 

Assisted 
biological 
adaptation

Modification of marine species 
and ecosystems to better tolerate 
climate change e.g. assisted 
evolution, assisted migration

Biological 
carbon dioxide 
removal

Creation or restoration of 
carbon sinks from natural 
marine resources e.g.  seaweed 
aquaculture, microalgae 
cultivation

Climate finance 
& markets

Creation of new finance, markets, 
products, jobs and incentives for 
ocean-based climate actions. e.g. 
blue carbon, low carbon products

Marine & 
coastal 
restoration

Repair of a climate-impacted 
marine ecosystem or population 
e.g. coral gardening, mangrove 
planting

Renewable 
energy creation

Creation of new low-carbon 
energy sources from natural 
marine resources e.g. offshore 
wind farms, ocean thermal energy 
conversion

Socio-
institutional 
capacity 
building

Enabling communities and 
organisations to make ocean-
based climate decisions and 
redress climate impacts. e.g. 
anticipatory science, adaptation 
planning, marine climate rights

Emissions 
avoidance 
schemes

Control of carbon emissions at 
marine source.  e.g. offshore oil 
and gas moratoria

A variety of ocean-based climate actions are being proposed 
across tropical, temperate and polar systems
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Five Pathways for Responsible Investment  
in Ocean-based Climate Actions  
Philanthropists, investors and policymakers have a unique opportunity to ensure 
ocean-based climate actions are designed for success. Key principles can include:

Embed governance 
readiness into 
investment decisions

Ensure funding assessments cover not only technical 
feasibility, but also whether a project demonstrates 
transparent, inclusive, and accountable governance. 
Include clear mechanisms for Indigenous Peoples 
and community leadership opportunities, ethical 
deliberation, and cumulative impact assessment.

Support rights-based 
and tenure-secure 
interventions

Invest in projects that deliberately and meaningfully 
strengthen Indigenous Peoples and local community 
tenure over marine resources and ensure they have 
long-term empowerment in decision-making. Respect 
customary and legal tenure as a foundation of ocean 
and climate justice and long-term stewardship.

Fund co-designed, 
locally led initiatives 

Support initiatives that have early, and ongoing 
engagement with local contexts. Ensure initiatives 
are co-developed with Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities, not where they are simply consulted post-
design. Include resourcing for Indigenous Peoples and 
community partners, iterative engagement processes, 
culturally grounded methodologies and free, prior and 
informed consent processes. 

Invest in social and 
ethical capacity 

Build project teams with interdisciplinary capacity to 
navigate trade-offs and build inclusive governance. 
Engage and fund knowledge leadership from 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities, social 
scientists and ethics advisors, to enable more reflexive 
and responsive projects. Include social and ethical 
capacity building in intervention evaluation criteria.

Advance climate, 
ecological and social 
goals

Invest in projects which advance climate, ecological 
and social benefits. Ensure projects have a clear, locally 
grounded theory of change and transparent evidence 
base. Make certain social benefits are inclusive and 
responsive to the aspirations of Indigenous Peoples and 
local communities. 
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