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Mid-term Evaluation of the UN Ocean Decade

1. This mid-term evaluation of the United Nations Decade of Ocean Science
for Sustainable Development (2021�2030) assesses the structures, processes,
partnerships, and resources essential to achieving the Decade�s objectives
by 2030, as outlined in its Terms of Reference (ToR) (Annex 1). Mandated by
the Executive Council of the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission
of UNESCO (UNESCO-IOC) at its 57th session in June 2024, this evaluation is
managed by UNESCO�s Division for Internal Oversight Services (IOS). It focuses on
key aspects such as governance and coordination, resource mobilization, science
and knowledge delivery, UN-Oceans engagement, progress tracking, inclusivity,
outreach and the Decade�s contribution to advancing IOC�s vision and evolution.

1.1. An overview of the UN Ocean Decade

2. The United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development
(2021�2030) was formally proclaimed by the United Nations General Assembly
through its Resolution A/RES/72/73 on 5 December 2017. The resolution invited
UNESCO�s Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) to prepare and
coordinate the Decade�s implementation plan, in consultation with Member
States, specialized agencies, the wider UN system, intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations, and relevant stakeholders. The resolution explicitly
called for implementation to take place �within existing structures and available
resources,� underscoring that the Decade was not intended to establish new
funding obligations for Member States.

3. The resolution also called for enhanced collaboration across the UN system,
inviting UN-Oceans and its participants to support the implementation of the
Decade. While the Decade is not a �nancing mechanism and does not carry a
dedicated funding envelope, its success depends on the strategic mobilization of
voluntary contributions, the alignment of existing programmes, and strengthened 
partnerships among public, private, and multilateral actors. This reliance on non-
earmarked and in-kind support is particularly relevant given today�s constrained
global funding environment, including reduced �nancial commitments by some
major contributors, such as the United States, which has historically provided
signi�cant support to ocean-related initiatives.

4. Coordinated by UNESCO-IOC, the UN Ocean Decade aims to move from the �ocean 
we have� to the �ocean we want�. The initiative, coordinated by the UNESCO-IOC,
aims to deliver �the science we need for the ocean we want�. It seeks to encourage
transformative ocean science that connects people to the ocean, catalysing
sustainable practices and contributing to the UN Sustainable Development Goal
14 �Life Below Water� (SDG 14), focused on conserving and sustainably using
oceans, seas and marine resources.

5. The Decade was launched in January 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic and
against the backdrop of escalating global challenges, including climate change,
biodiversity loss and the growing need for sustainable management of ocean
resources. These challenges are compounded by social, political, economic
and demographic disparities, such as the disproportionate impact of ocean
degradation on developing regions, Least Developed Countries (LDCs), Small Island 
Developing States (SIDS) and coastal communities. The Decade aims to facilitate
transformative ocean science solutions for sustainable development by engaging
diverse stakeholders, including governments, UN agencies, intergovernmental
organizations, scientists, Early Career Ocean Professionals (ECOPs), private sector
actors, NGOs, and Indigenous communities, while bridging gaps in knowledge,
policy and the real-world application of ocean science and solutions and addressing 
the unique needs of underrepresented regions and vulnerable populations.

6. The governance and coordination of the Decade follow a multi-tiered framework  
(Annex 7):
� �Overall Oversight:   Mandated by the UN General Assembly, the IOC Secretariat 

of UNESCO oversees the Decade�s implementation. The IOC Governing Bodies
provide general oversight.

� �Global Coordination: The Decade Coordination Unit (DCU), housed within
the IOC Secretariat, manages global operations. Decade Advisory Board
(DAB) and UN-Oceans (a 31-member inter-agency mechanism) serve as
consultative bodies to the DCU.

� �Decentralized Coordination Mechanisms: Decade Collaborative Centres
(DCCs) and Decade Coordination O�ces (DCOs) coordinate and catalyse
Decade Actions at regional and thematic levels. Decade Implementing Partners 
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(DIPs) support technical coordination, resource mobilization, and stakeholder 
engagement.�

� �National Coordination: 39 active National Decade Committees (NDCs)
facilitate links between global priorities and national initiatives.

� �Additional Support Mechanisms: Other mechanisms, such as regional
structures and global mechanisms like Decade Alliance support various
aspects of the Decade�s implementation.

7. The  Implementation Plan identi�es three overarching objectives, seven outcomes
and ten challenges that guide global ocean sustainability e�orts. The objectives
aim to enhance ocean knowledge, build capacity for sustainable development and
ensure the e�ective use of ocean science in decision-making. The seven outcomes
envision an ocean that is clean, healthy, productive, predictable, safe, accessible
and engaging, while the ten challenges tackle key issues such as marine pollution,
biodiversity restoration, sustainable ocean economies and climate resilience, driving
a coordinated approach to achieving the UN Ocean Decade�s vision (Figure 1).

Source: The United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021-2030): Implementation Plan

FIGURE 1. 
From challenges to outcomes:  
How the UN Ocean Decade aims to drive change
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16. The evaluation began with an inception phase, which included a preliminary desk
review of key documents and inception interviews with selected stakeholders,
including representatives from the DCU, ERG and the DOALOS. The step
established a strong foundation for a rigorous evaluation, ensuring alignment
with the principles of independence, impartiality and ethical standards set forth in
UNESCO�s Evaluation Policy and UNEG standards.

17. The methodology employs a comprehensive mix of qualitative and quantitative
data collection methods to facilitate triangulation, as summarized below. (details
are provided in Annex 9). Altogether, the process involved 1,006 consultations
with stakeholders in the form of semi-structured interviews, stakeholder surveys,
case study interviews and focus group discussions. Geographically, it covered 118
countries (Figure 2).

2.4.	 Data collection and analysis methods

FIGURE 2. 
Geographic coverage of stakeholder consultations across 118 countries in this evaluation

Source: INOMER, based on evaluation data 
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2.7. Limitations

24. While the evaluation employed a rigorous mixed-methods approach,
several limitations should be acknowledged. First, despite e�orts to
ensure broad representation, participation from some underrepresented 
groups, particularly stakeholders from SIDS and LDCs, remained limited
due to their weak representation and engagement with the Decade. The 
SNA survey received a lower-than-expected response despite multiple
reminders, likely due to its timing just before the end-of-year holiday
season. Similarly, although scheduled in mid-January, participation
in focus groups remained lower than anticipated, possibly due to
extended holidays and the summer break in the Southern Hemisphere.
To mitigate this risk, a total of 64 individuals were invited to participate
in FGDs, exceeding the originally planned minimum of 24. This measure
helped secure enough participants and ensure diverse perspectives
were captured.

25. Finally, while triangulation across multiple data sources strengthened
the validity of �ndings, some datasets, such as policy in�uence and
media scans, relied on data platforms that may have inherent coverage
gaps. These analyses, covering bibliometric trends, policy in�uence, and
global media scan, were constrained by the limitations of the indexing
platforms, which are not fully comprehensive.  However, e�orts were
made to prioritize databases with the best available coverage to mitigate 
these gaps.

26. Nevertheless, by employing a broad range of qualitative and quantitative 
methods, engaging a diverse group of stakeholders and triangulating
multiple streams of evidence for each evaluation question, the evaluation 
delivered a comprehensive, credible, balanced and well-substantiated
assessment of the Ocean Decade�s implementation.
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spanning science, policy and outreach. According to DCU data, between 2021 and 
2024, a total of 1,043 Actions were submitted, with 641 endorsed, while 26% were 
not endorsed and 5 were withdrawn6 (Figure 5). The majority of endorsed Actions 
were submitted by public research institutions (24%), NGOs (21%) and governmental 
organizations (17%) (Figure 6). Gender data are missing for the majority of endorsed 
Actions, with 466 (73%) categorized as �Not available�. Among Actions with available 
gender data on leadership, 90 (52%) are led by females and 84 (48%) by males. 

70. Endorsed Actions address multiple Ocean Decade Challenges, with the highest
shares focusing on Protecting and Restoring Ecosystems and Biodiversity (16%)
and Skills, Knowledge and Technology for All (15%), emphasizing conservation and 
capacity-building. In contrast, challenges such as Increasing Community Resilience 
to Ocean Hazards (5%) and Creating a Digital Representation of the Ocean (6%)
have a lower number of Actions (Figure 7).

71. Endorsed Actions were submitted by 93 countries, but their distribution across
regions varies signi�cantly, with Europe and North America accounting for the
largest share (64%) (Figure 8). The proportion of SIDS and LDCs that have at least
one endorsed Action is 28% of the total number of countries in each category.
However, these Actions represent only 3% and 1% of the total globally endorsed
Actions, respectively.

FIGURE 5.
The number of Decade Actions increased each year

FIGURE 6. 
Public research institutions, NGOs, and governments led endorsed Actions

Source: INOMER, based on DCU data 

6 As of January 2025, 12% of Actions were under review by the DCU.

FIGURE 7. 
Most endorsed Actions target ecosystem protection and skills development

Challenge 1: Understand beat marine pollution
Challenge 2: Protect and restore ecosystems and biodiversity
Challenge 3: Sustainably feed the global population
Challenge 4: Develop a sustainable and equitable ocean economy
Challenge 5: Unlock ocean-based solutions to climate change
Challenge 6: Increase community resilience to ocean hazards
Challenge 7: Expand the Global Ocean Observing System
Challenge 8: Create a digital representation of the Ocean
Challenge 9: Skills, knowledge, and technology for all
Challenge 10: Change humanity�s relationship with the ocean
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Source: INOMER, based on DCU data 
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Source: INOMER, based on DCU data 

72. Between 2021 and 2024, the DCU received 1,227 Activity submissions and accepted 
958. The majority (68%) came from Europe and North America, followed by Asia and 
the Paci�c (13%) and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) (13%). In comparison, 
Africa had 37 accepted Activities, the Arab States 24 and SIDS and LDCs a total
of 20. More than half of the Activities were submitted by NGOs (38%) and public
research institutes (18%). The most common types of accepted Activities were
congresses, symposia and conferences (26%), followed by workshops, courses,
training sessions and summer schools (15%) and publications such as academic
articles, policy reports and books (12%).

73. While detailed �nancial information on the Decade implementation is not
available, the IOC reports7 that the DCU operates with an annual cost of $1.3
million, excluding regular programme sta� costs and additional resources
required for its complete functioning. The DCU�s team of 13-15 sta� involves
�two part-time regular programme sta�, two full-time secondees from France
and Japan, one full loan from Fugro, three project appointment sta�, and
eight consultants supported by extra-budgetary resources�. IOC-led Decade
programmes and projects have an estimated secured annual budget of $7.6
million, leaving a funding gap of around $13.3 million for full implementation.

FIGURE 8. 
Endorsed Actions are concentrated in Europe and North America 

7 IOC/INF-1425: Update of IOC Contributions to the Ocean Decade and Resource Needs, 29 May 2023
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FIGURE 11. 
Ongoing policy in�uence despite reduced citation of Decade-related policy documents 

Source: INOMER, based on Overton data 

Source: INOMER, based on Overton data

91. The US, Spain and the UK are leading contributors to Decade-related policy
documents (Figure 12). The documents analysed focused primarily on climate
change and biodiversity and demonstrated strong connections to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). This highlights progress in linking Decade priorities
to global sustainability goals. While topics related to practical tools and processes
for implementation have received comparatively less attention, this presents an
opportunity to strengthen alignment between Actions and policy priorities.

92. Limited stakeholder engagement and underutilization of the NDC mechanism
present challenges to aligning national and regional priorities with Decade
objectives. Resources from the DCU, such as the Best Practice Manual for
NDCs and co-designing guidance and recommendations, remain underused,

FIGURE 12. 
Policy document production dominated 
by North America and Europe
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