Thirty-vessel fleet launches UN Ocean Conference with urgent call for High Seas Treaty ratification
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A fleet of 30 research and exploration vessels set sail off the French coastal city of Nice on Sunday to inaugurate the third United Nations Ocean Conference, coinciding with World Oceans Day. The event, themed “Ocean Wonders,” aims to highlight both the beauty and critical importance of the ocean, urging world leaders to prioritise its protection as they address various global challenges.
This year's conference expects thousands of delegates, including heads of state, scientists, and environmental advocates, to gather in Nice to tackle urgent threats facing the oceans. These threats include rising sea temperatures, devastating plastic pollution, and the overexploitation of marine resources. Alarmingly, only 2.7% of the global ocean is currently shielded from harmful activities such as industrial fishing and deep-sea mining, putting in stark contrast the global ambition of achieving 30% protection by 2030.
Among the participating vessels is the Energy Observer, a solar-powered catamaran that circumvents the globe using renewable energy alone, showcasing innovative zero-emissions maritime travel. Other notable ships include France’s Alfred Merlin, which focuses on underwater archaeology, and the WWF’s Blue Panda, dedicated to mapping and preserving the Mediterranean's seagrass meadows. The oceanic showcase is designed not only to awe but to invigorate advocacy for marine protection.
At the heart of this gathering is a strong push to ratify the High Seas Treaty, adopted in 2023. If enacted, this landmark treaty would empower nations to establish marine protected areas in international waters, which account for nearly two-thirds of the ocean and are currently largely unregulated. Rebecca Hubbard, director of the High Seas Alliance, has pointed out the urgency for such agreements, stating, “The High Seas Treaty is critical to ensuring we can protect biodiversity in the ocean… We absolutely have to protect the ocean to address those crises.”
Despite the enthusiasm surrounding these initiatives, many countries, including France, have faced criticism from environmental groups over insufficient enforcement within existing marine protected areas. Sílvia Tavares, project manager at the Oceano Azul Foundation, voiced concerns, observing that the ambition and speed of action currently fall short of what is necessary: “The ambition is not there, the speed is not there, and the scale has not been there.” 
During the conference, several nations are expected to announce new marine protected areas alongside bans on destructive practices like bottom trawling. Following the parade of vessels, the “Ocean Wonders” fleet will remain in Nice, open to the public until the conference wraps up on June 13, further fostering awareness and engagement.
This conference stands as a pivotal moment, echoing the impact of the 2015 Paris Agreement, with the potential to set in motion what could be termed the 'Nice Ocean Agreements' for sustainable ocean governance. Among the key goals is the ratification of the Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) Agreement and significant increases in funding for a sustainable blue economy. In an assertion of collective responsibility, French Ambassador Hélène Duchêne reflected on the urgent need for international collaboration to protect the ocean, which sustains livelihoods and is fundamental to planetary health.
As discussions unfold in Nice, the urgency of transforming commitments into actionable measures to protect marine biodiversity against the backdrop of climate change remains clear. A concerted effort to enforce, restore, and expand protected areas is critical if the aspirations set forth at this conference are to materialise into lasting change for the world's oceans.
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