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a b s t r a c t

The term “ocean grabbing” has been used to describe actions, policies or initiatives that deprive small-
scale fishers of resources, dispossess vulnerable populations of coastal lands, and/or undermine
historical access to areas of the sea. Rights and access to marine resources and spaces are frequently
reallocated through government or private sector initiatives to achieve conservation, management or
development objectives with a variety of outcomes for different sectors of society. This paper provides a
definition and gives examples of reallocations of marine resources or spaces that might constitute “ocean
grabbing”. It offers a tentative framework for evaluating whether marine conservation, management or
development is ocean grabbing and proposes an agenda for future research. For a reallocation to be
considered ocean grabbing, it must: (1) occur by means of inadequate governance, and (2) be
implemented using actions that undermine human security and livelihoods, or (3) produce impacts
that reduce social–ecological well-being. Future research on ocean grabbing will: document case studies,
drivers and consequences; conduct spatial and historical analyses; and investigate solutions. The intent
is to stimulate rigorous discussion and promote systematic inquiry into the phenomenon of ocean
grabbing.
& 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Ocean grabbing is a relatively new term that is increasingly
applied to a wide variety of development, conservation and fish-
eries management initiatives and transactions [1–6]. The term has
emerged following a growing body of literature on land grabbing,
which has been used to reference the purchase or expropriation of
land (often in distant countries) by transnational or national
corporations, governments, individuals or NGOs. These can include
‘grabs’ of land for fuel, food production, investment, conservation
or other purposes e.g., [7,8–14]. In the past few years, the term
‘ocean grabbing’ has come to broadly reference similar concerns as
they pertain to the rights and livelihoods of small-scale fishers and
vulnerable coastal peoples. Notably, in 2012, Olivier De Schutter,
UN special rapporteur on the right to food, warned: “‘Ocean-
grabbing’ – in the shape of shady access agreements that harm
small-scale fishers, unreported catch, incursions into protected
waters, and the diversion of resources away from local populations
– can be as serious a threat as ‘land-grabbing’” [3]. More recently,
several NGOs and the World Forum of Fisher People wrote a report
titled “The Global Ocean Grab,” which aimed to explore processes

of dispossession that are negatively affecting coastal communities
and small-scale fishers [5]. The authors suggest that ocean grab-
bing occurs through “mechanisms as diverse as (inter)national
fisheries governance and trade and investment policies, desig-
nated terrestrial, coastal and marine ‘no-take’ conservation areas,
(eco)tourism and energy policies, finance speculation, and the
expanding operations of the global food and fish industry, includ-
ing large-scale aquaculture, among others” [5].

Ocean grabbing may well be occurring via these initiatives. For
individuals and communities who inhabit coastal regions or rely on
marine resources for livelihoods or subsistence, the loss of ocean space
or marine resources is a very real and present concern. However, the
labeling of all conservation (e.g., marine protected areas) or develop-
ment (e.g., eco-tourism) initiatives that involve a re-allocation of space
or resources as “ocean grabbing” may also be counterproductive.
While the term ‘ocean grabbing’ has seen some use in popular
literatures, it has received no focused academic attention and remains
poorly defined. It is thus important to provide some basis upon which
to judge such initiatives and distinguish detrimental ocean grabbing
from initiatives that employ appropriate governance processes and
that are considered beneficial by and for local people, society and
ecosystems. In what follows, the authors define the term ocean-
grabbing, characterize initiatives that might be so labeled and present
an analytical framework for judging conservation or development
initiatives that involve the re-allocation of marine and coastal spaces
or resources. In conclusion, the paper proposes an agenda for future
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research on ocean grabbing. The intent is to stimulate a rigorous
discussion and promote systematic inquiry into the phenomenon of
ocean grabbing.

2. What is ocean grabbing?

Changes in the allocation of ocean territories and resources
have occurred throughout human history. Likewise, all forms of
development or environmental management in the marine or
coastal environs necessarily involve the allocation or re-allocation
of rights to control, access, or use ocean space or resources. What
then defines an initiative, policy or action as ocean grabbing?
What forms might it take? What is being grabbed and driven by
what? Who is doing the grabbing? Who is being impacted and
how? Who is benefiting? How or what are the processes and
actions through which ocean grabbing is occurring?

As a starting place for this discussion, the authors propose the
following definition for ocean grabbing:

Ocean grabbing refers to dispossession or appropriation of use,
control or access to ocean space or resources from prior resource
users, rights holders or inhabitants. Ocean grabbing occurs
through inappropriate governance processes and might employ
acts that undermine human security or livelihoods or produce
impacts that impair social–ecological well-being. Ocean grabbing
can be perpetrated by public institutions or private interests.

Following on this definition and the above questions, two
physical entities might be “grabbed”: resources and spaces. Ocean
resources can be living or non-living. For example, ocean grabbing
was first used to refer to the capture of fish stocks [3]. Individual

species (e.g., whales, seahorses, sea cucumbers) and habitats (e.g.,
coral reefs, mangroves) might also be taken. Non-living entities
might include sand, rocks or substrate minerals and hydrocarbons.
Marine and coastal spaces also include zones of the surface of the
sea, the sea floor, the water column, beaches, coastal dunes or
bluffs, lagoons, coral reefs, mangrove forests or seagrass meadow.
These physical spaces can be associated with economic activities
or historical use but might also be areas with spiritual or cultural
significance [15–17] or resources that are deeply interconnected
with customary practices or long-standing governance institutions
[18–20].

Grabbing itself might be realized through illegal harvest of
resources, the dispossession of lands for tourism, the encroach-
ment into areas for resource extraction, the relocation of commu-
nities during the creation of MPAs or the dispossession of comm-
unity lands after natural disasters. It may also occur as a function
of change to or insecurity of tenure [6,21], including undesirable
change of ownership, loss of tenure or access rights (in the case of
unlawful exclusions), and/or any other associated loss of rights to
use, harvest, manage or exclude others. This can take place as a
result of re-allocations of space from public to private, from private
to private, from private to public or between forms of public space
– e.g., from common-access public space to limited access public
space. In particular, examples of ocean grabbing via space reallo-
cation can happen as a result of environmental or fisheries
management policy, wherein marine resources are privatized, or
new resource allocations or uses are assigned (e.g., from commer-
cial or food fish to tourism) [22]. Ocean grabbing may also occur in
the form of enclosures of spaces – for single or multiple uses –

or changes in property regimes. Privatization initiatives can,
for example, increase private allocations of and control over

Table 1
Means and examples of reallocations of marine resources or spaces that might constitute ocean grabbing.

Means of reallocation Illustrative examples that might constitute ocean grabbing

Single use enclosure of space � Creation of marine reserve for conservation leading to exclusion of small scale fishers.
� Building of tourist enclaves (e.g., resort, hotel) that exclude local people from accessing areas.
� Public to private leases of mangrove areas for carbon sequestration, shrimp farms or charcoal

production.
� Corporate or individual encroachment on privately held or communal lands.
� Private purchases or leases of coastal areas that lead to accumulation and exclusion of previous

users or stakeholder groups.

Multiple use enclosure of space � Creation of multiple use marine protected areas for conservation or eco-tourism.
� Slow enclosure of space through progressive implementation of multiple environmental

regulations or development initiatives that overwhelm previous uses and users.
� Rapid enclosure of marine spaces through implementing the results of ocean zoning or marine

spatial planning processes.

Changing property regime � Privatization of previously commonly held coastal lands through land reform processes.
� Loss of tenure, management jurisdiction or rights to harvest due to a regulation change.
� Regulations that provide limited or preferential access to previous common-property areas.
� Post-disaster (e.g., tsunami) dispossessions of lands from previous inhabitants.

Changing resource allocation regime (i.e., Change in who can use
the resource and how much can they use.)

� Fisheries policies or fisheries access agreements that re-allocate fisheries resources to foreign fleets
thus reducing the catch of local users.

� Fisheries policies (e.g., allocation of quotas, reduction in small-scale fishing zones) or government
authorized sales or leases that concentrate management or harvesting rights with commercial
interests or recreational fishers thus marginalizing subsistence or small-scale fishers.

� Progressive cumulative authorized privatization, capitalization and centralized accumulation of
resource access and harvest rights by elites or corporations leading to lost harvesting opportunities.

� Unauthorized or illegal harvesting of resources by IUU vessels leading to reductions in catch
volumes.

Changing resource use regime (i.e., Change in what the resource
is used for.)

� Shifting uses from subsistence or small-scale fishing towards other uses (e.g., diving, bio-
harvesting, mining, etc.) that reduce access or harvesting rights.

� Changes in markets that drive increases in harvesting or that lead to the harvesting of new marine
resources – e.g., sea cucumbers – which move resources from being a local food fish to becoming a
commodity.
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previously public (open, common-pool or state-owned) fisheries
resources [23]. Enclosure also refers to restrictions of access to or
use of an area driven by indirect sources such as the pollution of a
space (e.g, it becomes toxic and unusable thus leading to a de facto
enclosure).

To summarize these possibilities, Table 1 characterizes resource
and spatial re-allocations using examples of initiatives or actions that
might constitute ocean grabbing. Though the authors of this paper
have conducted a broad review and have worked in a number of
contexts where such initiatives may have taken place, the paper
refrains from singling out specific case studies or locations as the aim
is a definitional and exploratory discussion. This also avoids mislabel-
ing specific initiatives as ocean grabbing without fully understanding
the context within which they occur. A basis for evaluating if and
when ocean grabbing has occurred is covered in the subsequent
section.

A variety of actors and organizations with differing motivations
might be accused of ocean grabbing via the possible range of
initiatives listed in Table 1. The motivation may be based on good
primary or stated intentions such as that of some environmental
non-governmental organizations (ENGOs), foundations, corpora-
tions, private sector investors and individuals and governments
who may unwittingly perpetrate “ocean grabbing” in the name of
“conservation”, “environmental management” or “development”.
For example, ENGOs might inadvertently facilitate the disposses-
sion of coastal or marine space through the promotion of smaller
coastal or large marine protected areas (LMPAs), with the objective
of conserving biodiversity or replenishing fisheries. Initiatives
might also be profit driven or driven by political aspirations for
social or territorial control. National governments may implement
land reforms or forcibly evict populations from areas within their
own countries or within distant overseas territories, be that
through implementing conservation initiatives; putting into pro-
duction areas heretofore seen as marginal; or developing fisheries
resources seen as underutilized or unproductive. Two problematic
preconditions or assumptions are that the resources are not
already allocated (e.g., to small scale fishers) and that resources
are not already overharvested. Governments often implement new
environmental policies (ranging from fisheries restrictions to
reallocations of fishing rights – e.g., ITQs) that affect marginalized
nationals. The actions of the government in one country might
also restrict the activities of groups in another country. Corporate
or private interests may – through legal means (e.g., negotiation of
harvesting quotas or access rights within EEZs, private investment
in overharvested fisheries, large scale development projects) or
illegal means (e.g., IUU fishing) – displace local groups or under-
mine the fisheries catches of small-scale fisheries.

The drivers of ocean grabbing are as diverse as the means
through which it occurs. The authors postulate that the main
drivers of ocean grabbing are: global demands, development
pressures, local demography, financial markets, political processes,
global environmental change and environmental declines. Global
demands for seafood cause developed countries in Asia, Europe
and North America to develop distant water fleets and negotiate
leases in foreign waters [24]. Export oriented fish markets in
developing countries are often driven by global markets rather
than domestic supply [25]. Additional demands (e.g., for food,
medicine, resources, tourism and energy) and demographic factors
(e.g., in migration and local population increases) can also lead to
development pressures on marine resources and spaces. Global
financial markets and capital speculation might facilitate marine
resource reallocations – particularly through progressive financing
of fisheries or creation of ecosystem service markets, which render
ocean resources open for investment and trade-able in distant
financial markets. Global environmental change and environmen-
tal degradation can coalesce with other forms of scarcity – e.g.,

financial crises, under-development, environmental degradation,
resource declines – which might also drive resource and conserva-
tion related grabs [26]. Competing narratives of environmental
scarcity (overdevelopment) and underutilized resources (under-
development) might lead to a progressive enclosure of the
commons by a combination of conservation and development
initiatives.

A distinguishing characteristic of ocean grabs is that they
negatively affect prior resource users, rights holders or inhabi-
tants. Of particular concern are marginalized and vulnerable
coastal communities and groups, including small-scale fishers,
traditional land-owners, historical tenure holders, indigenous
groups and women. Gender considerations are important here
since women fishers and gleaners may access and use different
areas and resources than men – for example, the foreshore and
reef areas situated within sight of communities [27,28]. Ocean
grabbing initiatives might also advantage newer populations over
long-standing populations or vice versa. Not only local commu-
nities and groups but also governments, from national to local
scale, might also become disempowered or marginalized from
management and decision making when ocean grabbing occurs.
Developing countries and small-island developing states might be
particularly susceptible to influence and persuasion by external
governments, multi-lateral organizations or private sector organi-
zations through such diverse means as political pressure, debt-for
nature swaps or coercion. Local governments might also be
powerless against decisions made at higher scales within their
own countries. A related question is to ask who benefits –

geographically distant populations, corporate investors, local elites
or powerful government bureaucrats? The underlying concern is
whether the initiative has or will exacerbate inequities and further
marginalize or better the situation of vulnerable individuals,
groups or governments.

3. What constitutes ocean grabbing?

Not all conservation or development actions involving a re-
allocation of space or resources lead to negative outcomes or
constitute ocean grabbing. What, then, defines an initiative as ocean
grabbing? The extensive critical literature on land grabbing and early
discussions of ocean grabbing are instructive here [3–5,7–14,29,30].
For example, these literatures suggest that “grabbing” is facilitated
through marginalization of local people, non-transparent or corrupt
transactions, subversion of political or democratic processes, physical
displacement and violent dispossession, accumulation and exclusion
through progressive privatization, producing environmental harms,
and undermining food security, among other possibilities. Rather than
engage in a lengthy discussion, these critiques are used as an informed
basis for evaluating acts as constituting ocean grabbing. There are
three overarching considerations that might be used to evaluate
whether an initiative is or is not “ocean grabbing”: (1) the quality of
governance, (2) the presence of actions that undermine human
security and livelihoods and (3) impacts generated that negatively
effect social–ecological well-being. Each of these considerations are
introduced below and specific criteria for each category are summar-
ized in Table 2 – a framework through which initiatives, policies and
actions might be evaluated.

First, a fundamental consideration is the quality of governance
itself. Governance can be understood as the structures, institutions and
processes by which decisions are made and actions are taken [31,32].
It is concerned with the way that power and authority are exercised
through economic, political, social and administrative institutions
[32,33]. Governance quality – often referred to as the “good”-ness of
governance – is a normative social contract between the state, the
private sector and civil society about the way that actors should
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preform and actions should occur [34]. For example, it might be
agreed that actions that undermine democratic institutions, local
customs and rules or pre-existing governance arrangements or that
policies that marginalize vulnerable groups are not acceptable and
therefore should not transpire.

The term “good governance” was popularized in the United
Nations Development Program policy document Governance for Sus-
tainable Human Development, which defined it as “…participatory,
transparent and accountable. It is also effective and equitable. And it
promotes the rule of law” [33]. According to the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development, good governance is con-
cerned with “…the environment in which economic operators func-
tion…the distribution of benefits…[and] the relationship between the
ruler and the ruled” [35]. These and numerous other international
policy documents suggest that good governance is essential for
effective social and economic development while also being itself a
worthy goal. Similar concepts and arguments have emerged in policy
documents and academic literatures focusing on the relationship
between good governance and environmental management and
conservation [31,36,37]. The quality of governance can be judged
based on a number of criteria: consideration of context, engagement of
appropriate decision-making processes and authorities, attention to
equity and a diversity of perspectives, maintenance of rights and rule
of law and whether institutions are participatory, transparent, accoun-
table and legitimate. An important aspect of legitimacy is whether the
policy or action being implemented is actually an effective means to
achieve the desired end goal. Good meta-governance is also a
consideration, by which we mean the absence of fugitive corrupting
forces (e.g., influential figures) that act on governing in invisible ways;
or the normalization of corrupt behaviors [38].

A second consideration is whether the initiative undermines or
bolsters livelihoods and human security, particularly of proximal
communities or vulnerable groups. Security refers to a state of
safety from harm or feeling of freedom from existential dangers or
threats to a referent object. The concept of human security is not a
defensive or a military concept like national security but rather an
integrative concept that takes into account the safety, survival,
well-being, livelihoods and dignity of the individual [39–41]. At
the core of human security is freedom from wants, fears or harms
and liberty to pursue one's aspirations [39]. Similar to good
governance, considerations of human security allow us to examine
whether actions are morally defensible – or warrant being labeled
unjust and unacceptable. The concept also requires that attention
is paid to risk assessment, prevention, protection and compensa-
tion when damages are assessed [42].

The 1994 Human Development Report delineated 7 aspects of
human security – economic, food, health, environmental, personal,
community and political [41]. Though some have critiqued this
definition for being too all-encompassing to be tractable [43], a
broad view of human security enables a multi-dimensional eva-
luation of the suitability of actions [44]. Though numerous
categorizations exist see [39], the categories of livelihoods and
food security, personal and political security and community
security are most useful for understanding what constitutes ocean
grabbing. The UNDP concept of human security “…stresses that
people need to be able to take care of themselves: all people
should have the opportunity to meet their most essential needs
and to earn their own living.” [41]. Meeting basic and livelihood
needs requires capabilities and access to assets [45]. Thus, the
enclosure of public spaces or the privatization of common-pool

Table 2
Tentative framework for evaluating initiatives as ocean grabbing.

Consideration Measures (Concerns)

Quality of Governance � Contextualized- Are pre-existing national and local laws, governance arrangements and management processes recognized and employed?
Is the initiative aligned with local and national aspirations and priorities?

� Appropriate Decision-Making and Authority – Does the initiative engage contextually appropriate decision-making processes? Have
adequate consultations, deliberations and planning processes occurred? Do recognized authorities and constituents have control over
decision-making processes and outcomes? Is the initiative being implemented with free, prior and informed consent?

� Participatory – Are decision-making processes and structures inclusive and participatory? Do constituents have capacity, access to
information and adequate resources to participate?

� Equitable – Are both public interest and local stakeholder perspectives, values and needs taken into account in planning the initiative? Are
marginalized groups considered fairly? Are policy mechanisms in place to ensure equitable distribution of costs and benefits and mitigation
or compensation for costs of decisions?

� Transparent – Is the initiative being implemented in a transparent fashion? Is information available and accessible about the rationale for
decisions made, who is involved in decision-making and how decisions are made?

� Accountable – Are promoters, governors and managers held accountable for the process of implementation and impacts of the initiative? Is
the initiative being implemented through corruption, coercion or embezzlement?

� Legitimate – Does the initiative have perceived legitimacy and is it recognized by law? Is the chosen action or policy instrument an effective
means to achieve the desired or stated ends?

� Rights – Is the rule of law recognized and respected? Is the right to seek legal redress guaranteed? Are historical tenure, rights and
ownership recognized and outstanding issues resolved?

Human security and
livelihoods

� Livelihoods and food security – Does the initiative take away – through enclosure of public spaces or privatization of common-pool
resources – the community's means of subsistence production or making a livelihood? Does the initiative take away individual's access to
food or other basic needs (water, shelter)?

� Community Security – Is community security at risk? Is physical displacement occurring? Does the initiative threaten the existence,
cohesiveness or cultural identity of a community or an ethnic group? Does the initiative facilitate the destruction of cultural resources or
undermine traditional activities or governance processes?

� Personal security – Is personal safety being threatened? Is violence being perpetrated against individuals? Are human rights being
respected and protected?

Social–ecological well-
being

� Ecological impacts – Is the initiative producing undesirable ecological outcomes for resource users, rights holders or inhabitants? Does the
initiative lead to adverse outcomes for the ecosystem services (e.g., sustainability of resource, fish catches) that local people rely on? Is the
area being polluted and the health of the environment being negatively impacted? Are levels of fish or resource harvests impacted? Does
the initiative cause irreparable damage to marine habitats or ecosystems that provide safeguards from hazards or social safety nets?

� Social impacts – Do the ecological impacts of the initiative lead to adverse social outcomes (e.g., on health, livelihoods, food security,
poverty/wealth, social and cultural factors, institutions, overall well-being) for local people? Do the social benefits outweigh the costs? Are
alternative livelihoods, benefit sharing or compensatory mechanisms in place to offset impacts or damages? Are social–ecological relations
and feedbacks being negatively impacted? Are benefits or profits retained by elites or centralized with distant actors or markets?
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resources, which are required for livelihoods, income, food or basic
needs can be considered a threat to human security. Risks to
personal security include those that threaten the bodily integrity,
the survival or the dignity of an individual. Political security
guarantees that fundamental human rights are protected. Dangers
for community security include those that threaten the existence,
the functioning or the sovereignty of a geographical community or
an ethnic, cultural or livelihoods group.

A third and final consideration is whether the initiative, action
or policy produces negative ecological outcomes or direct impacts
that affect the well-being of proximal communities or vulnerable
groups. Well-being is a multi-faceted concept that includes phy-
sical, social, cultural, institutional and economic dimensions [46] –
and that has been examined through subjective or objective
measures within sustainable livelihoods, poverty, vulnerability,
or health frameworks [47,48]. The term ‘social–ecological well-
being’ is used here to recognize the linked character of well-being
within the coastal social–ecological systems impacted by ocean
grabbing [49]. Coastal community development and individual
well-being rely on the health of the environment, the abundance
of resources and the intactness and productivity of habitats.
Development initiatives might cause harms to the health of the
environment and thus people – for example, through polluting
fresh waters required for drinking, soils used for agriculture, or
coastal areas that yield seafood harvests. Overfishing by commer-
cial and distant water fleets or IUU vessels might lead to declines
in the sustainability and abundance of fisheries resources essential
for local subsistence and livelihoods [25,50]. Intact habitats are
required for productive ecosystems and they can provide safe-
guards from storms or social safety nets for coastal communities
[51]. Mangrove ecosystems or coral reefs might be irreparably
damaged or degraded through inappropriate development.

Moreover, the simple act of reallocation does not determine
whether an initiative is ocean grabbing precisely because actions that
involve the reallocation of space and resources are always occurring be
they for environmental management, conservation or economic
development purposes. Many of these are indeed ecologically and
socially beneficial and desired by constituents. Thus deciding whether
an initiative is “ocean grabbing” is a normative exercise about what
constitutes acceptable processes, actions and outcomes. Three con-
siderations are key here: (1) the quality of governance processes,
(2) the presence of acts that undermine human security, and (3) the
generation of negative impacts for social–ecological well-being (Fig. 1).
So, for example, a marine protected area might be deemed ocean
grabbing if (a) free, prior and informed consent is not negotiated or
(b) it induces involuntary displacement. Similarly, an aquaculture
scheme could be called ocean grabbing if (a) it is built without
permission in an area where there is historical tenure, (b) militia use
violence to remove previous inhabitants, (c) communities lose access
to areas that they rely on for food harvests or (d) it undermines
ecological productivity or leads to toxicity in resources. If fisheries
resources get re-allocated away from small-scale fishers through a
new environmental policy (a) without due process while also
(b) undermining livelihoods and food security without an acceptable
form of restitution this might be deemed a clear case of ocean
grabbing.

4. Discussion and future research

Marine protected areas, rights-based approaches, fisheries
policies or leases, coastal development projects and all manner
of other initiatives that have previously been labeled ocean
grabbing are not ocean grabbing if they are implemented in a
respectful manner, if they support local livelihoods and do not
undermine human security and if they produce favorable social–

ecological outcomes. Ensuring that this is occurring will likely
require adequate controls including ongoing monitoring and
evaluation of process and outcomes. It should be noted that in
many cases it will be less clear than in the illustrative examples
provided here – such as in the case of marine management or
conservation initiatives where the intention may be to increase
fish stocks or improve habitats in areas where poor environmental
conditions are already impacting local communities or livelihoods.
The short-term losses of the initiative may be undesirable but the
long-term benefits may far outweigh these. In this case, the
governance processes employed needs to be examined as well as
the presence or absence of compensatory actions.

The ultimate goal of an exploration of ocean grabbing should be to
seek solutions to reduce its occurrence, for example, through devel-
oping codes of conduct and best practice documents [52]. This is
beyond the scope of the present study and merits a systematic
program of research including the documentation of the forms as
well where, when, how, why and by whom ocean grabbing is
occurring. The following is a list of topics (with related questions
contained in Table 3) that might be included in such an investigation:

1. Empirical case studies that document ocean grabbing in differ-
ent locations;

2. Drivers of ocean grabbing;
3. Spatial analyses and historical accounts of ocean grabbing;
4. Consequences of ocean grabbing; and,
5. Solutions to avoid or resist ocean grabbing.

There are numerous additional questions that might be asked
that defy categorization here. For example, there is a need to
grapple with applied ethical and policy questions such as: Who
should have what rights to which ocean spaces or resources for
how long and for what purposes? Discussions of ocean grabbing
also demands the development of adequate analytical tools to
assess whether the initiative being promoted (“ocean grab”) is
really the best method (ethical, effective or efficient) for achieving
the desired fisheries, societal, or conservation objective. Answer-
ing these questions will require drawing on diverse perspectives
and analytical approaches from geography, development studies,
anthropology, sociology, ethics, history, political science, econom-
ics, political ecology and interdisciplinary social–ecological scie-
nces.

In conclusion, the term ocean grabbing and the evaluative
framework offered here may be useful for several reasons.

The first use is to highlight the dangers of ocean grabbing.
Government, NGOs, corporations, multi-lateral agencies and global
governance initiatives need to heed the critiques and take steps to
engage appropriate governance processes, to avoid actions that under-
mine human security and to produce positive social and ecological
outcomes for small-scale fishers, local communities and society at
large. This might have the effect of undermining the legitimacy of an
initiative or an organization. For example, some large-scale marine
conservation and planning initiatives, although well meaning, might
easily lead backers and advocates and implementers to forget the
social dimensions of conservation and the importance of due govern-
ance processes [53]. It is also important to ensure that science or lofty
ideals are not used to justify negative policies or actions. Though an
idea such as conversation might be worthy in principle, this does not
mean it is worthy in practice. Organizations and promoters of an ideal,
a policy, a program or an action need to understand the real-world
implications of environmental management, conservation and devel-
opment initiatives. These initiatives impact real people – who are
often already members of vulnerable and underrepresented groups –
in their homes and communities. Promoters of conservation and
development should adequately justify re-allocations of space and
resources in any case, but this need not be the only step taken.
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Fig. 1. Deciding whether an initiative is ocean grabbing.

Table 3
Research topics and questions for examining the phenomenon of ocean grabbing.

Research topic Related research questions

Empirical case studies that document ocean
grabbing in different locations

What forms does ocean grabbing take? How is ocean grabbing enacted and for what purposes? Which individuals,
organizations and alliances are engaged in ocean grabbing? How are they interacting and producing outcomes
discursively and materially? What mechanisms, processes and actions allow ocean grabbing to occur? Where and
how has displacement occurred? Who is facilitating ocean grabbing? What is the role of the state in enabling or
brokering ocean grabbing? Which actors and alliances (e.g., between NGOs, public, private) are facilitating
conservation related ocean grabbing? There is also a need to cautiously and thoroughly document cases that involve
violent dispossession, financialization and accumulation of common-pool resources, and stealth privatization of
public spaces.

Drivers of ocean grabbing What are the drivers of ocean grabbing in the different locations where it is occurring? How do competing
narratives and different physical factors – social, financial, markets (e.g., demands for food, energy), cultural,
ecological, climatic and political – interact to produce ocean grabs? How are narratives of current or future scarcity
(e.g., food, economic, environmental) and underdevelopment used to justify actions that might be considered ocean
grabbing? How do political factors (e.g., geopolitics, conflict, territorial aspirations) and ecological narratives create
scarcity and drive ocean grabbing? To what extent are ocean grabs provoked by global flows of capital and
investment dynamics? To what extent is marine conservation aiding primitive accumulation and helping to justify
ocean grabbing? How do current narratives and frameworks for resource management and conservation lead to
policies and programs that might be deemed ocean grabbing? What justifications are being used to promote actions
that might otherwise be deemed unacceptable?

Spatial analyses and historical accounts of ocean
grabbing

What broad patterns of resource use and ocean spaces are emerging? What broad changes in oceans policy are
emerging? What is the global extent of ocean grabbing? Where is ocean grabbing concentrated geographically?
What is the extent of sociological differentiation – what populations are most affected? What types of grabs are
occurring where? How significant are national vs transnational dynamics in driving ocean grabs? To what extent are
ocean grab dynamic driven by North–South, developed-developing, corporate-undercapitalized, and economically
powerful-marginal dynamics? Are there historical accounts of ocean grabbing? Have there been historical periods
when enclosures and privatization were occurring? How have the drivers and narratives behind ocean grabbing
changed over time?

Consequences of ocean grabbing What are the social, ecological and social–ecological consequences of different types of ocean grabbing? What are
the positive and negative outcomes? What are the long-term implications of resource grabbing for the marine
environment and small-scale fisheries? What are the long-term implications for environmental policies and ocean
spaces? Who is being impacted by ocean grabbing and how are outcomes differentiated between groups (e.g., class,
race, gender, livelihoods)? To what extent are ocean grabs reinforcing inequities? Who gains from ocean grabbing?
Who wins, who loses and why? What factors are most important – e.g., most important governance variables – for
producing more beneficial social and ecological outcomes? How can decisions about trade-offs and compensation
be made when re-allocations are deemed necessary?

Solutions to avoid or resist ocean grabbing What approaches constitute best practices when facilitating legitimate and desirable ocean space or marine
resource re-allocations? What are essential elements of a code of conduct? What are the potential contributions
and drawbacks of codes of conduct? How do different framings – e.g., rights approaches, market-based approaches,
development, private property – influence the implementation of ocean-related policy and programs? What
conservation and development models are the most effective at guarding against ocean grabbing? Do externally
driven models undermine local mechanisms for managing resources and protecting rights – thus constituting an
ocean grab? Who should be able to evaluate what constitutes ocean grabbing? What should be the role of the state,
international law and other actors in governing ocean grabbing? How can further investment in already allocated or
over-utilized fisheries be avoided? What local, regional, national and international responses and acts of resistance
to ocean grabbing can be documented? Which acts of resistance have been successful?
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The second use of the above criteria is to increase accountability.
The concept of ocean grabbing might be applied to hold govern-
ments, organizations and individuals to account for their actions.
In the worst cases, this could apply to human rights violations but
it could also be used to pinpoint the undermining of food security
for small-scale fishers or dubious governance processes (such as
back-room deals, corruption or coercion).

A third use is to promote good practice. The ultimate objective is
to encourage proponents and implementers of ocean-related
initiatives involving re-allocation of space or resources to be
mindful and to ensure that appropriate governance processes are
followed, suitable actions are taken, and beneficial outcomes are
produced. The concern is, regardless, that the worst excesses of
“ocean grabbing” primarily impact local and marginalized groups
who are further disempowered and negatively impacted.

Finally, to reiterate a point made earlier, while ocean grabbing
is a very real threat, there is also a need to be exceedingly cautious
about the overzealous and uncritical application of the term to all
initiatives that involve some sort of change in the allocations of
marine resources or spaces. The labeling of all conservation and
development initiatives as “ocean grabbing” would be equally
counterproductive, potentially undermining the positive potential
of place-based initiatives and also local agency and choice. The
definition and framework offered here could help to avoid the
mislabeling of initiatives while highlighting the dangers of ocean
grabbing, increasing accountability and promoting good practice.
The points made here are certainly just the beginning of a much
longer dialogue and research agenda on ocean grabbing.
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