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United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change  

Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate  

 

Topline Takeaway:  
 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) Special Report on 
the Ocean and Cryosphere in a Changing Climate (SROCC) provides the first-
ever global scientific consensus on the severe consequences of climate 
change for the ocean, the millions of fish and other wildlife that inhabit it, and 
ultimately the human race.  
 
Climate change jeopardizes everything the ocean does for humankind —
supplying our food, supporting our coastal economies, regulating our 
weather and climate, buffering our shorelines from storms, and serving as a 
place of inspiration and wonder.  
 
Now is the time for action. It’s not too late--we still have a choice about the 
kind of future we leave our children. To implement a strong ocean climate 
action agenda, we must: 
 
 

• Substantially reduce greenhouse gas emissions, especially carbon 
dioxide, which causes ocean acidification. This is the most important 
thing we can do for the ocean. Ocean-based solutions, like reducing 
emissions from offshore industries and supporting well-sited offshore 
renewable energy, must be implemented as well. 

 

• Protect the ocean’s natural ability to store carbon and mitigate climate 
change, by conserving and restoring coastal “blue carbon” ecosystems, 
including mangroves, seagrass beds, and salt marshes. 

 

• Implement adaptation strategies to increase ocean resiliency to the 
unavoidable impacts of climate change. This includes strongly 
protecting at least 30% of the ocean in areas where marine wildlife 
can thrive, as well as promoting sustainable fisheries management, 
pollution reduction, ocean habitat restoration, and ocean planning.  
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What the latest ocean and climate science tells us:  
 
Climate change is causing devastating impacts in the ocean, and the pace of 
change is accelerating. Without dramatic climate action, impacts will only get 
more severe. 

For decades, the world’s ocean has been “taking the heat” for climate 
change, absorbing over 90% of the heat and nearly a third of the carbon 
dioxide from greenhouse gas emissions. The result is an ocean that is warmer, 
more acidic, starved of oxygen, and less habitable for fish and marine wildlife. 

This new report synthesizes the latest ocean and climate science, providing 
in-depth analysis and predictions. According to the scientific consensus: 

• Melting land ice, sea ice, and glaciers are causing sea levels to rise at an 
accelerated rate, altering ocean circulation and changing the ocean’s 
chemistry. This threatens ocean ecosystems, coastal communities, and 
traditional ways of life around the world. 

• Coastal flooding will increase as sea levels continue to rise, putting 
coastal communities and low-lying islands at greater risk. Extreme 
events like hurricanes and storm surges are becoming more common 
and more severe. 

• The ocean is becoming warmer at all depths. Tropical and cold-water 
coral reefs are under threat from many ocean changes related to a 
warming climate.  

• The ocean is becoming more acidic, making it more difficult for shell-
building organisms to make a home. The amount of dissolved oxygen 
in the ocean is decreasing, increasing low-oxygen “dead zones,” where 
ocean wildlife can no longer breathe. 

• Polar habitats will shrink, threatening traditional ways of life and 
ecosystems in the Arctic and affecting critical Southern Ocean food 
webs. As permafrost thaws, it is releasing additional greenhouse gases, 
further contributing to climate change. 

• Changing ocean temperatures are disrupting historical fisheries as the 
fish seek cooler water, threatening the main food source and livelihood 
of millions of people around the globe who rely on healthy fish 
populations, especially indigenous communities. In some regions, fish 
catch is already declining, and it is predicted to decline globally.  

• The loss of polar habitats and coral reefs will lead to significant 
biodiversity loss. 
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What we need to do now:  

The science is clear. To keep the ocean and planet healthy, we must take bold 
and decisive action now. The good news: We already know what we need 
to do, and we have the ability to do it.  

To take ocean climate action, we must: 

(1) Substantially reduce greenhouse gas emissions, especially CO2, which 
causes ocean acidification. This is the most important thing we can do for the 
ocean. To do this, we must: 

• Greatly decrease our carbon emissions -- and push for net zero by 2050 
-- to remain below 1.5C of warming. The current Paris target of 2C is 
simply not enough to safeguard the ocean. 

• Set limits for carbon dioxide emissions based on acidification mitigation 
targets developed in partnership with the scientific community. 

• Transition away from fossil fuels and towards renewable energy 
sources, including well-planned and sited offshore renewables like 
wind and tidal energy.  

• Decrease shipping emissions, which, on their current trajectory, are 
predicted to represent as much as 18% of our global greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2050. 

• Block the expansion of offshore oil exploration and drilling. Expanding 
offshore oil drilling will intensify climate change and threaten ocean 
and coastal habitats that are important to healthy fish, marine wildlife, 
and coastal economies.  

(2) Protect the ocean’s natural ability to store carbon. To do this, we must: 

• Restore and protect coastal blue carbon ecosystems (and their 
associated food webs), including mangroves, salt marshes and sea 
grasses. These coastal ecosystems absorb carbon dioxide out of the 
atmosphere and safely store it at a rate of up to four times that of 
forests on land. They also serve as a buffer that can limit the impacts of 
coastal erosion, flooding, and storms--all while providing habitat for 
marine wildlife and fisheries. 
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• Support research to better understand the ways other ocean 

ecosystems beyond coastal blue carbon systems function as part of the 
ocean’s tremendous carbon sink. 

(3) Implement adaptation strategies to help us and the ocean be more 
resilient to the impacts we can’t avoid. To do this, we must: 

• Protect and restore ocean habitats such as coral reefs, kelp forests, and 
deep sea corals that promote resilience and biodiversity, and are home 
to fish, sea turtles, whales, sea birds and many more ocean wildlife. This 
means: 

o Strongly protect 30% of the ocean, as recommended by 
scientists, to save the diversity and abundance of life on Earth. 
Protecting special places in the ocean -- much as we do with 
national parks on land -- via an effectively planned network 
connects biologically rich areas, creates sanctuaries in which 
ocean wildlife can thrive. This includes maintaining and 
strengthening existing marine protected areas (MPAs) and 
identifying and protecting additional areas that provide 
important benefits to coastal communities and marine 
species.  

o Restore and protect coral reefs that can improve the ability of 
marine species to adapt to climate change. Reefs harbor the 
highest biodiversity of any ecosystem, and they are also among 
the most threatened.  

• Decrease the amount of stress we already place on the ocean. Healthy 
ocean systems are better able to adapt to the effects of climate change, 
and therefore produce the goods and services that humankind are 
dependent upon. To do this, we must:  

o Maintain and strengthen fisheries management systems, both 
nationally and on the high seas, to support rebuilding and ensure 
a sustainable supply of wild caught fish. Overfishing can 
exacerbate the impacts of climate change, while healthy fisheries 
are better able to adapt.  

o Reduce the inflow of plastics into the ocean and the runoff and 
dumping of chemical pollution which sickens and kills sea life.  

o Support community adaptation and resiliency planning. We need 
both to adapt to the changes that are happening now and to 
prepare for the changes that are yet to come. Indigenous, coastal  
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and historically disadvantaged and underserved communities are 
most at-risk from climate change. We need to support and fund 
adaptation and marine planning that will protect these 
communities and their ways of life.  

 
A new paper from the High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy 
highlights the important role of the ocean as a solution to global climate 
change, reinforcing the importance of taking ocean climate action. 

 

Immediate next steps:  

All countries around the world should be taking immediate action. The IPCC 
has painted a stark picture of the consequences of inaction.  

• Governments must assert a leadership role and act now to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions, especially ocean-damaging carbon dioxide, 
to avoid the worst impacts of 1.5 C plus warming on the ocean, adapt to 
today’s changing environment, and plan for and mitigate the threats of 
tomorrow.  

• Globally, all coastal nations must incorporate ocean-focused actions 
into their national climate plans under the Paris Agreement. The time is 
now for countries to update their plans in advance of a 2020 deadline. 

• At COP25 in Chile, the world must speak with one voice for the ocean 
and chart a course that builds off of the IPCC ocean report, pursuing 
concrete, global climate commitments for our ocean. 
 

 
 
 
World Oceans Day is uniting conservation action, working to grow the global 
movement calling on world leaders to protect 30% of our blue planet by 
2030. This critical need is called 30x30. By safeguarding at least 30% of our 
ocean through a network of highly protected areas we can help ensure a 
healthy home for all.  
 
Click here to sign the global petition as an organization, corporation, or 
individual.  


