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To all those committed to saving the planet and to safeguarding our blue
heritage.
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Introduction: Blue Heritage, Human
Development and the Climate Crisis

Rosabelle Boswell

In the Hollywood blockbuster, The Day After Tomorrow, scientists discover
that a predicted environmental crisis is happening a lot faster than expected.
In a matter of days, instead of years, Earth would change beyond recognition,
and humans would be forced to adapt. The film highlights the globalised
nature of the disaster and the minutiae of human relationships, thrown into
relief against a backdrop of unimaginable catastrophe. This book does not
sensationalise the unfolding disaster that is the climate change crisis. That
crisis is the present reality of billions worldwide, even if there are disagree-
ments presently about the speed with which it is happening, or the coming
intensity of its effects in the coming years. What this book hopes to do, is
to provide insight into historical and contemporary human cultural attach-
ments to the sea (sometimes described as cultural heritage), and the impacts
of either political decisions and/or environmental degradation on human rela-
tionships with the sea and coasts. An important claim of the book is that
humans hold diverse perspectives of the sea and coast. Inclusion of diverse,
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often marginalised perspectives of the sea in development, as well as consider-
ation of marine inspired values and cultural practices deepen democracy and
advance environmentally sound practices of ocean management.
The importance of inclusion cannot be overstated. The globalised Covid-

19 pandemic is revealing historical and enduring schisms which affect not
only mitigation of the pandemic but also global effort to resolve the climate
crisis. Millions worldwide are already being forced to endure climate changes
affecting livelihood, health and habitat. The situation is even more dire for
those living in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs), as these countries are
further compromised by human development challenges.

In the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic, national governments in LDCs
and more developed countries are prioritising the immediate challenge of
saving their citizens’ lives. In part, this has involved curtailment of basic rights
and ultimately, access to independent forms of livelihood. At the time of
writing this book, most national governments across the developed world,
however, were seeking to ‘normalise’ life for their citizens. They had already
ensured that their citizens are vaccinated against Covid-19 and that life, as
it was, before the pandemic, could resume in limited forms. As this book
starkly reveals, for LDCs, Covid-19 looms large, alongside the wicked prob-
lems of exclusion, poverty, poor access to livelihood and enduring pollution.
It appears to some authors in the book, that these problems trump both the
climate crisis and the Covid-19 crisis.
The book also shows that national governments in the LDCs need to do

more, to prioritise and safeguard Earth’s blue heritages, that is, the tangible
and intangible artifacts and ‘assets’ of the oceans and coasts, as well as the inti-
mate, cultural relations that people have with Earth’s oceans and coasts, as the
latter are very difficult to repair and/or restore. Moreover, important decisions
are being made by both international bodies and these governments that put
both the tangible and intangible ‘blue’ heritages at risk of terminal degrada-
tion. Of added concern to the authors, is the fact that, to date, there are 1154
World Heritage Sites the majority of which are territorial. Only 50 sites are
World Marine Heritage Sites. Not one of these sites is a cultural or cultur-
ally associated site. And on the list appraised, there were only two natural
World Marine Heritage Sites in Africa. Considering tangible and intangible
cultural heritages and at the time of writing, there were 145 such sites in
Africa but up to 39% of these contain heritages in danger. The poor regard
for culture and/or its precarious situation in Africa is astounding. In Africa
and among ordinary people, culture is considered a major social asset and
source of human rights, cohesion, creativity, prosperity and livelihood.

A critical review of the Blue Economy (BE) imperative in Africa, states
that, ‘large scale BE initiatives prioritize economic gains at the expense
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of environmental degradation and the exclusion of local communities’
(Ifesinachi et al., 2020). The exclusion of local communities from the ocean
management sector is critical given the intractable, and rapidly intensifying
problems of climate change and general, environmental degradation that are
devasting Earth’s oceans.

Humans rely on the oceans for work, subsistence, habitation, healing and
leisure. Over the span of human evolution, they have engaged with the oceans
and coasts, conceptualising the marine space, aesthetically depicting it, using
it for naval and imperial ambitions, lamenting it as a grave for slave descen-
dant brothers and sisters, sailed it for sport and dived into it for other worldly
experience.
This book, as previously stated, seeks to offer further insight into the

diverse human social and cultural engagements with Earth’s oceans and
coasts. In part, the book shows what is at stake, if the trend of environmental
degradation and the exclusion of local communities from ocean management
continues. The book, however, also hopes to nuance accounts of negative,
causal anthropogenic impacts on the environment, to reveal complex, symbi-
otic and intersubjective human interactions with the oceans and coasts. A
major contribution of the book is its high estimation and valuation of human
and cultural contribution to the ‘blue economy’.

In monetary terms, it is estimated that the global ocean economy is worth
24 trillion US Dollars and that it is the seventh largest economy on earth
(World Wildlife Fund, 2018). While several international reports provide
detail on the financial dividends expected from the ocean economy (OECD,
2016; World Wildlife Fund, 2017), there appears to be little focus on the
human, social and cultural value of, contribution to, and benefits to be gained
from the oceans.

At the inception of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) in 1988, states approving the committee pledged to align their strate-
gies for growth with the UN SDGs. But since then, it has become evident
that facilitating economic growth that is inclusive, equal and environmen-
tally sound is extraordinarily difficult to achieve. Today and despite the
reality of climate change, many nation states are still not keen to decarbonise
the economy or pursue environmentally sound ‘growth’. Historical legacies
of inequality and injustice, still unresolved for centuries, are adding to the
problem. Making inclusive and equitable participation in ocean management
and climate management difficult.

Mindful of these challenges and the experiences of those caught in the
climate crisis maelstrom, the United Nations (UN) has set in motion various
actions, declarations and global agreements to help nation states mitigate



4 R. Boswell

and/or adapt to the coming crisis. The UN interventions were apparent at
the 2017 UN General Assembly where state parties pledged to support and
implement SDG 14, the sustainable use and development of the oceans. The
ensuing global ocean governance discussions, including COP21, culminated
in the UN Decade of Ocean Science, which emphasised prioritisation of the
health of marine ecosystems and the securing of ocean-based livelihoods.
The Post-2015 UN Development Agenda task team (UNESCO, 2012)

however, identified that culture, ‘a driver of development’ was not explicitly
stated in the SDGs and that effort must be made to include culture as a key
metric. In this regard, the EU Parliament’s report on actions for sustainability
(2017), emphasised that culture, an essential resource and fourth pillar of
development, cuts across all the SDGs. To this end, culture should be explic-
itly articulated as part of the EU’s sustainable development goals. Similar
sentiments were expressed in the African Union’s Agenda 2063, where a
major aspiration noted is the achievement of a culture-centric Africa, where
sustainable development processes do not exclude culture. The AU indicated
it aspires to achieve an ‘An Africa with a strong cultural identity, common
heritage, shared values and ethics’ (African Union Commission, 2015, p. 2).
The inclusion of culture in development, however, goes beyond its rele-

vance to the UN SDGs and ultimately to EU and AU goals. As stated further
on, UNESCO’s concept of culture and heritage (used to advance the conser-
vation of biological and cultural diversity for decades), is evolving and has
been at the forefront of globalised concepts of culture. While this under-
standing of culture is now included in discussions on human flourishing,
belonging and diversity, governments in the Least Developed Countries noted
in this book, have tended to portray culture and heritage as uncomplicated
legacies and symbols of diversity. Heritage and culture appear to be for
celebratory and recreational purposes.

But as this book shows, heritage and in particular ‘blue’ heritage, are
important sources of cultural values, practices, sense of history, identity and
solidarity. Understanding this is critical to the substantive implementation of
the UN SDGs and global interventions for human development. Some of
the authors writing here specifically mention the UN SDGs in the context of
a discussion on the UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Develop-
ment 2021–2030, the UN declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP) and the UN SDGs, specifically UN SDG 14 (Life below Water),
UN SDG 1 (poverty alleviation) and UN SDG 5 (gender equality).
The authors in this book also discuss UNESCO’s defined tangible and

intangible cultural heritages and the relevance of this understanding of


