
 

   
 

 

 

 

THE INTERNATIONAL MARITIME ORGANIZATION GENERAL ASSEMBLY  

31ST REGULAR SESSION  

Conserve and Sustainably Use the Oceans, Seas and Marine Resources 

for Sustainable Development 

 

His Eminence Cardinal Peter Turkson 

(Head of the Delegation of the Holy See) 

 

Dear President 

Honourable Ministers, Your Excellences: Members of the Diplomatic Corps, High 

Commissioners and Permanent Representatives, Mr. Kitack Lim, Secretary General of 

IMO, Distinguished Delegates, ladies and gentlemen. 

 

I bring you greetings from Pope Francis and wish to convey to you his gratitude for this 

Conference, aimed at finding more effective measures and marshalling greater resources 

toward the conservation and sustainable use of our oceans, seas and marine resources. He 

extends his appreciation for the IMO’s commitment to develop measures to control 

emissions from the shipping sector, particularly, its adoption last year (13 April 2018) of 

the Strategy to reduce Green House Gas Emissions by 40% for ships plying international 

routes by 20301. This places shipping at the forefront of efforts to decarbonize the global 

economy and promote investments in clean energy for sustainable shipping. Similarly, the 

Holy See appreciates the work being done by individuals, research centres and various 

international and national institutions to monitor and study the health of our oceans and 

seas, thereby contributing to better data collection and understanding of ocean 

acidification and to the search for the most effective measures to remedy it. 

Growing carbon dioxide emissions increase the acidity of oceans, as oceans absorb at least 

a quarter of emitted carbon dioxide. If these present trends continue, this century may well 

witness an unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with serious consequences for all of 

us.2  Accordingly, the Holy See commends IMO’s new regulations that mandate cleaner-

burning fuels at sea to reduce sulphur emissions.3. But we also need to recognize how 

much detergents and chemical pollutants continue to pour into our rivers and into seas 

and oceans. It is also therefore urgent to address the problem of ocean-bound polluted 

water. 

                                                 
1 IMO Resolution MEPC.304(72) adopted on 13 April 2018 
2 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, 24. 
3 MARPOL Convention Annex VI, regulation 14 and Resolution MEPC.280(70) adopted on 28 October 2016, 
on effective date of implementation of the fuel oil standard in Regulation 14.1.3 of MARPOL ANNEX VI 



 

We don’t need to be reminded how vital the oceans and seas are to life on the planet, our 

common home. They not only provide food and raw materials, but also various essential 

environmental benefits such as air purification, regulation of climate and the global carbon 

cycle, waste management, and the maintenance of food chains and habitats critical to life 

on earth. Assuring their health and sustainability is thus in everyone’s interest.  

Pope Francis has regularly enunciated fundamental principles and actions that ought to 

guide our action to protect and care for the environment. For individual Catholics and for 

Catholic institutions throughout the world, these principles have become the roadmap 

inspiring and motivating them to action. I would like to focus my contribution to this 

discussion by illustrating these interconnected principles that frame the Holy See’s 

perspective and action, not only to minimize and address ocean acidification, but to 

protect and care for the environment in general. Without pretending to be exhaustive, I 

would like to mention five of these interconnected guiding principles. 

First, it is a moral imperative to take care of our environment (common good). The 

environment is a gift entrusted to our responsible stewardship. Among the many 

considerations that flow from this fundamental principle are intergenerational solidarity 

and a focus not merely on rights but also on responsibilities. Pope Francis has repeatedly 

affirmed that intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but a basic question of justice, 

since the world we have received also belongs to those who will follow us.4 Thus, while 

our care for our oceans and seas immediately benefits us, it is also a gift to future 

generations, sparing them from paying the extremely high price of the deterioration of our 

oceans, seas and marine resources. 

Understanding the care of our oceans and seas as responsible stewardship helps us focus 

not just on our right to use the resources that oceans and seas provide us, but also on our 

obligation to conserve and use them in a sustainable manner. Much of the decline in the 

health of oceans is a result of emphasizing rights and autonomies to the detriment of 

personal and collective responsibilities. Effective regulatory frameworks to safeguard the 

health of our oceans are often blocked by those who are profiting the most from marine 

resources and who are intent on maintaining or increasing their advantages to the 

detriment of the poorer peoples and countries.  

The second guiding principle is what Pope Francis calls integral ecology. The term 

articulates the fundamental multidimensionality of our relationships: with one another, 

with the environment as a whole, and with the Creator who has given us the gift of nature. 

In his Encyclical Letter Laudato Si', Pope Francis mentions that an integral ecology 

encompasses the environmental, economic and social ecology; cultural ecology; the 

ecology of daily life; the principle of the common good; and justice between the 

generations.5 In this sense, the environment is not regarded as something separate from us 

or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of it, included in it and thus in constant 

                                                 
4 Laudato Si’, 159. 
5 Ibid., 137-162. 



 

symbiotic interaction with it. A crisis of the environment necessarily means a crisis for 

humanity. A crisis of our oceans and seas necessarily means a crisis for us, especially, the 

people of the sea and local fishers. For as Pope Francis observes, “We have to realize that a true 

ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must integrate questions of justice in 

debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.” (LS 49). 

This is also why the Holy See is grateful for the leading role the IMO and other 

international organizations have played in ratifying and implementing international 

conventions that seek to promote the rights of seafarers and fishers.6 Under the auspices of 

the IMO, the world’s over 1,5 million seafarers enjoy the protection of the “safety at Sea 

Convention (SOLAS)”, but there is no such international protective instrument for the 40 

million people around the world who engage in “capture fisheries.” Could the IMO also 

work to improve the safety of fishers and to address illegal, unreported and unregulated 

(IUU) fishing? It was for the safety of fishers that the Holy See participated at the 

“Ministerial Conference on Safe and Legal Fishing”, held last month at Torremolinos, Spain,7  

to call for the implementation of international standards on the safety of fishing vessel that 

will enhance working conditions for fishers and reduce the proliferation of IUU fishing 

practices.  

The third principle is the need for an integrated approach to finding solutions to problems 

that are not merely environmental but also social. Ethical considerations must be 

integrated in our scientific approaches to environmental issues, because environmental 

deterioration and human and ethical degradation are closely linked. Science can quantify 

the acidification of oceans, predicting its negative consequences and proposing remedies, 

but it cannot provide the motivation for virtuous action. Technical solutions are never 

enough. “Leaving no one behind” is a call to solidarity; and it is an inspirational motivation 

that should spur all of us to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. In brief, 

motivation to virtuous behaviour is a valuable contribution that the integration of an 

ethical approach can and must bring to finding effective measures to minimize and 

address ocean acidification. 

The fourth guiding principle is the fundamental role of education. Educating all from an 

early age about the marvels of nature leads to loving and caring for it.  Education is all the 

more necessary in places where public service in proper waste disposal is either scarce or 

absent. I have observed that in countries and places where there is not proper public waste 

disposal, when it rains, people throw every kind of garbage — from plastic to old clothing, 

from metals to glasses — into rivers and waterways, so that the floodwaters would carry 

them away. Naturally, the garbage pollutes land water sources before choking our seas 

and oceans. 

                                                 
6 Cf. ILO’s Maritime Labour Convention, (2006, with 2016 amendments). 
https://www.ilo.org/global/standards/maritime-labour-convention/text/WCMS_090250/lang--
en/index.htm 
7 Torremolinos declaration on the implementation of the provisions of the international convention for the 
safety of fishing vessels, adopted on 21 October 2019. 



 

The Holy See uses its international reach and presence to educate about the need to care 

for our common home. Integral ecology has become required material in many Catholic 

schools and faith community activities to stimulate and sustain the love and care for the 

environment. It encourages initiatives toward achieving carbon footprint reduction and 

maximizing the use of renewable energy. It challenges small-scale entrepreneurs to put up 

or support eco-friendly businesses at the local or grassroots level.  The Vatican City State is 

striving to give good example not just for Catholics but for all in striving to reduce its 

carbon footprint to a minimum and become totally carbon free. 

The Catholic Church also relies on her network of maritime charity organization called, 

the Stella Maris (Apostleship of the Sea), as well as a vast interfaith network and 

collaboration with both non-governmental and governmental entities to educate children 

and adults on this responsibility. For example, the theme of the Holy See’s Message to the 

Muslims for this time of Ramadan is “Christians and Muslims: Caring for our Common 

Home.” (2017). Affirming that the common vocation to be guardians of God’s handiwork 

is neither optional nor tangential but essential to pay homage to God, the Message invites 

to a “global conversion” to address adequately the challenge of the ecological crisis. 

An integral part of this educational outreach to love and care for our oceans, regardless of 

whether one is a believer, is the challenge to change lifestyles and patterns of consumption 

that cause the degradation of the quality of our oceans and seas. 

The fifth guiding principle is the need to dialogue and collaborate at all levels that can 

lead to common international, national and local decision-making, policy and action. We 

must bring into the conversation about the health of our oceans and seas the specific 

contributions of individuals and societies, State institutions and civic organizations. In an 

increasingly globalized and complex world, different perspectives are ever more 

intertwined and complementary, and all must be brought together to find the most 

effective solutions and measures. State policies and academic research are important and 

necessary but work on the ground is most the important of all and the task of all. 

Initiatives and projects to promote the health of our oceans and seas must be practical and 

participative to stimulate the willingness of all to contribute to this common task for the 

common good. Specific and targeted initiatives to fight the greatest and common 

pollutants of our oceans and seas could be wholesome and promote social cohesion. For 

instance, schools and communities could collect plastic, metal, glass and other waste 

materials that otherwise would end up in our oceans and rivers. Grassroots organizations 

could work with farming and mining industries to prevent industrial waste from polluting 

the water systems. Non-governmental organizations and public authorities could 

fruitfully collaborate to help poor fishing villages fight the degradation of coastal 

ecosystems affecting their livelihood. If all of us really care for our environment, then there 

should be collaboration rather than opposition. 



 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I just want to mention one last thing, and I’ll be done. It is about Migration: 

Sea-borne migrants and refugees are not a new phenomenon. Throughout the ages, people 

around the world have risked their lives aboard un-seaworthy crafts, whether in search of 

work, better living conditions or international protection against persecution or other 

threats to their life, liberty or security8. 

Today, let us not forget those migrants seeking to flee from conflicts, growing poverty 

caused by environmental degradation, natural disasters etc. As Pope Francis has written in 

his Encyclical Letter, Laudato Si, “they are not recognized by international conventions as 

refugees; they bear the loss of the lives they have left behind, without enjoying any legal protection 

whatsoever.” (LS 25).  

We recognize that the IMO has called for greater focus to be placed on addressing unsafe 

migration by sea, so that fewer lives are lost due to large numbers of people setting out to 

cross the sea in overcrowded and unseaworthy vessels. Efforts by the global network of 

search and rescue services to assists those that put their lives at risk at sea should be 

encouraged. "The Guide on Principles and Practice as applied to Refugees and Migrants at Sea,” 

prepared jointly by the IMO, the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS), and the Office 

of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is another example of 

decisive action for people and the planet that we welcome. 

In conclusion, Dear Mr. Kitack Lim, Secretary General of IMO, distinguished audience, let 

me ask: “What kind of oceans and seas do we want to leave to future generations? What 

quality of water do we want flowing into our and their beaches, into our cities, villages 

and fields, into our sinks and showers? We can and must reverse the degradation of our 

oceans and seas?” 

We are capable of the best, of rising above personal egoism and narrow national interests. 

This vast blue realm is God’s gift for us. Let us be its responsible stewards.” 

I thank you. 

 

                                                 
8 Rescue at Sea: A Guide to principles and practice as applied to refugees and migrants. IMO, ICS UNHCR, 
2015 


