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Sustainable Development Goal 14 on the conservation and sustainable use of 

ocean resources is the first explicit oceans-related development target in history, signaling 

oceans as an emerging and promising resource frontier for sustainable development organized 

around its economic, social, and environmental pillars. This paper examines how oceans are 

being enrolled in the international sustainable development project through the United Nations’ 

Agenda 2030. I examine how efforts to further incorporate oceans into sustainable development 

attend to unique marine geographies: not only are key sites of ocean-related sustainable 

development spatially dispersed, but the specific materialities of oceans themselves complicate 

efforts to know and act upon them (theme: Reshaping Economic Geography).  

Based on archival and ethnographic research at the 2017 UN Oceans Conference, a key site of 

Sustainable Development Goal 14 agenda-setting and implementation, my discourse analysis 

reveals two themes as central in the implementation process: promoting solidarity in oceans 

sustainable development, and generating and distributing scientific knowledge for development. 

First, I show that SDG14 implementation utilizes discourses of global environmental solidarity 

and shared planetary risks and responsibilities in ways that facilitate the expansion of global 

capital into ocean spaces. Second, I find that scientific research and knowledge transmission are 

important mechanisms through which global capital expands into oceans development, 

legitimized through the solidarity required to meet global sustainability imperatives. 

Collaborative efforts to better know and responsibly share the seas aid in the penetration of 

capitalist activity into the oceans, which is crucial to their enrollment into the larger sustainable 

development project of Agenda 2030. As both sustainable development and capital extend into 

the oceans in new ways, this paper traces the contours of sustainability shaping our marine 

futures and the changing economic geographies of sustainable development specific to the 

marine sphere. The methods and findings of this analysis inform not only marine-based 

sustainable development processes, but also ongoing efforts to govern and develop other global 

commons such as the atmosphere and stratosphere.


