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1. Introduction
The United States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) developed the concept of Large Marine
Ecosystems (LME) in 1984. LMEs are defined to assess, manage, recover, and sustain marine resources and their environments
by integrating science, law and economics in one single governance strategy. Unlike Regional Seas and RFBs, LME are
identified based on ecological criteria: bathymetry, hydrography, productivity, and trophic relationships, rather than in political
or economic factors. 

66 LMEs have been identified, delimited and assessed. According to the 2009 UNEP LME Report “they are relatively large
areas of ocean space, of approximately 200,000 km2 or greater, adjacent to the continents in coastal waters where primary
productivity is generally higher than in open ocean areas. It is within the boundaries of the LMEs that 80% of the world’s
annual marine fish catch is produced, degraded habitats are most prevalent and the frequency and effects of pollution and
eutrophication of ocean waters are most severe. The LMEs are also centers of marine gas and oil production; mining for sand,
gravel, diamonds and other extractive minerals; coastal shipping; and tourism.” 

Source: United States National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) – Large Marine Ecosystems website
http://www.lme.noaa.gov



2. Global Environment Facility - International waters
The Global Environmental Facility early adopted the LME approach to frame its International Waters focal area projects and to
engage states and partners in an ecosystem approach linking coastal zone management with the marine environment, including
socio-economic aspects. In some cases, states have been invited to establish new governance bodies, such as LME
commissions (UNEP 2014).

GEF projects start with a Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis (TAD) to analyze science-based information on transboundary
concerns, their root causes, and by setting priorities for action on transboundary concerns. Afterwards, a Strategic Action
Program (SAP) is prepared to determine national and regional priorities, objectives and actions needed.

https://www.thegef.org/gef/International_Waters


3. Governance approaches
LMEs mechanisms are set up to integrate science, policy and economics in a common framework to manage ecosystems and
human activities as a whole. Usually, a partnership is constituted between governments, international agencies and regional
bodies, such as, Regional Seas and, in some cases, RBFs. The 2014 UNEP White Paper on Regional Governance identifies
three types of approaches to govern LMEs beyond the GEF project cycle:

(a) Creation of an ad hoc governance mechanism for the LME: For example, Angola, Namibia and South Africa signed in
March 2013 a Convention established the Benguela Current Commission with a mandate covering marine waters under
national jurisdiction and addressing a large range of issues including pollution and fisheries.

(b) Establishment of an LME Commission in the framework of an existing body: This is the case of the interim Guinea Current
Commission (GCC), made possible by the GCLME project but established within the Abidjan Convention framework through
the upcoming adoption of a protocol. This raises a particular challenge with respect to fisheries which are not part of the
Abidjan Convention mandate; and

(c) Cooperative governance: For example, the proposed Western Indian Ocean Sustainable Ecosystem Alliance (WIOSEA)
built in the context of the Agulhas and Somalia Current LME project (ASCLME) in cooperation with the South West Indian
Ocean Fisheries Project (SWIOFP) is another innovative, cooperative governance approach, taking into account existing
organisations and their mandates.



4. Key Features of regional oceans governance mechanisms
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Source: White Paper on Ocean Regional Governance, UNEP 2014


