
U
N

EP
Global Programme of Action

…for the Protection of the Marine Environment from 
Land-based Activities 

Background

In 1995 over 108 governments made “their commitment to protect and preserve the marine environment 
from the impacts of land-based activities … Setting as their common goal sustained and effective 
action to deal with all land-based impacts upon the marine environment, specifically those resulting 
from sewage, persistent organic pollutants, radioactive substances, heavy metals, oils (hydrocarbons), 
nutrients, sediment mobilization, litter, and physical alteration and destruction of habitat.” The 
commitment was made under the auspices of the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) and the associated 1995 Washington Declaration. 
This has been renewed through the Montreal and Beijing Declarations in 2001 and 2006 respectively, 
and finally through the Manila Declaration in 2012.

The GPA encourages governments and regional organisations to prepare and implement comprehensive, 
continuing and adaptive action plans to protect the marine environment, recognising the effects on food 
security, poverty alleviation, and ecosystem health, as well as the resulting economic and social benefits. 
In parallel, some of the eighteen Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAPs) have negotiated 
legally-binding protocols on land-based activities and sources of marine pollution. 

The Third Intergovernmental Review on the Implementation of the GPA was held 25-26 January 2012 
in Manila, Philippines, preceded by a Global Conference on Land-Ocean Connections, 23-24 January. 
Governments decided at this 3rd Intergovernmental Review that the GPA Coordination Office should focus 
its work on nutrients, litter and wastewater as the three priority source categories for the GPA through 
global multi-stakeholder partnerships. The current focus therefore of the GPA is on strengthening or 
establishing three global partnerships on nutrient, marine litter and wastewater.

UNEP and the GPA

UNEP hosts the GPA Coordination Office and serves as the Secretariat of the GPA with a mandate to: 

a) promote and facilitate its implementation at regional, national, and sub-national levels; and 

b) play a catalytic role with other organisations and institutions in implementing the Global Programme 
of Action internationally. 

Consistent with the directive of governments, UNEP conducts international, regional and national 
activities to advance the GPA, under the following categories: 

•	   Collaboration and coordination. UNEP collaborates with strategic partners to develop and show-
case the ‘foundations’ for national action on: nutrient management; waste-water management; 
and marine litter;

•	  Policy and normative action. UNEP makes the case, through demonstration projects, for 
mainstreaming the protection of coastal and marine ecosystems from land-based pollution and 
activities; 

•	  Capacity-building and technology support. UNEP provides tools to governments and regional 
organisations to support decision making and planning;

•	  Assessment. UNEP monitors, and reports on, innovative and best-practice approaches by govern-
ments and other stakeholders to protect the marine environment from land-based pollution and 
activities; and

•	  Awareness-raising and outreach. UNEP increases awareness of coastal degradation and promotes 
the GPA as a multilateral initiative embodying the principles of ecosystem management where 
land and sea meet. 
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The role of the Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans in implementing the GPA 

The Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAPs) play a fundamental role in implementing the 
GPA. The governments of some of the RSCAPs have negotiated legally-binding conventions/protocols 
that contribute to achieving its objectives, while others have similarly contributed by negotiating Action 
Plans. Projects funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) have resulted in Strategic Action Plans in 
some regions for specific ecosystems, which contribute to the GPA and provide examples of the regional 
collaboration envisaged by the drafters of the GPA.

Activities of the Secretariat    

UNEP has supported the development and implementation of regional and national plans of 
action across the globe, and an increased use of both integrated coastal area management and 
environmental impact assessment. Legally binding agreements on land-based sources of pollution 
have been adopted in the Caribbean, Mediterranean, Western, Central and Southern African region, 
and Western Indian Ocean, as have the global conventions on Prior Informed Consent and Persistent 
Organic Pollutants (POPs). Activities supported by UNEP have catalyzed a number of ratifications 
to Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans, including their Protocols. UNEP/GPA also acts as a 
Secretariat for three multi-stakeholder global partnerships engaging governments, civil society, 
academia, and private sector with a focus on:

Wastewater: Since 2003, UNEP-GPA has trained over 1,350 experts and municipal wastewater 
managers from 67 countries on “Improving Municipal Wastewater Management for Coastal Cities” 
together with partners. Additionally, UNEP-GPA has partnered with UN-Water Decade Programme 
on Capacity Development and others, to train government officials and practitioners in the safe use 
of wastewater in agriculture in order to reduce pollution from wastewater discharges and relieve 
the demand for freshwater.  In 2010, UNEP published the report “Sick  Water? – The central role of 
wastewater management in sustainable development”. As a follow-up, UNEP has led a UN-Water 
Taskforce on Wastewater Management which is developing a set of targets and indicators for 
wastewater, as a contribution to the development of possible Sustainable Development Goals for 
Water Security. The Global Wastewater Initiative (GWI) was launched by UNEP in 2013 to prevent 
further pollution and emphasize the value of wastewater in water security and is expected to bring a 
paradigm shift in world water politics.

Marine Litter: Twelve Regional Action Plans for Marine Litter have been developed through 
partnership with the Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans and the 2009 report ‘Marine Litter: 
A Global Challenge’ was the first attempt ever to take stock of marine litter levels across 12 different 
regions. Other marine litter publications focus on market-based instruments, survey and monitoring 
guidelines and abandoned, lost or otherwise discarded fishing gear. The Honolulu Strategy - a global 
result-oriented framework for prevention and management of marine debris, was finalized in 2012. It 
consists of three goals and associated plans to reduce the amount and impact of marine debris from 
land-based and sea-based sources on economies, ecosystems, animal welfare and human health. 
The plans can be used all over the world, regardless of specific conditions or challenges. In order 
to support and catalyze actions towards the implementation of the Honolulu Strategy , UNEP/GPA 
launched the Global Partnership on Marine Litter in 2012. It offers a platform to promote knowledge 
management, information sharing and monitoring of progress; to support resource efficiency and 
economic development through waste prevention; to increase awareness on sources and impacts of 
marine litter; and to assess emerging issues related to marine litter.

Nutrients: The Global Partnership on Nutrient Management (GPNM) formed in 2010 provides a 
platform to forge a common agenda, mainstreaming best practices and integrated assessments, so 
as to effectively render both policy making and investments “nutrient proof”. Regional platforms are 
being developed to support the global efforts.  GPNM publishes reports to provide access to better 
information and best practices, to raise awareness about the nutrient challenge and to improve 
nutrient management practices. GPNM Publications such as the “Foundations for Sustainable 
Nutrient Management” illustrates how strategic action by countries can lead to effective nutrient 
management.  Another GPNM Publication, “Our Nutrient World: the challenge to produce more food 
and energy with less pollution” provides a global overview of the nutrient management practices 
and policies with their consequent impacts on human wellbeing and natural environment. A clear 
message is that humanity benefits from nutrients but the current production and use of nutrients 
must change towards green growth and sustainable development. 

Multi-stakeholder fora, Global Conferences on Land-Ocean Connections (GLOC), serve as platforms to 
discuss crosscutting issues as well as partnership fora. Two have been convened, in 2012 and 2013.  
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