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The open ocean may be vast but it’s not limitless.

Under that glassy expanse, the pelagic environment is more than empty blue water. It’s streaked and spotted with migratory thoroughfares and
breeding grounds for marine mammals, turtles, fish, and seabirds. Thousands of miles from shore, the sea still thrums with life.

Yet there is no unified system in place to protect open water. Most marine reserves today are created and managed by single countries, most
often along their coastline, or centered on remote island territories. But what about the ocean that no one owns?

The high seas “are extremely problematic when it comes to protection,” says Lisa Ballance, a marine ecologist with the National Marine
Fisheries Service in La Jolla, California and former Chief Scientist of National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association’s (NOAA) Cetacean and
Ecosystem Research Cruises in the Eastern Tropical Pacific. Since “no one owns them, coming to an agreement on their management is
extremely difficult.”

So if the high seas are so hard to protect, why bother? From the surface, open ocean looks “big and empty,” Ballance says. Out there, “you see
a vast expanse of water and a vast expanse of sky.”

But beneath the surface, it’s a diverse and variable world. Temperature, salinity, and other factors “vary dramatically” between currents, she
says. “With some scientific knowledge and equipment, we can very easily see it’s far from homogeneous.”

Many of the animals that we depend on, like tuna and other large fish, as well as protected groups like whales, dolphins, and sea turtles, ride
those varied currents to hunt and breed. Endangered loggerhead sea turtles cross over 7,000 miles of the Pacific Ocean, from Japan to Mexico,
in epic migrations that cross international waters.

To protect the turtles, even when they’re out in unregulated territory, NOAA developed TurtleWatch, a new, moving approach to conservation on
the high seas. The loggerheads pass through a hazard zone near Hawaii, where they risk entanglement in fishermens’ longlines. But it turns out
that loggerheads prefer water temperatures below 65.5 degrees Fahrenheit. So using satellites, NOAA scientists track temperatures in the North
Pacific, and update a map every three days. By reading the map, fishermen avoid loggerheads, even outside of marine reserves.

TurtleWatch is an innovative approach to protecting a migratory species that brings fisheries and conservationists together. So how else are we
protecting the high seas, and why haven’t we done more, sooner?
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A loggerhead turtle escapes a net. NOAA.
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Historically, most protected areas were small and close to shore (partly a consequence of national regulation). But in the last decade,
conservationists have increasingly turned
their attention to international waters,
governed by the United Nations. The high
seas cover half of the planet, yet remain
largely unregulated, explains Peggy
Kalas, coordinator of the High Seas
Alliance, a partnership of
32 nongovernmental organizations and
the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN).

Without centralized marine protection,
Kalas worries that advancing technology
and unchecked exploitation will spoil our
shared resources.

“The piecemeal and fragmented approach
to oceans governance has led to
overlapping oversight in some areas, yet
huge gaps in other areas,” she says. “A
global solution is the only answer to
protect a global resource.”

The UN is currently working to develop a new marine biodiversity treaty, with input from members of the High Seas Alliance. The hope, Kalas
explains, is to protect both species and whole ecosystems on the high seas. Because currents move and some animals migrate, the Alliance
hopes that the UN will take a broad approach, including both place-based and more dynamic conservation strategies.

“One of the most significant things we did was to protect large areas of open land, like Yellowstone through the National Parks system,” Kalas
says. “We now need to do this for the ocean.”

Members of the High Seas Alliance meet in the corridors of the United Nations.

Amy G. McDermott is a science journalist and editor. Her work has appeared in Science, Discover, and Natural History, among others. She
founded the online science magazine Hawkmoth and tweets from @HawkmothMag
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National Geographic Voices

Researchers, conservationists, and others around the world share stories and commentary on the National Geographic Society's conversation platform Voices. Explore
the list alongside to dive deeper into some of our most popular mini-blogs.

Opinions are those of the blogger and/or the blogger's organization, and not necessarily those of the National Geographic Society. Posters and commenters are required
to observe National Geographic's community rules and other terms of service.

Voices director: David Braun (dbraun@ngs.org)
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Described by Jacques Cousteau as the "aquarium of the world," the Gulf of California in Mexico is threatened
by coastal development, climate change, and other human activities. To learn firsthand what's going on in and around this marine treasure of global importance, the
National Geographic Society sent its top scientists and officials to the region in January 2016. They toured the desert islands off the southeastern coast of the Baja
Peninsula and they listened to presentations by more than a dozen experts, including several whose Baja California research is funded by the Society. Bring yourself up
to speed about this important place in this series of posts: National Geographic Committee for Research and Exploration Visits the Gulf of California

Support National Geographic

We've supported more than 11,000 grants to scientists and others in the field.

Learn more about our work. >>

Rising Star Expedition

Two years after being discovered deep in a South African cave, the 1,500 fossils excavated during the Rising Star Expedition have been identified as belonging to a
previously unknown early human relative that National Geographic Explorer-in-Residence Lee Berger and team have named Homo naledi.

With at least 15 individuals of all ages and both sexes represented, the find adds an unprecedented amount of information to our understanding of early human evolution
in Africa.

In addition, the absence of any other animal remains or large debris in the fossil chamber strongly suggests that these non-human beings intentionally deposited their
dead within this cave.

Join the discussion surrounding this remarkable discovery here and on Twitter:
#NalediFossils
@LeeRBerger
@NatGeoExplorers

http://voices.nationalgeographic.com/keywords/cre-baja-california/
http://voices.nationalgeographic.com/keywords/cre-baja-california/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/annual-report-2014/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/annual-report-2014/
http://newswatch.nationalgeographic.com/tag/rising-star-expedition/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/naledifossils
http://www.twitter.com/leerberger
http://www.twitter.com/natgeoexplorers


http://shop.nationalgeographic.com/ngs/index.jsp?code=NG94000&source=NavShopHome
http://www.nationalgeographicexpeditions.com/?utm_source=NGdotcom-Home&utm_medium=Link&utm_content=TopNav_Trips&utm_campaign=NGdotcom
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazines/lp/nav/

	VOICES	  Ideas and Insight From Explorers
	Important and Overlooked: Protecting Open Water
	Post a comment
	National Geographic Voices
	Society Field Inspection 2016: Gulf of California
	Support National Geographic
	Rising Star Expedition


