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The Process of Ocean Acidification

Carbon dioxide + water = carbonic acidCarbonic acid – hydrogen ion = bicarbonate Hydrogen ion + carbonate = bicarbonateCalcium carbonate – calcium = carbonate



Rate and Magnitude of Change Unparalleled

SOURCE: Turley et al. 2006



Winners and Losers (but mostly losers)
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How can the emergent problem of ocean acidification be addressed in the already congested

landscape of multilateral environmental agreements?

Supplemental questions:

1. What efforts have already been made under existing multilateral environmental agreements to address

ocean acidification and where are the existing gaps in the governance of this issue?

2. Can reframing the problem of ocean acidification play a role in filling the identified gaps in governance?

(a) What are the different ways that ocean acidification can be framed?

(b) Can the use of various frames lead to reinterpretations of existing multilateral environmental agreements

that require States to address ocean acidification?

4. Can the reframing of ocean acidification enhance the possibilities of synergistic regime interaction?

Research Questions



Existing MEA responses



A Governing Framework for Action on OA



An idealized version of OA governance



Gaps in OA governance



The OA Epistemic Community



Ocean Acidification: The Other CO2 Problem



An Emergent Legal Literature on OA
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Does the UNFCCC carry an obligation to 
address OA?



OA as an ‘effect of climate change’?



What is the ‘Climate’?

The average weather 

The state of the climate system

Ø “Climate change” means a change of average 
weather which is attributed directly or indirectly to 
human activity that alters the composition of the 
global atmosphere…

Ø “Climate change” means a change of the state of 
the climate system which is attributed directly or 
indirectly to human activity that alters the 
composition of the global atmosphere…

Ø “Adverse effects of climate change” means changes 
in the physical environment or biota resulting from a 
change of average weather…?

Ø “Adverse effects of climate change” means changes 
in the physical environment or biota resulting from a 
change in the state of the climate system…

Climate

IPCC TAR 2001



Rules of Treaty Interpretation

Ø Scientifically defensible to describe ocean acidification 

as an effect of climate change

Ø Given that the UNFCCC doesn’t define ‘climate’ the 

broader description, as the ‘state of the climate system’ 

can be used.

Ø This description is consistent with the object and 

purpose of the Convention

Ø Describing ocean acidification as an effect of climate 

change would overcome the structural limitations that  

that have been identified within the UNFCCC when 

ocean acidification is framed as a problem concurrent to 

climate change. 



In their context and in light of the object and 
purpose



Reframing OA in the context of the UNFCCC

Ø Scientifically defensible to describe ocean acidification 

as an effect of climate change

Ø Given that the UNFCCC doesn’t define ‘climate’ the 

broader description, as the ‘state of the climate system’ 

can be used.

Ø This description is consistent with coth the object and 

purpose of the Convention and its negotiating history.

Ø Describing ocean acidification as an effect of climate 

change would overcome the structural limitations that  

that have been identified within the UNFCCC when 

ocean acidification is framed as a problem concurrent to 

climate change. 



UNCLOS as a framework agreement for OA



CBD and the post-2020 biodiversity agenda



A patchwork of governance



Thank you!
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