
ETHICS, VALUES AND SOCIAL LICENCE  
IN THE BLUE ECONOMY

PRACTITIONERS SUMMARY I

The Blue Economy CRC is funded in part under the Australian Government’s CRC Program, administered by the 
Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources. The CRC Program supports industry-led collaborations 

between industry, researchers and the community.
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| INTRODUCTION

This Practitioner Summary identifies and 
examines the ethical values and principles 
that underpin the Blue Economy.  

Ethical values and principles refer to types of 
acts or qualities of outcomes that are morally 
important. Ethical values and principles are 
relevant to practitioners because they can: 

 » guide operations to better achieve benefits 
while avoiding wrongdoing.

 » inform government policy, law and regulation.

 » help justify and explain decisions and actions.

 » shape expectations, ensuring that government, 
industry and community have shared 
standards.

Different ethical principles can be important 
to different industries. This project identified 
nineteen specific ethical values relevant to the 
Blue Economy, and from these derived six over-
arching ethical principles that should guide Blue 
Economy activities.

I. ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION: 
Blue Economy activities should 
protect sustainability, biodiversity, 
and ecosystem function.

II. STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION: 
Community knowledge and 
engagement should play a role in 
Blue Economy decision-making.

III. FAIRNESS: Opportunities, risks, 
impacts, costs, and benefits 
should be fairly distributed across 
stakeholders.

IV. HARM PREVENTION: Human rights 
and animal welfare should be 
protected and respected.

V. BENEFICENCE: Blue Economy 
activities should deliver good 
outcomes, including food, safety, 
prosperity, and employment.

VI. TRUSTWORTHINESS & 
ACCOUNTABILITY: Blue Economy 
activities and systems must 
demonstrate their trustworthiness. 

BLUE ECONOMY ETHICAL PRINCIPLES
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| THE BLUE ECONOMY

The Blue Economy refers to economic activity in the marine environment, that sustains 
that environment, and that pays heed to social and cultural priorities (see Voyer et al. 2018; 
Breakey 2022).

As such, the Blue Economy has the potential to deliver a range of important benefits, such as increased 
food security and nutrition, more sustainable seafood stocks, renewable energy, and poverty reduction. 
However, the potentially negative consequences of the marine economy can include environmental 
degradation, animal suffering, inequitable distribution of benefits, and lack of consultation with local 
communities (Bennett et al. 2019). 

Adding to the ethical challenge, marine economy activities are often highly complex, covering an ever-
increasing multitude of overlapping activities, some with long supply chains and many with significant 
social and ecological impacts. 

Blue Economy activities can occur in challenging and dynamic environments, often hidden from the view 
of communities and regulators, and by industries expanding rapidly in scale and technology (Breakey 
2022). 

Navigating this complexity requires being clear about the ethical values and principles applicable to the 
Blue Economy.

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES
Our research (see Cooper et al. 2023) 
reviewed 238 scholarly articles to 
determine what values were informing 
Blue Economy decisions, discussions, and 
practices.

From there, the Project Team examined these 
specific values to determine what broader 
principles were Blue Economy ethical priorities. 
The team identified six Blue Economy Ethical 
Principles to guide marine economy activities.

Utilising these principles in every aspect of Blue 
Economy activities from ‘on ocean’ operations 
to regulation and governance ensures that the 
Blue Economy meets its purported aims of 
securing the ‘improvement of human well-being 
and social equity while significantly reducing 
environmental risks and ecological scarcities’ 
(Voyer et al. 2018).

METHODOLOGY
The Project asked: what ethical values 
should be considered in ethical decision-
making about the Blue Economy?

To answer this question, the Project Team 
conducted a systematic quantitative review of 
existing scholarship on the ethics of the Blue 
Economy, and a critical analysis of the results 
(Cooper et al. 2023). 

This involved creating a database that collated 
all the ethical values that were found within 
the scholarly literature on ethics in the Blue 
Economy. 

A total of 19 Blue Economy values were identified 
in a cohort of 238 articles.
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IDENTIFYING ETHICAL 
VALUES
Ethical values refer to the specific moral 
concepts invoked by practitioners, 
activists, scholars and commentators. 

Figure 1 shows that the most frequently invoked 
values in the Blue Economy, and the number 
of times they appeared in the literature. The 
three most frequently invoked ethical values are 
sustainability (56%), equity/distributive justice 
(44%) and stakeholder participation (38.5%) 

Early definitions of sustainable development 
referred to ‘development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs’. In recent times, sustainability 
increasingly recognises the importance of social, 
environmental and economic sustainability. 

The second-most invoked value, equity, refers to 
whether costs, benefits, risks and opportunities 
are fairly distributed across all stakeholders and 
that local communities and vulnerable groups 
(e.g. women, artisanal fishermen, native peoples) 
are not disadvantaged by large-scale activities 
and projects.

Finally, the importance that is placed on 
both stakeholder participation (38.5%) and 
stakeholder analysis (28.5%) reflects the wide 
array of stakeholders who have legitimate and 
overlapping interests in Blue Economy.

The strong emphasis on sustainability 
is unsurprising given that the Blue 
Economy’s very definition highlights 
the importance of balancing economic, 
environmental and social considerations 
to protect both the long-term efficacy of 
the industry and the many stakeholders 
that comprise it. 

Sustainability as an ethical value has 
become more multifaceted over time. 
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Figure 1. Ethical Values in Blue Economy Literature.
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IDENTIFYING ETHICAL PRINCIPLES
The Project Team considered how the specific values identified 
in Figure 1 could be grouped together to reflect broader Blue 
Economy ethical principles. 

For example, the ethical principle of Environmental Protection covers an 
array of similar but more specific ethical values, including sustainability, 
climate justice, ecological ethics and stewardship. Figure 2 shows how 
the identified ethical values could be grouped together thematically 
under the banner of five broad marine economy ethical principles (and 
also includes the sixth principle derived from our review of practical 
recommendations). 

These Blue Economy ethical principles are also reflected in many 
applicable public standards, such as the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals.

Figure 2. Broad Ethical Principles and specific ethical values.
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PRACTICAL 
RECOMMENDATIONS
These ethical values and principles could 
be meaningfully translated into positive 
actions to strengthen ethical standards 
and practices in the Blue Economy. 

Blue Economy scholars have put forward a range 
of practical recommendations to ensure that 
the Blue Economy is maximising its benefits and 
minimising its negative consequences. 

As Figure 3 demonstrates, the literature offers a 
wide array of recommendations that range from:

1. top-down measures such as improved 
governance, regulation and certification 
regimes; 

2. institutional reforms including transparent 
management systems, responsive policy 
frameworks and more inclusive stakeholder 
input; 

3. more ethical and accountable Blue Economy 
industry processes driven by advances in 
education, training, science and technology; 

4. promoting more ethically robust policies, 
standards and practices; and 

5. greater engagement with civil society groups 
and grassroots activists.

The practical recommendations are clearly informed by the above-noted 
ethical principles. For example, the prevalent focus on stakeholder 
decision making shows that inclusive participation is important. 

However, governance was the most frequently 
invoked recommendation (41.5%), while 
regulation, law and policy reform, and 
certification also featured heavily. 

For this reason, it was clear that being 
trustworthy and accountable also stands as 
an important Blue Economy ethical principle 
(Breakey 2022; Cooper et al. 2023). 

This rounded out the Six Blue Economy 
Principles identified in page 1: Environmental 
Protection, Stakeholder Participation, 
Fairness, Harm Prevention, Beneficence, and 
Trustworthiness and Accountability.
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Figure 3. Practical Recommendations.
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CONCLUSION
This Practitioner Summary has delineated six Blue Economy Ethical Principles to guide 
marine economy activities. Future summaries will present research findings discussing their 
application to practical settings.
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RESEARCH TEAM
Hugh Breakey, Katja Cooper, Rebecca Marshallsay 
& Charles Sampford. 

Institute of Ethics, Governance & Law, Griffith 
University, Brisbane, Australia.
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