
The ocean 
is discussed 
when world 
leaders 
meet. But 
it is rarely a 
priority.”

ocean oxygen. At the same time, overfishing is removing 
important species from the food chain, accelerating biodi-
versity loss. Unsustainable industrial development along 
coastlines — new and larger ports, hotels and housing 
developments — are also adding to ocean pollution. “All 
of these threats erode the capacity of the ocean to provide 
nutritious food, jobs, medicines and pharmaceuticals as 
well as regulate the climate. Women, poor people, Indig-
enous communities and young people are most affected,” 
the authors say.

Yet the ocean also has potential to help mitigate climate 
change. If managed more sustainably, the researchers 
forecast — in preliminary estimates — it could contribute 
between 6% and 21% of the emissions reductions needed by 
2050 to achieve the goal of the 2015 Paris climate agreement, 
limiting global warming to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels. 

The ocean also has the potential to contribute many 
times more renewable energy than it did in 2018, through 
increasing offshore wind and wave energy. And it could help 
to produce more food through cultivation of organisms that 
are not yet widely consumed, such as molluscs and seaweed. 

The political leaders in the high-level panel have said 
that, by 2025, they will sustainably manage 100% of their 
ocean areas — not just their national waters, but their entire 
exclusive economic zones, stretching out 370 kilometres 
from their coasts. These commitments are commendably 
direct and rooted in science — and so should be welcomed. 
But they need to be accompanied by a process to ensure 
that they can be kept. 

Held to account
Pledges made by heads of state are too rarely accompa-
nied by monitoring or accountability mechanisms. Yet it is 
such things — enshrined in international conventions and 
law — that ensure world leaders are compelled to report 
periodically on their progress, or lack of it, in protect-
ing biodiversity, the climate and other areas affected by 
environmental degradation.

Monitoring and accountability, in turn, need indicators 
of success or failure. Researchers and national statistics 
offices are in the process of updating the international 
standard System of Environmental-Economic Accounting 
— Experimental Ecosystem Accounting (SEEA EEA), which 
is due to be adopted by the UN Statistical Commission in 
March. One of the studies in the collection proposes a 
framework through which existing global ocean data can 
be used to measure the condition of ocean ecosystems 
(E. P. Fenichel et al. Nature Sustain. 3, 889–895; 2020). 
Indicators on which there is a degree of consensus include 
those for biodiversity, ecosystem fitness and the ability of 
the ocean to retain greenhouse gases.

Momentum is building for stronger action. The UN is 
preparing to publish its second World Ocean Assessment 
sometime in 2021. Next year will also be the start of the UN’s 
decade devoted to ocean science and sustainable develop-
ment. And the UN Convention on Biological Diversity is 
preparing to update its targets to slow down biodiversity 
loss — including an updated goal for coastal and marine 
areas under protection. 

Time to give the 
ocean its due
Fourteen nations have made a welcome 
commitment to use the ocean sustainably. But 
it is equally important to hold them to account. 

N
ext year sees the start of 12 crucial months 
for the planet — or at least a proportion of 
it. Important talks on the future of food and 
agriculture, biodiversity and climate will all 
happen in 2021, a year later than planned. But 

there’s one meeting still missing from this list: the United 
Nations Ocean Conference, originally due to take place 
in Lisbon in 2020, has not yet been rescheduled for 2021. 

For too long, the ocean and seas, 71% of Earth’s surface, 
have been under-represented at some of the world’s most 
influential global environmental-policy processes. That 
is now changing, helped by a powerful initiative led by 
14 world leaders — which this week publishes important 
findings in Nature. These reports come as the UN, together 
with many others, is preparing to advocate stronger action. 
(Researchers, non-governmental organizations and the UN 
refer to ‘the ocean’ rather than ‘oceans’ to emphasize the 
connectedness of this global ecosystem.)

Part of the reason ocean policy is neglected is the lack 
of a high-level intergovernmental process through which 
binding decisions can be made. The marine environment 
is discussed when world leaders get together for meetings 
of the UN conventions on biodiversity and climate — but is 
rarely, if ever, a priority. 

This state of affairs prompted the prime ministers of 
Norway and Palau — both nations with economies depend-
ent on a healthy ocean — to convene some of their peers, 
including the leaders of Canada, Indonesia and Kenya (see 
page 9). Between them, they agreed to do more to protect 
and improve ocean health, and to safeguard the benefits 
that humans reap from the marine environment. 

The High Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean Economy 
was established in 2018, but its members needed scientific 
advice. They turned to researchers across ocean sciences 
and asked them to review the literature on the state of the 
seas and the benefits they provide, before deciding what 
further action to take. 

This week sees a collection of the researchers’ outputs 
published in the Nature family of journals (see go.nature.
com/3kyd0dx). The reports describe the parlous state of 
ocean health, but they also provide hope. If the ocean is 
managed more sustainably, species and ecosystems could 
revive, and could become better sources of sustainable 
food, energy, materials, livelihoods and, ultimately, plan-
etary well-being. 

As the panel’s research advisers write on page 30, climate 
change is warming and acidifying the ocean and depleting 
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Postdocs 
say that they 
are barely 
managing, 
but the 
urgency of 
their plight 
doesn’t seem 
to be getting 
through to 
decision 
makers.”

ease pressures at this time.
Financial struggles and insecurities are contributing 

to postdocs’ anxiety and distress, Nature’s survey reveals. 
Postdocs are almost always employed on short-term con-
tracts, and the survey’s comments section featured many 
accounts of day-to-day struggles. Postdocs say that they 
are barely managing, but the urgency of their plight doesn’t 
seem to be getting through to decision makers. 

It’s not that nothing is happening. In addition to agreeing 
to extend project deadlines, some funders have said that 
they are looking at other ways to support postdocs and 
their career development.  

The European Commission’s funding body for post-
docs told Nature that it is providing grantees with access 
to careers advice — including advice on non-academic 
careers — a crucial service at a time of widespread layoffs 
and hiring freezes at universities. The commission says that 
it is also trying to find ways to make it easier for postdocs 
to obtain funding from other EU sources.

The United Kingdom’s main research funding body, 
UKRI, has previously said that it is providing some grant-
ees, including some postdocs, with funding extensions 
during the pandemic. However, it was unable to respond to 
our request for an update on its policy by the time Nature 
went to press. 

The United Kingdom’s research system is powered by its 
45,000 postdocs — for comparison, the United States has 
around 80,000, but the country’s population is five times 
larger. UKRI is also a signatory to the 2019 Concordat to 
Support the Career Development of Researchers, an agree-
ment that sets out ways to support career development 
and improve research culture. 

The Howard Hughes Medical Institute, a philanthropic 
organization based in Chevy Chase, Maryland, told Nature 
that it will continue to pay postdocs even if labs remain 
shut during the pandemic. The organization has given 
postdocs extra time to complete projects, and has pro-
vided extra paid leave when necessary. The funder has 
also increased the minimum annual salary for postdocs 
from US$50,000 in 2019 to $51,000 in 2020 as part of an 
annual review. 

Worldwide, the approach taken by this institution is the 
exception, not the rule. And although at the start of the 
pandemic some public funders and universities did urge 
governments to allow researchers to be compensated as 
part of furlough schemes, those calls went unheeded. 

As a consequence, the research world is facing a situa-
tion where the futures of many of those in its most precar-
ious community are hanging by a thread. As one survey 
respondent, a physicist in Denmark, told us: “The lack of 
stability in a postdoc position is a huge source of anxiety 
and depression.”

Governments and research funders must recognize 
that this urgent situation demands an urgent response. 
Postdocs are the future of science, and the lifeblood of 
the research workforce. If they don’t receive some extra 
financial help soon, research — and society as a whole — 
will bear the consequences of denying a lifeline to the next 
generation of researchers, inventors and innovators. 

It is rare for world leaders to take a lead as the high-level 
panel has done, and they must be commended for their 
pledge to manage the ocean sustainably. But governments 
change. The panel’s members know that, one day, they 
will need to pass on their responsibilities. In some cases, 
their successors will want to continue their policies, but in 
others, they won’t — as we know all too well. 

That is why we need a mechanism to monitor pledges 
according to agreed data, tested by a consensus of the 
research community. Researchers stand ready to play their 
part. But to help ensure that these vital pledges are kept, 
sustainable management of the ocean needs a sustainable 
system of governance, too.

Postdocs urgently 
need funders’ 
financial support
The first year of the pandemic has seen 
postdocs left high and dry. Society will pay a 
high price if this neglect continues.

T
he first ever Nature survey to focus on postdoc-
toral researchers at universities paints a gloomy 
picture. As we reported in September, half of 
respondents revealed that they had recently 
considered leaving academic research, in part 

because of concerns for their mental health. 
This week, we report on other aspects of postdoc life cov-

ered by the survey. It revealed a generation of researchers 
who are worried about projects being shut down, having 
insufficient funding to support themselves for the dura-
tion of the pandemic, and the steep drop in job vacancies.

In the wake of these findings, we approached around ten 
funding agencies and postdoctoral support organizations 
in the United States and Europe — home to the overwhelm-
ing majority of the survey’s self-selecting group of 7,670 
respondents. We asked what they are doing to address 
these concerns. Those we contacted included the European 
Commission, the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, UK 
Research and Innovation (UKRI), the US National Institutes 
of Health and the US National Science Foundation.

Earlier in the year, many funders agreed to extend 
deadlines for research projects halted or delayed by the 
pandemic — but fewer offered extra funding to cover this 
period. Worryingly, most of the funders we approached 
still have no concrete plans to provide such additional 
financial support to postdocs. Many postdocs are not 
eligible for the government salary subsidies, or furlough 
schemes, that have been made available to many workers 
during the pandemic. Expanding access to such schemes 
is arguably the one intervention that could do the most to 
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