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Children’s health and the ocean: a 
vital connection
Ella M Whitman    ,1 Lora E Fleming,2 Philip J Landrigan1,3

INTRODUCTION
Human health and well- being, even the 
health of people who live far from the sea, 
depend on the health of the ocean. The 
ocean holds 97% of the world’s water 
and generates more than half of atmo-
spheric oxygen. It absorbs more than 
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Healthy ocean ecosystems are dynamic 
educational resources for children and their 
communities, enabling them to learn about 
marine biodiversity, ecological systems and 
sustainable practices. Hands- on experiences 
in coastal environments create opportunities 
for exploration and discovery. These expe-
riences develop children’s curiosity, critical 
thinking and problem- solving abilities as 
they engage with marine life, coastal habi-
tats and environmental challenges. Educa-
tional programmes focused on ocean health 
(eg, participating in beach cleanups and 
advocating for sustainable fishing practices) 
equip children with knowledge, confidence 
and skills that will enable them to become 
informed advocates for marine conservation 
and to become good stewards of the environ-
ment in their communities and beyond.

CONCLUSIONS
Humanity cannot thrive when the sea is 
polluted, acidified, overheated, depleted of 

oxygen and empty of fish. Protecting the 
ocean for the sake of human health will 
require strong national and international 
policies that are guided by good science and 
heed the voices of vulnerable communities. It 
will require collaborative action within and 
across national boundaries to protect, restore 
and sustainably manage ocean biodiversity. It 
will require that nations honour the commit-
ments of global laws, treaties, conventions 
and guidelines designed to slow climate 
change and curb pollution, including the 
Paris Climate Agreement, the COP28 and 
COP16 outcomes, and the UN Global Plas-
tics Treaty. It will necessitate building global 
partnerships and promoting a greater focus 
on equity and the protection of human rights 
for all people, including the right to health 
and the right to a healthy environment.

Because we paediatricians are trusted 
leaders, who are seen as credible advocates 
for children even in today’s polarised world, 
we are in a strong position to make the case 

that protection of the ocean is essential: not 
only because it will preserve marine ecosys-
tems, save whales and protect beaches, 
but because it will protect the health of all 
people, and especially the world’s children, 
now and into the future.

We must engage the voices of children and 
youth to speak jointly and argue persuasively 
for the need to: reduce fossil fuel combus-
tion to slow global warming; reduce chem-
ical pollution and curb plastic production 
to safeguard children’s brains, hearts, lungs 
and reproductive organs; protect coastlines 
against short- sighted development; and 
end unsustainable, industrial ocean fishing. 
Protection of the ocean is not merely a 
‘green’ concern. It is not conditioned by poli-
tics. It is essential for the health of all children 
and humanity.
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