
Strengthening Regional Cooperation:

Insights from the Asia Capacity Building Workshop on the BBNJ Agreement

Introduction

RISEUP in collaboration with High Seas Alliance and the BoBP hosted a two-day regional
capacity-building workshop on the High Seas Treaty (BBNJ Agreement) in Chennai, India,
from August 27-28, 2024. The workshop remained true to its title “From Ratification to
Implementation: Challenges and Opportunities for the Conservation and Management
of the High Seas in South and Southeast Asia”, aiming at enhancing the understanding
and preparation of Asian countries for the BBNJ Agreement.

The workshop, supported by the government of the Netherlands, saw the participation of
consul representatives from the Netherlands and Australia and mission officials and
delegates from participating countries. With a focus on countries in South and Southeast
Asia, the workshop had participation from 11 South Asian countries along the Indian Ocean
Rim, including India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Maldives, Nepal, Thailand, Indonesia,
Bhutan, Myanmar, Cambodia and Timor Leste. In addition to country representatives,
participants also included experts from organizations such as IUCN, the World Bank, IORA,
and several international NGOs.

The discussions, divided into five sessions, were crafted to take the participants through the
different components of the BBNJ Agreement in detail and offered a platform for further
discussions stressing on country contexts.

https://highseasalliance.org/
https://www.bobpigo.org/


Session 1: BBNJ in the context of South and Southeast Asia

During the opening discussions, country delegates explored their national priorities and
potential opportunities concerning the High Seas Treaty. Nations with strong interests in
fishing, maritime trade, and shipping raised concerns about the potential for stricter
environmental standards under the agreement. The conversation revolved around finding
the right balance between national priorities and conservation measures. Delegates were
also keen to discuss the benefits of joining the treaty, such as access to valuable data,
scientific research, and capacity-building initiatives.

Participants emphasized the critical issue of data and information scarcity, which they saw
as a major obstacle to effectively engaging with the BBNJ Agreement. A few delegates also
aligned the scope of the High Seas Treaty in line with other multilateral environmental
agreements like CITES and CBD. Additionally, countries recognised the BBNJ Agreement as
part of a broader global effort to address challenges like climate change and pollution.

Session 2: Marine Genetic Resources (MGR) and Access-Benefit Sharing (ABS)

Session 2 focused on the opportunities and challenges associated with Marine Genetic
Resources (MGR) and Access-Benefit Sharing (ABS) in Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction
(ABNJ). Participants highlighted the immense potential for scientific research in the High
Seas. However, the high costs and logistical difficulties of conducting research in Areas
Beyond National Jurisdiction (ABNJ) were noted as significant barriers.

The role of regional cooperation mechanisms, including Inter-Governmental Organizations
(IGOs) and Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs) like the Indian Ocean
Tuna Commission (IOTC) and the Southern Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement (SIOFA),
was emphasized in promoting MGR-ABS provisions. Aligning national policies, such as Blue
Economy strategies, with MGR provisions was identified as a crucial step for the effective
implementation of the Treaty.

The session also pointed out the importance of integrating these strategies into broader
national development plans to ensure that the benefits of MGR exploration are equitably
distributed.



Session 3: Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA)

The discussions in Session 3 centered on the existing Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) regime and its limitations concerning Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction. While the
current EIA policies are comprehensive within national jurisdictions, they do not extend to
ABNJ, where much of the High Aeas exploration and seabed mining activities are expected
to occur. As countries in the region seek to expand their activities into the High Seas,
aligning their EIA policies with the BBNJ Agreement will be essential.

Participants highlighted the potential for regional collaboration to enhance EIA frameworks.
Expanding the scope of the EIA regime to cover ABNJ will require amendments contingent
on the ratification of the BBNJ Agreement.

This session also emphasized the importance of capacity building in EIA processes,
particularly for developing countries that may lack the expertise and resources to implement
these policies effectively.

Session 4: Area-Based Management Tools (ABMT)

In Session 4, the focus shifted to Area-Based Management Tools (ABMT) and their potential
to link existing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) within national jurisdictions to those in the
High Seas. While this expansion could significantly enhance conservation efforts,
participants noted the challenges of balancing conservation with economic interests,
particularly in industries like shipping and deep-sea exploration.

The session underscored the benefits of a regional approach in South and Southeast Asia,
with technology sharing, joint research, and capacity-building identified as key strategies for
successful ABMT implementation. The role of ABMTs in regulating Illegal, Unreported, and
Unregulated Fishing (IUUF) in the High Seas was affirmed. Participants also discussed the



broader conservation targets under the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework
(KMGBF), such as the 30x30 ocean targets, and how the BBNJ Agreement could support
these goals. The integration of ABNJ provisions into national Biodiversity Strategies and
Action Plans (NBSAPs) was seen as a critical step for achieving these targets.

Session 5 Capacity Building and Transfer of Marine Technology

One of the major challenges identified in this session was the difficulty faced by developing
countries in Capacity Building and Technology Transfer (CBTT). These countries often
struggle to identify their specific capacity needs and lack institutions capable of receiving and
integrating new technologies. Harmonizing these technologies to fully access the benefits of
the BBNJ Agreement remains a formidable task for many nations. This session underscored
the necessity for a targeted approach to capacity-building that considers the unique
challenges and needs of developing countries.

Challenges and Opportunities

The workshop highlighted several challenges faced by the participating countries,
particularly in terms of capacity-building and technology transfer. The lack of a clear needs
assessment, coupled with limited institutional and personnel capacity, makes it difficult for
many countries to fully engage with the BBNJ Agreement. Additionally, the high costs and
logistical challenges of conducting research and implementing conservation measures in
ABNJ were significant concerns.

However, the workshop also presented great opportunities for regional cooperation
and knowledge sharing. Establishing regional hubs for BBNJ monitoring and leveraging



existing technologies for High Seas monitoring were identified as priority areas. In addition to
the regional processes, countries reiterated the need for national processes in terms of need
assessment and capacity building as pertinent towards pushing for ratification. Countries
emphasized the importance of being both recipients and providers in the CBTT process,
highlighting the potential for mutual benefit through technology sharing and expertise
exchange.

Conclusion

The Asia Regional Capacity Building Workshop on the High Seas Treaty was a critical step
towards preparing countries in South and Southeast Asia for the challenges and
opportunities presented by the Treaty. Through open dialogue and collaborative discussions,
the workshop provided a platform for participants to share their experiences, identify
common challenges, and explore potential solutions. As we try to move closer towards
the ratification of the BBNJ Agreement, continued regional cooperation, capacity
building, and technology transfer will be essential for ensuring that all countries can
effectively engage with and benefit from this landmark treaty.

During the workshop, the ministerial representative from India declared the readiness of
India to sign the treaty in the upcoming UNGA meeting. Many country representatives
unofficially stated the readiness of the country to sign and ratify the treaty. And as a
beginning of the new waves of change, Maldives signs the BBNJ treaty on 3rd September,
less than a week after the workshop marking the importance of such engagements in the
future.

https://x.com/MoosaZameer/status/1831194844020322657

