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Impacts of COVID-19 on ocean economy in the EAS region



But our ocean is under stress…
1. Climate Change 2. Exploitation of Marine Resources

Source: PEMSEA, 2019

3. Marine Pollution 4. Ocean-based Industry and Trade

http://pemsea.org/sites/default/files/PEMSEA_Post-2020_Report.pdf


Sectors Negative Impacts

Coastal tourism • Significant loss in gross domestic product (GDP) and employment in Asia and the 
Pacific. (WTTC, 2021). 

• Greatest impact felt by women, youth and informal workers
• 84% drop in international tourist arrivals in 2020 (UNWTO, 2021). 

Capture Fisheries & 
Aquaculture

• Low demand and reduced market access leading to reduced food security and 
livelihood (SEAFDEC, 2020a)

• Small-scale fishers are particularly affected. In Southeast Asia, more than 50% are 
small-scale or artisanal fishers (SEAFDEC, 2020b).

• Reduced sales and prices for premium seafood and export-oriented fisheries 
(OECD, 2020)  Example:  50% reduction in the price of prawn in the Philippines 
(Manlosa et al., 2021)

• High maintenance costs for keeping fish stock (OECD, 2020)

R&D and M&E • Decline in research, conservation, and monitoring efforts concerning coastal and 
marine ecosystems (Ocean Panel, 2020b)
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Themes Negative Impacts

Plastic pollution • Increased plastics in the ocean with Asia alone producing more than half of the total 
discarded face masks/face shields/PPEs worldwide (Benson, et al., 2021)

• More than 80% of the recycling value chain was not operating during the height of the 
pandemic in Vietnam, India and the Philippines, resulting in an increase of plastic entering
landfills and, likely the environment (Circulate Capital 2020)

• 65% reduction in plastic volumes collected and sorted by the informal sector, affecting the 
most vulnerable workers in the value chain (Circulate Capital 2020).

IUU fishing • Increased incidence of IUU fishing  due to reduced enforcement activities in some 
Southeast Asian countries (SEAFDEC, 2020).

Positive impacts

Climate change • Tentative estimate of the net impact is a  5.5 percent drop in global emissions in 2020 
(Carbon Brief 2020)

Ecosystem relief 
and habitat 
restoration

• Short-term recovery of fish biomass (Smithsonian, 2020)
• Temporary relief to marine species and ecosystems from reduced tourism activities
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http://repository.seafdec.org/handle/20.500.12066/6557


Themes Positive Impacts

Digitalization of 
maritime
Services

Increasing digitalization of businesses/industries such as port/shipping operations 
and marketing/selling of fisheries-related products due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
( Examples: container terminal automation, big data, AI, internet of things, digital 
twin technologies, 5G telecommunication network, and block-chain)  (UNESCAP, 
2020).

Offshore renewable 
energy

Offshore wind industry has been largely shielded from the COVID-19 crisis. For the 
first time, China accounts for over half of global offshore wind expansion, while 
European countries provide the remainder (IEA, 2020).

Maritime transport • Surge in demand for retail during the COVID-19 pandemic has led to sudden 
increased demand for cargo space (Nikkei Asia, 2021).

• In Asia, manufacturers vie for cargo space amidst a shortage of an estimated half 
a million containers. The price of a 40-foot container also skyrocketed from USD 
1,486 in May 2020 to USD 5,472 by May 2021 (Nikkei Asia, 2021).
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Creating our Future Today

Blue 
Economy

• shore-based RE power 
supply

• Integrated modal transport 
to reduce GHG emissions

• Wind power: 427 MW-
2461.5 MW

• Ocean energy: potential 
OTEC sites

• Solar farms: 908 MW

• pain killers from sea 
snails 

• anti-infectives from 
sponges

• Marine parks
• MPA-tourism 

branding
• Zero-carbon resorts 
• Green Fins

• Climate-smart aquasilviculture
• MPAs and fish sanctuaries
• Electronic catch documentation and 

traceability system
• community-based multi-species hatcheries 

Habitat and biodiversity conservation
Pollution reduction, waste management, Sustainable 
fisheries and resource use
Climate change mitigation and adaptation



Opportunity to review, reset, recalibrate…

Potential PEMSEA-UNCTAD partnership –

1. Incorporate the impacts of global pandemic as integral part of the national 
and local state of the coasts reporting

2. Put Blue Economy at the core of national economic recovery plans
3. Share best practices and sustainable solutions on trade in sustainable 

ocean-based goods and services especially with LGUs and SMEs
4. Provide technical assistance to promote more coherent and integrated 

policies, facilitate trade, incentives and financing modalities to provide for 
the sustainable use of coastal and marine resources and protection of ocean 
health



M  I  S  S  I  O  N 

To foster and sustain 
healthy and resilient 
coasts and  oceans, 
communities and 
economies across the 
Seas of East Asia 
through integrated 
management solutions 
and partnerships

www.pemsea.org
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