
The seas are central to our wellbeing. 
Aotearoa New Zealand has a large marine 
territory, which puts the oceans at the 
forefront for economic growth, international 
opportunities, and New Zealand’s future. 
Using our marine resources sustainably can 
help restore and protect the long-term health 
of the ocean and secure intergenerational 
prosperity for all. 

To achieve this, we need to act now, and shift 
the way we interact with our ocean. We need 
to transition to a blue economy that delivers 
economic value and contributes positively to 
social, cultural, and ecological wellbeing.

About this document
This document summarises how Aotearoa New Zealand 

can build effective pathways towards a vibrant blue 

economy by adopting the blue economy principles – 

based on research from the Sustainable Seas National 

Science Challenge. 

Developing pathways to a flourishing 
blue economy

SUMMARY 
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Recommendations 
These recommendations centre on adopting 

blue economy principles that embrace a 

te mana o te moana approach (where the 

wellbeing needs of the ocean are prioritised), 

support and restore marine ecosystem health, 

enhance livelihoods, and deliver prosperity and 

social and cultural values for all New Zealanders. 

	� Adopt the blue economy principles to guide 

national, sectoral, and regional economic 

development strategies (figure 1).

	� Embed the blue economy principles in 

economic development, business activities, 

and resource management policy and 

budgets. 

	� Enable Ma-ori to build a Ma-ori blue economy 

and lead development directions in the 

wider blue economy that align with Ma-ori 

aspirations and institutions. 

	� Prioritise place-based investment and 

environmental management in blue 

economy development policy and practice.

	� Provide core funding for a specialist and 

independent blue economy development 

organisation(s), for example, Moananui. 

Funding a specialist, independent blue 

economy development organisation will: 

	» support national and regional economic 

development agencies

	» catalyse business and investor interests 

	» foster collaboration among investors, 

businesses (including iwi/hapu 

businesses), and community and science 

organisations.

	� Reform and redirect environmental 

management regulations and oceans 

governance to enshrine the blue economy 

principles – the heart of an adaptive and 

opportunities-focused management and 

development regime.
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What is a blue economy?
A blue economy for Aotearoa New Zealand means 

marine activities that generate economic value and 

contribute positively to social, cultural, and ecological 

well-being. 

Growing pressures exist for blue economy 

commitments and practices in financial markets, global 

supply chain relationships, and final consumer markets, 

as well from domestic and international regulators, 

international treaty obligations, and biophysical limits 

and changing environments. Our seas are essential for 

New Zealand to grow its economy, and we need to do 

it according to blue economy principles to enable long-

term gains.

Our research revealed that a blue economy is an 

aspiration. It needs to be principles-based and have a 

collective investment strategy directed to ensuring our 

oceans are managed sustainably. 

Ma-ori are key players in building a national blue 

economy – as well as Te Tiriti o Waitangi partners, 

Ma-ori are major rights holders, users and leaders in 

blue economy thought and practice, and are actively 

building a specifically Ma-ori blue economy. A blue 

economy is inextricably bound up with regional and  

Ma-ori economic development. 

A blue economy needs to be brought into existence 

through a transitions approach to economic development 

– an approach that’s principles-based, open-ended, 

organic, shared, and adaptive. This approach will 

support government agencies, businesses, iwi, hapu- , 

and wha-nau, and communities to identify immediate 

and future economic objectives and directions. 

Figure 1 The blue economy principles

About the blue 
economy principles
Many of the recommendations in this 

guidance document centre on the blue 

economy principles. Our researchers and 

partners developed these principles after 

reviewing international examples and 

established a set of blue economy principles 

(figure 1) through a uniquely Aotearoa lens.

•	 The principles support inclusive and 

accountable decision-making that’s 

intergenerational in scale, and regenerative 

in orientation. 

Blue economy 
principles

A blue economy for Aotearoa
Marine activities that generate economic 
value and contribute positively to 
ecological, cultural, and social well-being.

Intergenerational 
Empowering holistic governance and 

management that support the moana 

to provide for long term social, cultural, 

environmental, and economic well-being.

Regenerative
Adopting practices that 

actively support and restore 

marine ecosystem health. 

Inclusive 
Engaging with communities to 

achieve multiple benefits for 

people and the environment.

Accountable 
Adopting decision making and 

reporting frameworks that consider 

natural, social, and cultural effects 

of all proposed and actual uses of 

ocean resources.

Te Mana o te Moana
Prioritising the health and wellbeing of the 

moana informed by a Tiriti o Waitangi-led 

approach where the rights and responsibilities 

of tangata whenua are provided for.

Prosperous 
Actively transitioning towards 

resource use that is productive, 

sustainable, resilient and 

enhances the ocean and  

ocean-dependent livelihoods.



How do we transition  
to a blue economy?
Shifting to a blue economy is a journey that needs 

facilitation and nurturing. Our research identified  

three crucial pillars that support a shift to a successful 

blue economy. 

1.	 Blue economy business models and novel value 

propositions 

2.	 A place-based development approach 

3.	 An adaptive blue economy rules regime that 

mandates the blue economy principles as criteria  

in all reform initiatives 

Figure 2 below shows these pillars and how the 

principles can guide policy setting, investment, and 

regulation to be translated into a future blue economy. 

The vision is a holistic economy that’s consistent with, 

supported by, and integrated into an ecosystem-based 

resource management framework and an indigenised 

blue economy framework. Figure 2 identifies specific 

interventions that will enable this – these interventions 

are outlined in the recommendations.

The shift to a blue economy will not happen by itself – 

it must be socialised and made investable. Our research 

identified what’s needed to enable a flourishing 

blue economy that meets community expectations, 

indigenises the use and management of marine 

resources, and restores the health of the oceans. 

With the blue economy principles at the heart,  

we identified the following pathways to a thriving  

blue economy.

•	 Place-based regional development

•	 Collective catalysation, for example Moananui,  

an independent blue economy agency

•	 Nature-based corporate reporting

•	 Restoration finance

•	 Collective sector-building

•	 Ma-ori-led economy

We still need to  
overcome barriers
While multiple initiatives at different scales are underway 

towards a blue economy, choke points still exist, including 

lobbying by established interests, government agencies 

with conflicting agendas, locked-in patterns of thought 

and action, and historically established priorities. 

Doing nothing to release these choke points and 

secure and extend the initiatives launched would be 

an opportunity lost. New Zealand has established the 

foundational knowledge and working models to lead the 

world. We have created a global exemplar for living in a 

new era in which sustainable seas are central to global 

futures. We must now shape these into widely accepted 

pathways forward. If we do nothing to overcome these 

barriers, there are significant risks of slipping back into 

being a commodity producer from the oceans.
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For more information and support with marine management decisions, please see our other 
synthesis project summaries and guidance documents in this series.

Contact information
Nick Lewis  /  n.lewis@auckland.ac.nz
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