
Ocean Literacy Essential Principles and Fundamental 
Concepts 
Essential Principle 5. The ocean supports a great diversity of life and 
ecosystems. 

• Fundamental Concept f. Ocean habitats are defined by environmental factors. Due to interactions 
of abiotic factors such as salinity, temperature, oxygen, pH, light, nutrients, pressure, substrate and 
circulation, ocean life is not evenly distributed temporally or spatially, i.e., it is “patchy”. Some 
regions of the ocean support more diverse and abundant life than anywhere on Earth, while much 
of the ocean is considered a desert. 

• Fundamental Concept i. Estuaries provide important and productive nursery areas for many 
marine and aquatic species. 

Essential Principle 6. The ocean and humans are inextricably 
interconnected. 

• Fundamental Concept a. The ocean affects every human life. It supplies freshwater (most rain 
comes from the ocean) and nearly all Earth’s oxygen. It moderates the Earth’s climate, influences 
our weather, and affects human health. 

• Fundamental Concept b. From the ocean we get foods, medicines, and mineral and energy 
resources. In addition, it provides jobs, supports our nation’s economy, serves as a highway for 
transportation of goods and people, and plays a role in national security. 

• Fundamental Concept c. The ocean is a source of inspiration, recreation, rejuvenation and 
discovery. It is also an important element in the heritage of many cultures. 

• Fundamental Concept d. Much of the world’s population lives in coastal areas. 
• Fundamental Concept e. Humans affect the ocean in a variety of ways. Laws, regulations and 

resource management affect what is taken out and put into the ocean. Human development and 
activity leads to pollution (such as point source, non-point source, and noise pollution) and 
physical modifications (such as changes to beaches, shores and rivers). In addition, humans have 
removed most of the large vertebrates from the ocean. 

• Fundamental Concept f. Coastal regions are susceptible to natural hazards (such as tsunamis, 
hurricanes, cyclones, sea level change, and storm surges). 

• Fundamental Concept g. Everyone is responsible for caring for the ocean. The ocean sustains life 
on Earth and humans must live in ways that sustain the ocean. Individual and collective actions are 
needed to effectively manage ocean resources for all. 

Essential Principle 7. The ocean is largely unexplored. 

• Fundamental Concept d. New technologies, sensors and tools are expanding our ability to explore 
the ocean. Ocean scientists are relying more and more on satellites, drifters, buoys, subsea 
observatories and unmanned submersibles. 

• Fundamental Concept f. Ocean exploration is truly interdisciplinary. It requires close collaboration 
among biologists, chemists, climatologists, computer programmers, engineers, geologists, 
meteorologists, and physicists, and new ways of thinking. 

	  


