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UNDERWATER CULTURAL HERITAGE (UCH) AT RISK
DEEP SEABED MINING WILL DESTROY UCH: 

SHIPWRECKS, HUMAN REMAINS, IMPORTANT CULTURAL PLACES

UNDERWATER CULTURAL HERITAGE: OUR COMMON CONNECTION WITH OUR ONE OCEAN 
The stories of our societies and our ancestors are wrapped in intangible connection with the ocean, and 
captured on the sea floor as artefacts, shipwrecks, and remains of those lost or buried at sea. Focus on 
marine global heritage has largely been on natural heritage. However, UCH is ocean heritage. We can, and 
must, acknowledge and pay respect to our UCH. 

Cultural Sites and Pathways

Age of Sail Shipwrecks and Remains
From the 16th to 19th centuries, European nations began colonising and trading across 
the globe. The Dutch East India Trade, the Spanish Manila Galleons, and the Middle 
Passage of the Slave Trade are a few examples. In the Atlantic Middle Passage, more than 
12.5 million enslaved Africans were transported on more than 40,000 voyages from 1519 
to 1865. Many (an estimated 1.8 million) did not survive, and the Atlantic seabed is their 
final resting place (Delgado and Varmer 2014). 

World War Shipwrecks and Remains
There are an estimated 1,100 wrecks on the seabed from WWI that are UCH and another 7,800 
wrecks from WWII that will soon come within UNESCO’s legal definition of UCH (Monofills
2006). All of these historic wrecks are also threats to the marine environment through potential 
pollution. Additionally, there are an estimated 300,000 Japanese human remains in the waters 
of the Pacific alongside countless more from other nationalities (Jeffery 2021). 

Seafaring peoples have traversed the Pacific for at least the last few thousands of years. 
Movement from Polynesia to Hawaii was completed as early as 500 AD. Tangible evidence of 
these voyages is scant, so intangible heritage is even more important– even sacred. Pacific 
methods of ‘wayfinding’ led to inter- and intra-island connections with the sea and coast being 
seen as a sacred and spiritual place. In the Pacific, the sea as seen by some as both an ancestor 
itself, and as a resting place for ancestors. Many Pacific people also have a unique relationship 
with whales, and cetaceans will be affected by noise from DSM operations.
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Tangible Cultural Heritage
DSM operations that interact with tangible UCH will destroy such heritage (shipwrecks, human remains, or 
archaeological artefacts) by removing it from the seafloor and processing it in a machine before discharge. Current 
ISA exploration and draft exploitation regulations are not sufficiently protective of UCH. The definition of protected 
sites focuses only on human remains (DR35), which is too narrow and the process by which contractors must 
identify, report, and avoid damaging UCH is incomplete. It does not require consultations with independent experts 
or all relevant stakeholders (DR35). Moreover, the regulations do not require the real time monitoring of operations, 
and transmission of relevant data, that would enable identification of tangible UCH in a way which enables 
operations to be suspended to protect that heritage. It fails to acknowledge the rights of indigenous peoples, under 
international law, to have a say on matters that impact their cultural practices and traditional knowledge. 

Intangible Cultural Heritage
DSM will also affect intangible cultural heritage. In one specific example, noise from DSM has the potential to 
negatively impact local practices, such as shark calling, as well as the migration of whales– which have cultural 
importance to many people globally. Concerns have also been raised about DSM’s interactions with some cultures’ 
understanding of responsibility to the ocean or special regard for the deep ocean. Such conversations have not 
found a place in regulatory development at the ISA. Thus, the voices of some stakeholders are not be being heard, 
including those of  Indigenous Peoples, who have a right to opine on matters that affect their cultural practices and 
traditional knowledge. 

UCH AT THE INTERNATIONAL SEABED AUTHORITY (ISA)

The presentation of the material in this fact sheet was made possible by a variety of publications and resources. For further reading and a list of
sources see: https://oceanfdn.org/underwater-cultural-heritage/. The Ocean Foundation’s understanding of UCH and DSM is evolving;
comments and knowledge sharing are welcome.

The natural world and the cultural world are intertwined, and we need to protect both through integrated 
management. For example, in the U.S., Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument became first mixed  
natural; cultural UNESCO World Heritage Site in the U.S. and other sites can follow suit in order to ensure adequate 
protection of ocean heritage. ISA-27 Part II included calls for further recognition of UCH at the ISA, and that the 
Secretariat proactively seek out UCH stakeholders. Leads of Ministries of Culture, Archaeological Programs, or 
others focused on UCH may benefit from being made aware of, and invited into, discussions around DSM, including 
the drafting of regulations, standards, and guidelines occurring in Kingston.  

ISA PROCEEDINGS WOULD BENEFIT FROM INVOLVEMENT OF UCH EXPERTS FROM MEMBER STATES 

Map of seabed mineral resources (Based on ISA 2021) with a small selection of UCH at risk also shown. Orange dots show only a small 
amount of the WW II wrecks in endangered zones. Only a few points in the CCZ are known with certainty, owing to the fact that it is largely 
unexplored. Red shows voyage routes and deaths on the Middle Passage. Intangible UCH is too vast to be shown here.



oceanfdn.org | info@oceanfdn.org | +1 202-318-3178
The Ocean Foundation is a California registered, USA 501(c)(3) not-for-profit international foundation.

All donations are fully tax-deductible to the largest extent allowed by law.

Aznar, M. J. (2017). ‘Exporting Environmental Standards to Protect Underwater Cultural Heritage in the Area’ in 
Crawford, J., Koroma, A. G., Mahmoudi, S., and Pellet, A. (eds.) The International Legal Order: Current Needs 
and Possible Responses- Essays in Honour Djamchid Momtaz, 255-237. 

Bruijn, J. R., Gaastra, F. S., Schöffer, I. (1987). Dutch-Asiatic Shipping in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Centuries, Vol 1: Introductory Volume .

Eltis, D. and Tullos, A. et al. (2019). Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database:
https://www.slavevoyages.org

Delgado, J. and Varmer, O. (2014), “The Public Importance of World War I Shipwrecks: Why a State Should Care 
and the Challenges of Protection”, in Underwater cultural heritage from World War I: proceedings of the Scientific 
Conference on the Occasion of the Centenary of World War I: https://www.gc.noaa.gov/public-importance-ww1-
shipwrecks.pdf

Horridge, A. (2006). ‘The Austronesian Conquest of the Sea—Upwind’, Chapter 7 in Bellwood, P., Fox, J. F., and 
Tryon, D. (eds.), The Austronesians: Historical and Comparative Perspectives 143-160: https://press-
files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p69411/pdf/ch0740.pdf

Jeffery, B., McKinnon, J. F. and Van Tilburg, H. (2021). Underwater cultural heritage in the Pacific: Themes and 
future directions. International Journal of Asia Pacific Studies 17 (2): 135–168: 
https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2021.17.2.6

Knowlton, J (dir.), Le Feir, L. (writer). (2014). Our Ocean Heritage, short film by Ocean Future Society: 
https://www.oceanfutures.org/exploration/films/our-ocean-heritage

MaSS Shipwreck Database: https://mass.cultureelerfgoed.nl/

National Museum of African American History & Culture, Slave Wrecks Project: 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/initiatives/slave-wrecks-project-0

Rodgers, B. A., Coble, W. M., and van Tilburg, H. K. (1998). ‘The Lost Flying Boat of Kaneohe Bay; Archaeology 
of the First U.S. Casualties of Pearl Harbor’, Historical Archaeology, 32,  8-18:  
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF03374269.pdf

Sather, C. (2006). ‘Sea Nomads and Rainforest Hunter-Gatherers: Foraging Adaptations in the Indo-Malaysian 
Archipelago’, Chapter 13 in Bellwood, P., Fox, J. F., and Tryon, D. (eds.), The Austronesians: Historical and 
Comparative Perspectives, 245-285: https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jbjx1.16

Sluyter, A. (2013). The Atlantic Networks Project: https://sites.google.com/site/atlanticnetworksproject/home

Tilot, V., Willaert, K., Guilloux, B., Chen, W., Mulalap, C. Y., Gaulme, F., Bambridge, T., Peters, K., and Dahl, A. 
(2021). ‘Traditional Dimensions of Seabed Resource Management in the Context of Deep Sea Mining in the 
Pacific: Learning From the Socio-Ecological Interconnectivity Between Island Communities and the Ocean 
Realm’, Front. Mar, Sci. 8: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2021.637938/full

Turner, P., Cannon, S., DeLand, S., Delgado, J. P., Eltis, D., Halpin, P., Kanu, M.J., Sussman, C. S., Varmer, O., 
van Dover, C. L. (2020). ‘Memorializing the Middle Passage on the Atlantic Seabed in Areas Beyond National 
Jurisdiction’, Marine Policy, 122: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104254

Further Resources

https://www.slavevoyages.org/
https://doi.org/10.21315/ijaps2021.17.2.6
https://mass.cultureelerfgoed.nl/
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/initiatives/slave-wrecks-project-0
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2jbjx1.16
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104254

