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Large amounts of critical minerals sit untouched* deep at the bottom of the ocean. The value
of those minerals could total in the trillions*, and the Trump Administration wants American
companies to access them in order to strengthen the economy. Opposition to the move has
largely focused on the potential for ecological* damage and the risk of violating international
rules. It’s also reasonable to believe that the economic and financial math may not be logical.
For one, the outlook of different critical minerals is evolving. Cobalt* demand forecasts, for
example, have fallen below expectations as new battery chemistries emerge that rely less on
that element.

And then there are (Dthe costs associated with missed opportunities and unknown side
effects. The depths of the ocean where deep-sea mining* would take place have been
untouched for thousands of years. In those waters, plants and animals that could unlock
medical breakthroughs* sit untouched, and ocean dynamics mediate* global climate
conditions. “If we start messing with our seabed* floor in pursuit of short-term wealth and
growth,” says Hawaii Governor Josh Green, a vocal opponent of seabed mining, “God knows
what the long-term damage will be.”

@The bigger problem is that human society—government officials, companies, and financial
institutions—simply hasn’t figured out how to value all that oceans do for us. To understand
the economic value of oceans would mean to completely think again of how we interact with
the world deep in the seven seas.

Using economics to value nature isn’t new. Researchers say that the total economic value
of oceans needs to include the direct use of oceans like fishing and tourism as well as indirect
functions like storing carbon and protecting biodiversity* that keeps the planet in balance.
The math isn’t simple. How can you put a price on the role that oceans play regulating the
global climate? However, researchers always come up with figures that reach into the tens of
trillions of dollars in annual value.

Whatever the precise number, a bigger problem is that leaders in government and business
aren’t using it. No country has fully accounted for the economic value of oceans in its
policymaking. A survey of leaders in developing countries found that even though many of
those nations depend on marine resources, protecting marine life ranked last among the U.N.
Sustainable Development Goals.

To account for the value of oceans in decision making, researchers are pushing for countries
to adopt what has become known as natural capital accounting. That would involve including
data on the ecological and economic value of oceans in country-level accounting systems. The
World Bank, for example, advises that low-income countries use natural capital accounting to
estimate and protect their natural resources.

In the absence of such a formal move, leaders concerned about economic stability* would be
wise to shift their thinking. In some cases, that may mean moving away from viewing the
ocean as a source of easily exploited* resources. In others, it may mean moving from viewing
ocean conservation® as an unselfish act to an act of economic self-protection.
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