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“Even if you never have the chance to see 
or touch the ocean, the ocean touches you 
with every breath you take, every drop of 
water you drink, every bite you consume. 
Everyone, everywhere is inextricably 
connected to and utterly dependent  
upon the existence of the sea.”  
Sylvia Earle

About Wild Labs

Wild Labs is a communication, innovation, 
venturing and collaboration unit with an ethical 
design ethos, based on the values of human 
dignity and ecological sustainability. Good to 
people, good to planet.

We work with partners (brands, ngos, artists, 
activists, social/eco innovators, foundations) 
to learn, dream, design, co-create and hatch 
beautiful experiments, collaborations and 
regenerative solutions that help us to  
reimagine our relationship with the world  
around us and thrive.

Contents

3

Foreword

The Wild Labs Mission & Methodology

Ocean Literacy: What is it?

Data

Plastic Ocean: The context in 2018

Connection

Bringing Ocean literacy into mainstream culture

Endnotes

4

6

8

12

16

22

26

36



Foreword

What is the ocean to you? How would you 
describe your relationship with it?  What does 
it mean to be connected to it?  These are some 
of the questions that we’ve been exploring in 
this project.

We’ve heard about the hypnotic pull of breaking 
waves, crawling in wet sand as kids, the drag 
of the current, being pulled back and forth in 
shallows, gagging on mouthfuls of salt water, 
jumping waves, wading in warm waters of 
rockpools, the hunt for weird life. Freezing water, 
storms, breathing, light and dazzling reflections. 
Salty and fishy odours, of sounds and senses, 
gulls and wind. The quiet, muffled, strangely 
calm otherworld beneath the surface. Jacques 
Cousteau on the TV. Fear and fun of a big 
swell ferry crossing, the terror of a rip current. 
Presence, meaning, feeling fine and alive.  
Waves and rides, travel, adventure and lunar 
tides, of wonderous creatures, fins, feathers, 
shells and scales. 

Like many others growing up away from the coast, 
the sea was mostly a destination, we longed for 
it at times, but for years it was a place of sorts, a 
huge place, powerful, mysterious, fun, scary, where 
land and order ends, but seemingly unconnected 
to us, except perhaps when we ate fish.

This story is not unusual although there are 
many people in the UK and beyond who have 
had very little connection to the sea at all. But 
what we do know is that the real life giving 
role of the ocean and therefore its intimate 
relationship with humans is something that 
was never common knowledge growing up 
or indeed today in our culture. Every second 
breath of oxygen generated by the ocean? No 
way. The torrential rain in London coming from 
the Atlantic? Really?

70% of our planet is water, as is 70 % of the 
human body. We live on a blue planet, planet 
ocean. The great blue beating heart  
of the earth1.  

In 2018 we are starting to realise our true 
relationship with the ocean, its extraordinary life 
giving properties, our interconnectedness with 
it through the ocean plastic crisis.

That vast blue distant ocean is choking on 
our disconnected, disposable global culture 
of limitless consumption and wider ecological 
illiteracy. Species are dying out, industrial 
overfishing is destroying marine ecosystems, 
pollution in multiple forms is disrupting marine 
life, acidification is rising, human development 

continues to destroy coastlines, the great 
blue heart of the world is only 7% protected. 
(Imagine protecting your own heart in that way.)

At the same time, the ocean has extarodinary 
regenerative potential, we are only just waking 
up to its ability (if allowed) to heal itself and the 
vast number of species and life it supports, of 
the enormous health and well being benefits to 
humans, of blue mind3, that being on, near or by 
water can give us. 

We have interviewed, chatted and listened to 
hundreds of voices in these 3 months, there 
are inspired people, projects and organisations 
all over the world doing incredible work to 
accelerate action. What is clear in the UK is  
an urgent need for a more mainstream and 
cultural understanding of our utter dependence 
on the ocean for life, because without that  
we will continue with its destruction and 
therefore our own. And this is the thrust of our 
findings. That ocean literacy is really a story 
about connection. 

How quickly can we start to make these 
connections in our lives and respond in ways 
that will help restore and regenerate the ocean 
is the challenge ahead. And for a culture 

where the ocean is often an occasional and 
distant destination, this is no straight forward 
challenge. This report shares our key findings, 
with examples of inspiration and possibility and 
suggests ideas and approaches with potential 
to accelerate an ocean literate culture. 

This is a story for everyone: children, parents, 
media, business, teachers, artists, culture 
creators, designers, entrepreneurs and 
politicians.  Everyone of us. And there is exciting 
momentum building across the planet. 

Maybe a global wave of change united by  
water is exactly what we need right now.

We are ocean

Dan Burgess

We are Ocean
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“Callum Roberts among other scientists has noted that the 
ratio of subcutaneous fat in humans is 10 times that of other 
primates nearer to that of a Fin whale. From an evolutionary 
point of view such human blubber would make little sense for 
a land hunter but would be eminently useful for an aquatic ape 
which developed by the sea. Equally we cannot fly or run as fast 
as other animals, and we lack hair to keep our bodies warm, 
but we can swim and dive, skills which would not make sense, 
unless we were made for or at least shaped by the water”

Philip Hoare 2



“There’s not much British sea in Blue 
Planet - so most Brits think our coasts 
are a bit brown and murky with nothing 
interesting in them, but that couldn’t 
be further from the truth ”
Wild Labs survey 

The Wild Labs  
Mission & Methodology

Wild Labs designed an enquiry-led open innovation mission 
exploring how we might accelerate a shift in ocean literacy in UK 
culture.

We started with a discovery phase to understand the best 
current thinking, learnings and impacts from our partners and 
a wider global network of ocean activists and innovators. We 
moved into a co-creation phase in early 2018, with open design 
sprints in London4 and Bristol5, to prototype a number of 
concepts with potential to engage a specific part of the ocean 
literacy challenge. One concept, a schools engagement day has 
already been activated on World Ocean Day.

We kicked off by collaborating with the Marine Conservation 
Society, Marine Biological Association, Thames Estuary 
Partnership, National Marine Aquarium and The Wild Network. 
The initial phase of the project was enabled by the UK branch of 
the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, as part of their Valuing the 
Ocean initiative which is designed to make connections, build 
relationships and support marine protection.

We are Ocean

Accelerating a shift  
in ocean literacy in  
UK culture

76
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We are Ocean

Chapter 1

Ocean Literacy  
What is it?

Earth has one 
big ocean with 
many features.

The ocean 
and life in the 
ocean shape  
the features of 
earth.

The ocean is a 
major influence 
on weather and 
climate.

The ocean 
makes earth 
habitable.

The ocean 
supports a great 
diversity of life 
and ecosystems.

The ocean and 
humans are 
inextricably 
linked.

The ocean 
is largely 
unexplored.

1 2 3

4 5 6 7

Most of us live our lives blissfully unaware of how our 
daily actions impact on the health of the ocean, or how 
the health of the ocean impacts on our everyday lives. 
Ocean literacy6 is about shifting that, defined as ‘an 
understanding of the ocean’s influence on you and your 
influence on the ocean’. It’s underpinned by 7 principles 
which have formed the basis of its development into 
education initially in the US and now beyond.



I understand 
the importance 
of the ocean to 
humankind

I can talk about 
the ocean in a 
meaningful way

I am able to 
make informed 
and responsible 
decisions 
regarding the 
ocean and it’s 
resources

I AM
OCEAN 

LITERATE

We are Ocean

There is important and great work being done  
to bring ocean literacy more widely into UK 
society, not least the education work of  Sea 
Change7, the learning space at National Marine 
Aquarium8 and more.  

To understand more about what ocean literacy 
means and the challenges and opportunities  
for building this knowledge into society we put 
some questions out to our stakeholders and the 
wider public.

“Understanding the language of 
the sea. Recognising the way it 
moves and talks, the creatures 
it supports and the role it plays, 
the interdependent relationships 
between us and the sea” 

Wild Labs survey participant
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We are Ocean

Data

Chapter 2
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Of the nearly 250 people 
surveyed and asked how 
ocean literate are we as  
a society, over 90% said 
not very.

We have interviewed stakeholders, listened 
to thought leaders, and surveyed just under 
250 people to find out more about what ocean 
literacy is and how it might take hold in UK 
culture.

We then brought together a collaboration 
of marine conservationists, scientists, 
communication, education and creative 
practitioners across two design sprints to 
explore solutions.

We don’t claim to be delivering a major research 
study here but we fielded a set of open ended 
jargon free questions which created about 250 
honest answers. And although most people we 
surveyed had a sense of what ‘ocean literacy’ 
means, most believe we are far from ocean 
literate as a society. 

1. Who did we survey ?
Participants were given the option to identify with as many categories as desired. The percentage 
is the total number of answers for that option divided by the total sum of all responses.

Other 10.6%

Civil Society 2.1%

Activist 10.6%

Education 6.5%

Innovator 6.2%

Business 14%

Scientist 14%

NGO 12%

Creative 24%

2. What does ocean literacy mean to you?
The graph is the number of mentions in the free form response of each word.
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We are Ocean
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3. Why are we not Ocean literate as 
a culture?
Responses were categorised under these 
six themes, font size & weight represents the 
frequency of each category relative to the other.

4.  If you had to, which principles 
would you focus on accelerating 
the understanding of in culture?
Participants were able to choose multiple 
options, and the font size & weight represents 
the frequency relative to the seven.

5. Given your knowledge, what do you think is most needed to spread  
Ocean literacy?
The answers were categorised under these six headings, and the counts are the number of times 
words in the category were mentioned in the response.

Out of sight 
and out of mind, 
urban lives

The ocean and 
humans are 
inextricably linked

Ocean seen as a destination

Ocean lacking in education 
curriculum/media

The ocean makes Earth 
habitable

The ocean is a major 
influence on weather and 
climate

The ocean supports a 
great diversity of life and 
ecosystems

Ocean seen as economic/food/resource

The ocean and life in the ocean shape the 
features of Earth

The ocean is largely unexplored

Earth has one big ocean with many features

New stories, message about 
the ocean, blue

Education, schools, learning, 
children, literacy

People, experiences, 
programmes of the ocean

Media, campaigns, 
communication beyond

Collaboration, public, 
government, business

Future is cities, waterways, 
rivers and better

We are a throwaway culture

We believe the ocean is too big  to harm

Of the nearly 250 people surveyed and asked how ocean literate are we as a 
society, over 90% said not very, stating reasons such as: 

150100500

“Provides us with 
food, and fun, and 
livelihoods for  
millions, if not  
billions of people.” “The ocean is an extraordinary, three 

dimensional place, with strange and diverse 
creatures and currents and natural systems 
that shape our weather and climate, and the 
air we breathe”

Words of Wisdom

Words of Wisdom

“Out of sight, 
out of mind” 

The no.1 reason 
given 

“Modern 
life indoors 
disconnected 
from nature’”

“Urban 
living. Digital 
distraction. 
The need to 
make money”

“Education is 
limited to the 
interested”

Let’s rebrand Earth 
as “Waterworld”, or 
“Earth-on-sea”.

Words of Wisdom
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The Ocean is big news right now. With Blue Planet 2 bringing the 
plastic pollution crisis into millions of front rooms across the UK10,  
we are experiencing a growing wave of mainstream ocean activism. 
While plastics are not the only problem the ocean faces, this 
enormous crisis is engaging the wider public like nothing before and 
it has been impossible to ignore. Ocean plastics offers a once in a 
generation opportunity to open up a wider and critical conversation 
on our relationship to the ocean, waterways and the natural world 
more broadly. It is providing an opportunity to explore new stories 
culturally of more mindful and less impactful production and 
consumption approaches and ways of living. So we see plastic 
pollution, and especially single-use as an open gateway into ocean 
connection and literacy, as well as a key ingredient in the ocean 
literacy narrative, especially when exploring the principle that  
humans and the ocean are inextricably linked.

Plastic Facts
An estimated 12.7 million tonnes of plastic end 
up in our oceans each year. That’s a truck load 
of rubbish a minute11. 

London alone uses 2 million single use plastic 
bottles a day12.

The average use time of a drinking straw is 
about 20 mins, but it can last for up to 400 
years in the natural environment.

The Great Pacific garbage patch, the world’s 
largest collection of floating trash, is twice 
the size of France13. 

Less than 6% of plastic produced is recycled 
worldwide.

Every single plastic toothbrush ever made14 still 
exists somewhere in nature.

Washing clothes releases half a million tonnes 
of plastic micro-fibres into the ocean every 
year.

The “Foresight Future of the Sea” report15 from 
the UK government warns that the amount of 
plastic littering the world’s oceans is expected 
to triple within a decade. 

There is not a single country, region, 
or continent that is responsible for the 
overwhelming level of plastic pollution pouring 
into our lives every day; we are all part of  
the problem.

“There are 500 
times more pieces of 
microplastic in the sea 
than there are stars in 
our galaxy and by 2050 
it is estimated there  
will be more plastic  
than fish”9

Ian Johnston,  
The IndependentPlastic Ocean 

The context in 2018

We are Ocean

Chapter 3



More recently, as large parts of the ocean are 
being turned into a toxic poly-soup, we are 
understanding more about microplastics16, 
the invisible impacts of single use plastics, 
how these particles are being ingested by 
marine life - in mistake of plankton and other 
food - and moving back up the food chain to 
humans via the ingestion of fish, creating a 
chemical footprint in all our lives. Seemingly 
even the water we buy in bottles contains 
microplastics17.

Upstream, action on land is critical to turn off 
the plastic pollution tap and promisingly there 
is a huge response gaining traction: Enviro surf 
charity Surfers Against Sewage18 have been 
leading the charge on single use plastics for 
some time through an inspired combination of 
grassroots community driven change and laser 
focussed policy asks, Marine Conservation 
Society are bringing the message into cities 
taking over city billboards19, Sky’s Ocean 
Rescue20  initiative is reaching millions of 
people, 2 Minute Beach Clean is activating 
behavior change from the bottom up, the 
Lonely Whale collective21 is mobilising change 
using the plastic straw as a symbol of the 
bigger single use issue, One Less campaign22 
in London from the Marine CoLAB is focussing 
on the plastic bottle as a symbol of change,  
big business is starting to respond, with 
supermarket chain Iceland leading the way23 
and even the UK government is stepping up. 
Collectively, there is a growing pool of anti-
single use plastic activity keeping the ocean  
in the news.

As Tim Nunn - photographer and founder of the 
Plastic Project24 who has been documenting 
plastics washing up on beaches around the 
world for the last decade says, this is not new 
news, but it’s now becoming unavoidable and 
impossible to ignore. This is partly due to social 

media which is being used by citizen journalists, 
activists and artists to accelerate awareness of 
ocean pollution stories. 

Journalist Naomi O’Leary used twitter to 
document the plastic waste that has washed 
up on the Guna Yala islands25 off the east 
coast of Panama, a place uninhabited by 
humans. 

Artist Mandy Barker26 has been producing 
stunning and thought-provoking work around 
our plastic use and consumption for some time 
and her work is now gaining attention from 
media worldwide. 

Photographer and filmmaker Chris Jordan’s27 
tragic and seminal work: Midway, Message 
from the Gyre powerfully communicates our 
interconnectedness with the natural world and 
broken consumption-led culture, in a single 
image of a plastic-filled albatross.

Beyond plastics our impacts on marine life via 
fishing demands are also disturbing, with three 
billion people worldwide relying on seafood as 
a key source of protein28 and yet, two-thirds 
of the world’s fish stocks are either fished 
at their limit or over fished29. Back the Blue 
Belt30 a 2018 UK campaign from Blue Marine 
Foundation is also widening the conversation on 
marine protected areas, and their critical role. 
The fact that only 7% of the ocean is currently 
protected and what that means for its future 
health and therefore the health of humans.

We are living in a moment in time where the 
stakes have never been higher. Where the life 
creating conditions of our planet are under 
threat and also the lives of billions lie in the 
balance in terms of access to sources of protein 
and livelihoods.

Doing nothing is not an option.

“We are at a unique stage in 
our history, never before have 
we had such an awareness 
of what we are doing to the 
planet, and never before 
have we had the power to do 
something about that.” 
Sir David Attenborough

Action on Plastics

Now is the time to engage in 
ocean literacy

In the UK we are mainly ignorant, blissfully 
unaware and naive to our ocean relationship. 
But we don’t have to be.  In our hyper-
connected, technologically-advanced and 
innovation hungry times, we have more creative 
potential than ever to spread the word, increase 
understanding around our connection to the 
ocean and share ideas, tools and innovations to 
shift our behaviors and actions so we live more 
in harmony with it.  With knowledge comes 
empowerment, action and change.

This is a unique moment in time when the ocean 
plastic pollution crisis offers a gateway into a 
wider and deeper conversation around modern 
consumerism, our relationship with the ocean 
and the wider natural world.

We are Ocean

1918



THERE IS NO ‘AWAY’.
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Connection

Chapter 4

Most of us live blissfully unaware 
of how our daily actions impact 
the health of the ocean, or how the 
health of the ocean impacts on our 
everyday lives. 

The concept of the ocean is for many in the UK 
still broadly as a destination (e.g go to beach, 
go to aquarium, go on holiday etc) a place of 
leisure, a source of food and more recently 
of plastic pollution. In general, there is a lack 
of real understanding around the life-giving 
functions and services of the ocean and ocean 
literacy is low. This is further exacerbated by 
increasingly urban lives, disconnected from 
nature, digitally distracted and more sedentary. 
How do we make connections with the ocean in 
this context?

Overwhelming (84%) stakeholders surveyed by 
Wild Labs believed that ‘the ocean and humans 
are inextricably linked’ is the most critical 
principle for society to engage with. Highlighting 
this fact and embedding it into human psyche 
seems to be one of humanity’s greatest 
challenges today. 

We believe that Ocean literacy is really a story 
about connection. Realising our fundamental 
interconnectedness with the ocean and 
responding with this new knowledge.

We are Ocean

Oxygen

Every second breath we 
take comes from the ocean. 
Oxygen generated by ocean 
plankton. This intimate and 
mind boggling relationship 
with the ocean is a strong 
way to start engaging the 
wider public in our ocean 
relationship.

Climate/Weather

Ocean currents regulate 
global climate. Almost all 
our weather patterns are 
influenced by the ocean and 
most of the rain on land starts 
in the ocean. So remember 
that next time you are getting 
soaked waiting for a bus.

Pollution

Everything ultimately leads 
to the ocean. Every bit of 
waste we create that isn’t 
recycled properly or re-used 
will make its way eventually 
to the ocean. How we live 
in our towns and cities in 
the end impacts the ocean. 
Remember there is no away.

Food

The ocean provides protein 
to nearly 3 billion humans and 
every plant, vegetable and 
animal has grown through 
access to water produced 
through the water cycle 
driven by the ocean. So every 
bite connects us to the sea.

Wellbeing

The positive health and 
wellbeing impacts of water 
on humans are an area of fast 
emerging interest, in a world 
on the verge of epidemic 
mental health problems, how 
might connecting more with 
water help. Author Wallace 
J. Nichols champion of 
#BlueMind has found that 
being near, in, on, or under 
water can make us happier, 
healthier, more connected, 
and better at what we do. 

“Currently one of the greatest 
disconnects in the world is between 
society and sea. Despite society being 
both shaped by the ocean and shaping 
the state of the ocean.”
Dr Easkey BrittonWater

We are watery beings. We 
develop inside amniotic fluid 
in the womb. When we’re 
born we are 75% water31. The 
ocean also plays a key part 
of the water cycle, as that is 
where most of the water on 
the planet is held, so every 
drop of water on our planet is 
part of that cycle. Consider 
that next time you clean your 
teeth, drink or flush.

Connection

Chapter 4
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Ocean solutions start  
on land
Most of the issues facing the ocean are due to 
our lack of understanding about our relationship 
to the ocean and the impacts our ways of life 
have on it. Our ‘ocean illiteracy’ if you like. How 
we think about the ocean in our culture and the 
stories we tell of the ocean in our educational and 
professional institutions and media don’t carry 
sufficient depth of knowledge for people to adapt 
and evolve their thinking and actions.

We are Ocean

For example, with plastics we heard time and 
time again: “why do people leave so much 
litter on beaches”, which, while of course is a 
problem, isn’t the main cause. The majority 
of plastics are reaching the ocean through 
multiple waste streams, much of it connecting 
back to our towns and cities, where vast 
amounts of product packaging, building 
materials, microplastics and single use 
items that are not captured in recycling and 
waste systems make their way to the ocean 
through waterways, sewage and rivers. Marine 
Conservation Society have been collecting and 
analysing this data for years via their Great 
British Beach Clean33.

To bring ocean literacy into culture and to 
inspire and accelerate behaviour change 
requires serious intention, strategies and 
commitment.

And we’re not just talking about awareness 
here. How we live, how we learn, how we design 
and make products, the way we think about 
materials, the importance of relationships vs 
things - all of these areas need to factor in the 
ocean and our relationship to it.

The Wild Labs deep dive journey and design 
sprints in Bristol and London, have led to new 
learnings and engagement concepts with 
potential to accelerate an ocean literate culture, 
with the right development partners. 

We have discovered 6 factors that feel 
important and fertile to consider to accelerate 
an ocean literate culture in the UK :
 

New Stories 
Plastic is a great gateway but we need new ways 
to creatively tell the story of our relationship to 
the ocean and its relationship to us. 

New Language
Bring ocean literacy to life through a new way of 
talking about it. No scientific jargon. 

Ocean literate cities
The world is moving into cities. Rivers and water 
as a connection mechanism to ocean for urban 
audiences. Citizen intelligence. 

Collaborations
Bring together unusual suspects to focus on a 
specific issue or area.

Experiences
Help people to experience the ocean, 
physically, digitally, virtually, as a gateway to 
loving and learning about it. 

Education approaches
Learning and knowing is the key, whether you’re 
5 or 55 years old. With a focus on schools and 
other place based concepts

2524

“We are at war with the ocean 
and if we win this war we’re 
going to lose it all because 
mankind can’t exist, can’t live on 
this planet with a dead sea, we 
depend on it, it’s our life blood 
and we are still so far away from 
understanding how important 
the oceans are for us “
Cyrill Gutsch 
Founder, Parley for the Oceans 32

Bringing 
Ocean literacy into 

mainstream culture 

Chapter 5



We are Ocean

How can we move beyond the idea of ocean as destination, resource, a 
distant thing, disconnected from our busy urban lives and too big to harm 
and impact. Stories help us make sense of the world, our places within it, 
and can spark curiosity and wonder that can form new connections, new 
ideas and new ways of thinking about the ocean and our relationship with it. 
This is essential if we are to evolve to an ocean literate culture.

New Stories

The story of the UK,  
a watery island
With springs, streams, canals and rivers all 
around and under us and with all this water 
flowing eventually to the sea, the story of 
our watery isle seems strangely muted and 
invisible in our modern culture. It’s been con-
creted over, digitally diverted, out of sight and 
therefore out of minds. How might we weave 
this watery story and our intimate relationship 
with it back into our modern lives.

The story of humans and water
Of saltwater blood, of amniotic fluid, of a body 
of 70% water and 70% of the planet as ocean, 
new research that the spleen releases oxygen 
rich blood cells into the body when holding 
breath under water - diving responses which 
help humans deal with lower levels of oxygen 
and also found in whales and seals. Of the 
health and wellbeing benefits of being by, in, on 
or near water #bluemind.

2726

Ocean exploration vs Space 
exploration
Why are we so fascinated with space exploration 
when there is so much unexplored and unknown 
in the ocean? We know more about the surface 
of Mars than than the bottom of the ocean. How 
might we bring more desire and intrigue to ocean 
exploration? How can we encourage the next 
generations of Elon Musks to focus on the ocean 
rather than distant planets? How could the film, 
TV and entertainment industry raise the appeal 
of ocean exploration and discovery vs space. The 
depths of the sea probably hold all the answers 
and treasures we could ever need. 

Plastics as a gateway to systems 
thinking and circular design
Currently a great gateway into deeper 
conversations about the ocean and our 
interconnectedness, of a planetary, systems 
view of the world, where all life is understood as 
connected. A new story of how we live, learn, 
make, design and create. How we think about 
waste and materials. Of relationships vs things. 
That there is no away.

The story of down vs up
Why is ‘down’ often associated with fear and 
negativity, why is up seen as positive  - exploring 
the depths vs the heavens. The story of down 
is loaded with negative imagery and meaning, 
how does this affect our relationship with the 
ocean and how we think about it ? How might 
we explore the creative potential of downwards 
exploration, journeys and environments ? 
#downwiththeocean



How might we bring ocean literacy to life through a new way 
of talking about it. We need to move beyond scientific jargon. 
How can we talk of our relationship to the ocean in language 
that inspires and engages people? Science heavy is not going 
to cut through to wider audiences beyond the converted. How 
can we bring more art and creativity into the science and 
speak for the ocean in new ways that evoke wonder and awe, 
curiosity, empowerment and action. Language that helps us 
see the ocean not as a distant destination but as an intimate 
relationship, a life giving, regenerative system vs a resource for 
food and leisure. 

We are Ocean

New Language
How can we talk 
of our relationship 
to the ocean in 
language that 
inspires and 
engages?

50% of the world’s population is living in cities, 
so it’s not difficult to see why there is a huge 
disconnect between humans and the natural 
environment. We are passionate about what 
we are immersed in - there is huge urgency and 
massive opportunity in thinking how to integrate 
water and nature both physically, culturally and 
experientially into cities - and there is enormous 
wellbeing potential in that.

Many cities have obvious connections to the 
ocean through their proximity and/or by their 
river systems and most of the world’s large 
cities are coastal, their growth fueled by ports. 
Protecting coastal areas is critical because 
they are where most of the ocean’s biodiversity 
occurs. How can we use rivers and water as 
a connection mechanism to activate ocean 
literacy for urban audiences. Growing citizen 
intelligence and engagement.

Ayana Johnson34, Marine biologist and 
conservation strategist is pioneering urban 
ocean conservation in the US with a focus on 
New York city.

City to Sea is a UK organisation helping cities 
connect their pollution impacts to the ocean 
- their Refill campaign35 is about creating 
infrastructure and behavior change around  
free water bottle refills36.

The potential benefits for health and wellbeing 
though connection to water, and through these 
connections engaging people in protection 
and conservation is a ripe place for cities to be 
pioneering. Dr Easkey Britton is a leading light 
in this space, exploring the role of blue spaces37 
within our cities.

Hope lies in us realising the extent of the 
ocean’s and more broadly waters immense 
regenerative potential, and living in a way that 
enables regeneration, knowing nature’s healing 
is entwined with our own.

Ocean 
Literate 
Cities

“The care of rivers is 
not a question of rivers 
but of the human heart 
Tanaka Shozo

Notable concepts from  
the sprints
City communication interventions 
Using playful in context communications 
to help urban populations understand 
their connection and proximity to the 
ocean.

Blue Mondays 
Developing Activations within swimming 
spaces, combining art, comms and 
experience to help people develop ocean 
literacy while in a water context.
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We are Ocean

There is enormous need for new collaborations to help bring 
the ocean into our culture, there is also massive potential and 
opportunity for the organisations involved. Bringing together 
unusual suspects to focus on a specific issue and exploring 
ways that these diverse perspectives recombine, accelerating 
awareness, literacy and action through innovation, product, 
experiences and communications.

Parley for the Oceans38 are the pioneers in this space, with 
their groundbreaking ocean plastic recovery and collaboration 
projects with Adidas39, Corona40 and more. The scale of reach 
that these collaborations can deliver means more people 
can build knowledge and behavior change, the creativity and 
engagement potential is also key. The upside is these brands 
are reporting massive engagement metrics from customers on 
these collaborations. Doing good is good for business.

British ocean and surf inspired clothing brand Finisterre has just 
launched a new line to provoke conversation around the marine 
Micro-Plastics41 crisis, a collaboration fusing science and ocean 
conservation with fashion and cultural engagement.

Cornish brewery Sharps recently enabled the release42  
of an ocean inspired music track from artist Keynvor.

Sky Ocean Rescue43 is an ambitious project spanning 
partnerships, awareness building and venturing around clearing 
up the ocean plastic crisis and moving beyond single use 
plastics, it is collaborating with multiple organisations big and 
small as part of the approach.

We are excited by the possibilities for cross sector collaboration 
and unusual partnerships to accelerate an ocean literate culture.

Collaborations

Bringing together 
unusual suspects  
to focus on a 
specific issue.

“We are not going to 
be able to operate 
our Spaceship Earth 
successfully nor for much 
longer unless we see it 
as a whole spaceship and 
our fate as common. It 
has to be everybody or 
nobody.”
R. Buckminster Fuller
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We are Ocean

Connection and knowledge comes through 
experience. What we do not know, we cannot 
love. How can we help people to experience 
ocean connection more frequently, physically, 
digitally, virtually, as a gateway to learning and 
loving it. Especially British sea and coasts - for 
example how could we make more use of virtual 
and augmented realities and technologies in 
entertainment and learning, how could music, 
sound, art and sport bring experience to 
life?  How might we increase beach and river 
cleans or water conservation participation by 
adding deeper engagement layers to attract 
new audiences. Or increase experience and 
connections to water more broadly - rivers, 
lakes, streams etc

Ocean Rift via Google’s DayDream44 VR 
technology is the world’s first VR aquatic safari 
park, allowing users to explore the ocean and 
connect closely with marine life.

One Ocean FM45 through its collaboration with 
Global Goal 14 - ‘Life below water’ is using music 
and entertainment to engage people in the 
ocean and the issues it faces.

The Wave46 is bringing inland wave parks to 
the UK starting in Bristol and London, these 
destinations will support more people to engage 
with surfing and ocean water sports as well as 
developing ocean and water education and 
connection experiences.

Pier 2 Pier47 in Brighton have combined 
beach cleans with silent disco, bringing in new 
audiences and making ocean conservation  
fun, social and community minded.

Experiences

Notable concepts from  
the sprints
Step into the Sea 
Pop up experiential ocean exhibition  
in cities.

Mariner 
Ocean cryptocurrency - Augmented 
Reality app that builds knowledge and 
triggers and rewards ocean positive 
behaviors

Tide and Time 
Tidal alarm clock and image projector 
bringing maritime to life in our homes.

Education and learning is key to progress, whether you’re 5 or 
55 years old we believe there is opportunity to bake in ocean 
literacy principles in a range of learning experiences and 
opportunities. There is need and opportunity to find ways to 
bring these learning approaches into urban populations away 
from the coastlines.

Surfers Against Sewage are using the plastic crisis to engage 
schools in enquiry led learning experiences to raise the level  
of ocean literacy around our polluting plastic habits through 
their Plastic Free Schools program48, and now building out  
this action learning approach into communities via Plastic  
free communities 

SUP Kids49 is using the connection potential of stand up paddle 
boarding to launch an education approach which not only gets 
kids into the water, but delivers a holistic program which ensures 
every kid understands the role of the ocean and our relationship 
to it.

The I am Water Foundation50 in South Africa, uses experience 
and connection to the ocean to help youngsters in underserved 
communities, discover the ocean and their relationship to it  
and to fall in love with it as a way of shifting negative behaviors.

As you read this report the first activation from this Wild Labs 
program will have gone live in the UK - World Ocean Day 
for Schools51 - a fun day for children, parents, teachers and 
communities to celebrate and explore our connection with  
the ocean.

Education 
Approaches

Notable concepts from  
the sprints
Ocean Wise 
Fun and thoughtfully designed Ocean literacy  
learning guide for ocean/water based outdoor sports 
instructors and students.

Ocean Imaginarium 
A touring educational and creative exhibition that 
harnesses the imagination of children to re-engage 
adults with the ocean. 
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We are 36,000 feet deep. The great blue heart of our world. We breathe in, 
breathe out, ebb and flow of tide, guided by the twist of planets. We are joined 
of old, civilization sprung from us and needs us more than ever. We are the 
great conveyor belt, finding balance between hot and cold. Balance that 
permits all life. We breathe in, on city streets, over bridges, beside roads,  
in offices; sea air. We are ocean.

Millions of years ago we wriggled between grains of sand and started out on 
the journey to become fish. Humans come from the ocean. We are ocean.

We are climate. A great pattern of current and wind that creates a home  
for everyone, everywhere. We are resilience in the face of change. The  
ocean touches every living thing, no matter where it is. No blue, no green.  
We are ocean.

We are life on earth. Every second breath flows from us. Meanwhile, we  
absorb a full quarter of carbon dioxide. The lungs of the planet are blue . 
Choked with plastic, acidic, stripped of life, they remain the reason we all exist. 
We are ocean.

We are everywhere. Under streets, beneath motorways, rivers and streams 
weave our way steadily back, joining city to sea. We are the world’s water . We 
are ocean.

Being on, by, under, in or around the ocean feels good. Even thinking about it 
can lift our mood. We don’t need to be sailors, surfers or swimmers to feel its 
benefits. We have saltwater blood and blue minds. It is beyond the ocean and 
us. There is no division. We are ocean.

As children, we are almost 80% water and wonder is our currency. The sound 
of the ocean is in us all. We are ocean.

The ocean drives our economy. For the half of all humans that are coastal 
dwellers, for the billion people who need fish to survive, but for us all. Global 
trade, shipping and transportation depends on the ocean. The ocean is 
wealth. We are ocean.

The ocean is vast, but it can change. No matter how remote it feels, our 
actions are changing this vital part of who and what we are. What we do not 
see, we forget. We must remember. We are ocean.

The ocean is community. There is powerful hope in its capacity to heal. A new 
language of connection brings us together to create a new relationship. One 
of knowing about the ocean, understanding what is wrong and helping to fix it 
through our daily lives and actions. We are ocean.

We will hold ourselves and each other to the ideas above, for the good of the 
moving water that underpins all life. This is our pact for the ocean. This is our 
promise. We are ocean.

WE ARE 
OCEAN
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is 36,000 feet deep? 

Huge thanks to these photographers and 
instagrammers. 

Page 3  
Photo by Julian Paul on Unsplash

Page  5 
Photo by I AM WATER / Peter Marshall & Hanli 
Prinsloo

Page 6 
Photo by Alan Clarke 
Photo by Alice Beese

Page 8 
Photo by I AM WATER / Peter Marshall & Hanli 
Prinsloo

Page 10 
Photo by frank mckenna on Unsplash

Page 19 
Image By Daughter Studio 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BetCUJYnovd 
Image by Flexi Hex 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BeSzav3BY-V 
Image by Sea Bin Project 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BiBQUajhdgL 
Image by Creative Planet 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bg29oNoBUlp 
Image by Fabric London 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BiRj85FlOhO 
Photo by Dan Burgess

Page 21 
Photo by Chris Jordan:  Midway: Message from 
the Gyre

Page 24 
Photo by Abbie Bernet on Unsplash

Page 26 
Image by Earth Art Australia 
https://www.etsy.com/uk/shop/
EarthArtAustralia 
Image by Dominique/ All that is She 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bh146mwhJ4n

Page 27 
Photo by I AM WATER / Peter Marshall & Hanli 
Prinsloo 
Image by Creative Planet  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BjgzLRQjiUx 
Image by Creative Planet 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bgs0HnRBpwr/ 
Image by New Plastics Economy 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bg3G1pUHmn5

Page 28 
Image by Sean Yoro 
https://byhula.com/ 
Image by Graffiti Prints  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BjZY0NAgcSy 
Image by Urban Good 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BiDA6qcgV2M/

Page 30 
Image by Oceanic global 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bg1kTfaDcHx/

Page 32 
Image by Global Goals  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BjeuU9bg5yH 
Image by Easkey Britton  
https://www.instagram.com/p/BizrdPvHXt4 
Image by Engadget 
https://www.engadget.com/2018/02/13/bbc-
earth-life-in-vr/?guccounter=1 
Image by Stepanenko Evgeniy 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BCPkkLPOvXu/

Page 33 
Photo by Seemah Burgess 
Photo by Gaetano Cessati on Unsplash 
Photo by Mathyas Kurmann on Unsplash

Page 38 
Photo by Stefanus Martanto Setyo Husodo on 
Unsplash

Image Credits

We are Ocean



“I really don’t know why it is that all of 
us are so committed to the sea, except 
I think.. It is because we all come 
from the sea. And it is an interesting 
biological fact that all of us have in 
our veins, the exact same percentage 
of salt in our blood that exists in the 
ocean, and therefore we have salt in 
our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. 
We are tied to the ocean. And when 
we go back to the sea, whether it is to 
sail or to watch it, we are going back to 
whence we came.”

John F Kennedy 1962

www.weareocean.blue
www.wildlabs.is
@wearewildlabs
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#WeAreOcean


