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 MODERN AQUARIUMS  CONTRIBUTE  TO  THE  SUSTAINABLE  DEVELOP-
MENT OF OUR PLANET&NBSP;

The oceans cover 71% of our planet’s surface, produce at least 50% of the
oxygen  necessary  for  living  beings,  and  store  approximately  25%  of  the
world’s  CO2 emissions  (https://ocean-climate.org/en/home-2/),  making
them  essential  regulators  of  global  climate  change.1 Modern  aquariums
(generally  refer  to  aquariums  built  after  1990)  play  a  crucial  role  as  ex-situ
sites  for  marine  creatures,  and  exhibit  marine  ecosystems  for  educational
purposes.  They  acknowledge  their  responsibility  to  educate  the  public  on
ocean-related  knowledge  and  have  embraced  new  functions  to  respond  to
the  global  crisis  in  biodiversity  and  social  demands.  Specifically,  modern
aquariums  have  the  opportunity  to  educate  people,  contribute  to  species
conservation,  especially  for  the  species  extinct  in  the  wild,  and  produce
animal-related  research  that  highlights  general  patterns  and  offers  future
perspectives.2 This approach makes modern aquariums important contribu-
tors to the sustainable development of our blue planet.

 INTERNATIONAL  AQUARIUM  NETWORK  (IAN)  WORKING  GROUP  OF
AQUARIUMS, MUSEUMS AND ZOOS (WGAMZ) WAS NEWLY LAUNCHED
TO SUPPORT THE UN DECADE OF OCEAN&NBSP;

The IAN is a global association primarily established for members from the
aquarium industry; however, it is also open to peers from the aquarium field
who  are  keen  on  collaborating  and  contributing  to  the  organization’s  goals.
The association’s main objective is to facilitate professional growth amongst
specialists, supporting public aquariums in the areas of education, reproduc-
tion,  research,  advocacy,  conservation,  and  sustainable  use  of  aquatic
resources in  alignment  with  the  United  Nations  (UN)  Sustainable  Develop-
ment  Goals  (SDGs).  The  IAN  promotes  knowledge  exchange  and  offers
opportunities to share education and training, research findings, and conser-
vation initiatives.

The  11th  International  Aquarium  Congress  (IAC),  which  was  held  at
Nausicaá, France in late 2022 under the auspices of the IAN, brought together
nearly 700 participants from around the world to discuss the theme of aquar-
iums taking action for our blue planet. This event provided an opportunity to
achieve the UN SDGs, particularly through the UN Decade of Ocean Science.
The Ocean Decade is a 10-year initiative that aims to mobilize scientists, poli-
cymakers, and the public to work together globally to implement transforma-
tive ocean science solutions for sustainable development and connect people
to the ocean.3 Building on the declaration made at the 2022 IAC in support of
the Ocean Decade, an informal IAN Working Group of Aquariums, Museums,
and  Zoos  (WGAMZ)  has  been  established  to  promote  and  sustain  public
engagement  with  the  ocean  and  ocean  science  through  the  Ocean  Decade
movement (Figure 1). The IAN WGAMZ has also been endorsed by the Inter-
governmental  Oceanographic  Commission  (IOC)  of  the  United  Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

 HOW IAN WGZMZ WORKS
The  IAN  is  also  formed  to  coordinate  the  International  Aquariums

Congresses,  held  every  three  years.  Its  membership  comprises  more  than

500 aquariums from five continents, with almost 700 million visitors annually,
accounting  for  almost  one-tenth  of  the  global  population.4 These establish-
ments  not  only  play  a  significant  role  in  marine  research  and  conservation,
but  they  also  contribute  to  educating  the  public  about  key  environmental
issues. The IAN WGAMZ will consist of up to 25 voluntary individual experts
affiliated  with  aquariums,  museums,  zoos,  related  associations  or  marine
scientists from universities and institutes worldwide. The group is committed
to achieving diversity in terms of types of institutions, gender, geography, and
culture, and encourages individuals from minority groups, indigenous groups,
and persons with disabilities to participate.

The IAN WGAMZ will be self-led by representatives from the sector and will

build  on  existing  initiatives,  such  as  the  work  carried  out  by  the  IAN.  For
instance,  the Baiji Aquarium,  administrated  by  Institute  of  Hydrobiology
Chinese  Academy  of  Sciences,  was  the  key  aquarium  for  the  protection  of
Baiji dolphins,  and now is the center  for  the conservation of  Yangtze finless
porpoises.  The  Ocean  Park  Conservation  Foundation  Hong  Kong  (https://

 

Figure 1.  Framework of the International Aquarium Network (IAN) Working Group of
Aquariums, Museums and Zoos (WGAMZ).
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www.opcf.org.hk/), which  is  operated  by  Ocean  Park  Hong  Kong,  is  dedi-
cated  to  promoting,  facilitating,  and  actively  participating  in  the  effective
conservation  of  wildlife  throughout  Asia,  with  a  particular  emphasis  on  the
Indo-Pacific  humpback  dolphin,  as  well  as  their  respective  habitats.  This
mission  is  accomplished  through  partnerships,  fundraising,  research,  and
education.  Since  2005,  the  foundation  has  allocated  over  $98.62  million
towards  funding  536  research  projects  focused  on  cetaceans  and  various
other species. Additionally, Ocean Visions (https://oceanvisions.org/), a newly
established UN Decade collaborative  center  for  ocean-climate solutions co-
led by Ocean Visions,  Georgia Tech and the Georgia Aquarium, is an impor-
tant  initiative.  The  IAN  WGAMZ  fosters  community  engagement  through
existing aquarium, museum and zoo outreach and educational programs and
aims to develop new joint initiatives in the context of the Ocean Decade. This
will  help  to  increase  public  knowledge,  motivate  action,  promote  and  drive
change,  better  connect  people  with  the  ocean,  and understand the  need for
sustainable development and conservation. This can be achieved through the
following ways:

- People- and visitor-centered approach, through regular opportunities for
interaction  and  building  understanding,  e.g.  incorporating  aspects  of  the
Ocean Decade and ocean science in existing and new initiatives, visitor jour-
neys, engagement through the educational and outreach;

-  Creating  new  initiatives  such  as  temporary  or  permanent  exhibitions,
screenings,  talks  and  tours,  to  align  with  priorities,  raising  awareness  about
the 10 challenges of  the Ocean Decade Implementation Plan (see details  at
https://oceandecade.org/challenges/);

- Hosting a dialogue between different visitors (families, schools, etc.) and
the  Ocean  Decade,  sharing  the  main  scientific  and  societal  challenges,  the
strategic  ambitions  of  the  Ocean  Decade  regarding  these  challenges,  and
collecting  feedback  of  the  public,  e.g.  contributing  to  define “the  ocean  we
want” and identifying potential action;

- Highlighting actions that aquariums, museums and zoos are taking that
contribute to tackling the 10 challenges;

- Identifying and creating opportunities for visitors to take action on issues
to help address the 10 challenges;

- Amplifying and sharing Ocean Decade communication and engagement
initiatives through existing aquarium/museum/zoo channels,  including help-
ing to deliver the Ocean Decade communications strategy to the public.

Members of the IAN WGAMZ will meet every 1-2 months, either in-person
or virtually, to ensure strategic coordination and impact. The group will aim to
meet  in-person  at  least  once  a  year,  depending  on  sanitary  and  budgetary
conditions. Representatives will use an online space for information manage-
ment, and informal interaction (e.g., Google Drive), to foster engagement and
collaboration. The IAN WGAMZ will regularly update the Ocean Decade Coor-
dination Unit (of the IOC of UNESCO) on progress and needs to enable effec-
tive  coordination  on  Ocean  Decade  initiatives.  The  Ocean  Decade  staff  will
attend group meetings and support when required.

 CURRENT PROGRESSES OF IAN WGAMZ
During  the  initial  meetings,  a  questionnaire-based  programs  survey  was

conducted among IAN members to help define the kind of engagement and
support that aquariums, museums, and zoos could provide. One example of
popular  science  education  activities  was  shared  by  a  member  from  Bergen
Aquarium  in  Norway.  They  discussed  their  One  Ocean  Expedition,  which

involved  circumnavigating  the  globe  on  a  ship  called “Statsraad  Lehmkuhl”
for a sustainable sea. The ship was expected to sail  55,000 nautical  miles
and visit  36  international  ports  in  20  months,  aiming  to  create  awareness
and  share  knowledge  about  the  ocean’s  important  role  for  a  sustainable
future  in  a  global  perspective.  The  ship  was  fitted  with  modern  scientific
instruments  and  collected  high-quality  research  data  on  ocean  physics,
chemistry,  and biology.  Earth  sailing  is  an  official  part  of  the  Ocean Decade
for marine research and has grown to become a national project of interna-
tional standing.

The  second  example  involves  conducting  scientific  research  on  marine
creatures,  particularly  marine  mammals  that  are  the  top  predators  in  the
ocean. These animals play a crucial role in the marine ecosystem, yet study-
ing them in the wild is a challenge due to their habitat’s inaccessibility. There-
fore,  marine  mammals  under  human  care  offer  a  valuable  opportunity  for
researchers to study their  evolution,  biodiversity,  and environmental  adapta-
tion through the marine mammal  genome project.  As an example,  in  China,
there  are  currently  around  270  modern  aquariums,  accounting  for  roughly
33% of all aquariums worldwide. These aquariums house over 1000 individu-
als  from  12  cetacean  species  and  more  than  1000  individuals  from  13
pinniped  species.  These  marine  mammals  present  potential  resources  that
can aid the marine mammal genome project in increasing our understanding
of mammal evolution, adaptation, disease, conservation, and future prospects
in an era of Ocean Decade.

As  of  April  2023,  33  individual  representatives  from  24  universities,
research  institutions,  aquariums,  museums,  and  zoos  across  11  countries
have joined the IAN WGAMZ.  The group has held  four  online  meetings,  and
routine meetings and discussions will  continue to ensure the launch of new
substantial actions. Aquariums, zoos, and museums offer a unique opportu-
nity to promote the UN Decade of  Ocean Science and distribute new scien-
tific  research  and  discoveries  to  the  public.  These  partnerships  will  extend
beyond the end of the Decade in 2030, with the public already engaged and
relationships continually evolving.
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