
OUR OCEANS FACTSHEET

No matter how far away from the beach you live, oceans still affect your life. We need oceans for the air that 
we breathe (oceans produce half the oxygen we breathe), the water we drink, the food we eat, the things 
we need to keep us safe, warm and well.

The ocean drives climate, stabilises temperature, provides most of our oxygen and shapes the Earth’s 
chemistry. 

The ocean has also been a source of spirituality, inspiration, income, mystery and adventure for as long as 
humans have been able to record their thoughts.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ocean life

Life began in the ocean, and it continues to be home to the majority of Earth’s plants and animals. These 
range in size from minuscule single-celled organisms all the way to the Earth’s largest living animal, the 
blue whale.

The oceans are home to an enormous variety – and quantity – of life. This life thrives in a range of  
ecosystems, all of which are intertwined and dependent on each other. These ecosystems include coral 
reefs, intertidal zones, estuaries, mangroves, deep sea, seafloor, salt marshes, kelp forests, and the Arctic 
and Antarctic marine ecosystems.
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“The ocean makes our planet a wonderful place to live. It gives us more than half of 
the oxygen we breathe. It regulates the climate, absorbs a quarter of the carbon that 

we put into the atmosphere every year, provides livelihoods for hundreds of millions of 
people, and contributes hundreds of billions of dollars to the global economy”  

– Marine ecologist Enric Sala
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roles inconnections to culture and retaining ceremonies and customs.

For others, the ocean is a source of solace, inspiration and spirituality. It also provides countless people 
around the world with a source of recreation and leisure, and much needed connections to the natural 
world.

Ocean facts

The ocean is a continuous body of water that makes up about 70% of the Earth’s surface, although with 
rising sea levels this number is expected to increase. Geographers divide the ocean up into four main 
areas: the Pacific, Atlantic, Indian and Arctic. There are also many smaller ocean regions called seas, gulfs 
and bays.

The oceans hold about 1.35 billion cubic kilometers of water. This is about 97% of the Earth’s water. 
The water in the ocean is 3.5% salt and contains traces of all chemical elements found on Earth. The  
remaining 3% of water on Earth is freshwater. 69% of this is held in glaciers, 30% is underground, and less 
than 1% is located in lakes, rivers and swamps. It is this 1% that is usable by humans for drinking.

Humans have explored nearly every corner of land on Earth. However, we have explored less than 5% of 
the ocean. Nearly half of the ocean is more than 3,000 meters deep, making it both difficult for humans to 
explore and for life to thrive.

Oceans and people

Apart from being dependent on oceans for fresh air, 
water and comfortable and stable climates, human 
relationships with oceans are varied.

Millions of people depend on oceans for their  
livelihoods. Fishing provides both food and income to  
people, and oceans provide trade routes for the 
transportation of goods around the world.

In addition, oceans are vitally important to 
Indigenous peoples around the world, playing crucial 
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Oceans and the water cycle

Oceans are an integral part of the water cycle, and all life on Earth depends on the water cycle for  
survival.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About the water cycle

At sea level, the water absorbs heat from the sun, which causes it to turn into a gas or 
‘evaporate’. During evaporation, water loses its impurities and becomes clean and fresh again. 
This is because water vapour cannot rise into the clouds while bits of dirt are attached to it. 
The heavy things in the water are left behind and only fresh, clean water rises into the air.

The water vapour rises up through the atmosphere. Where there are tall mountains, the clouds 
of water vapour run into these mountains and are forced to travel higher in the atmosphere, 
where the temperature is much colder.

This causes the water vapour to cool rapidly. This makes the water vapour turn back into 
its liquid form. When a gas turns back into a liquid, we call it ‘condensation’. Tiny water 
droplets collect together, forming clouds.

When the droplets of water in clouds get too heavy to stay in the air, they fall. This process 
is called ‘precipitation’. We call the precipitation of liquid water ‘rain’. Precipitation can also 
occur in the form of hail or snow.

The rain, hail or snow falls into highland lakes and rivers, where it becomes liquid water 
again. The water will be used again and again.
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The water cycle is responsible for the fresh air that we breathe, for the rain that falls on the crops that we 
eat, for the water that fills our water glasses, bathtubs and washing machines, and for many processes that 
are required to produce and manufacture the extraordinary range of products that our lives have become 
dependent upon. 

But it’s also responsible for keeping our environment healthy; for providing safe habitats and food  
sources for most of the life on Earth. 

Oceans and climate

Oceans play a starring role in the Earth’s climate.

Oceans absorb the majority of the heat from the sun, acting as a huge heat-retaining solar panel. It then 
transfers this heat back into the atmosphere and distributes it around the world through ever-moving 
ocean currents. This continual process drives weather patterns around the globe. The image below from 
NOAA (National Ocean Atmospheric Administration) shows the direction of currents around the world.

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ocean currents act send heat toward the chilly polar regions and helping the steamy tropical regions cool down.  
Image source: http://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/facts/climate.html

Ocean currents behave in similar way to conveyer belts, moving warm water and precipitation from the 
equator toward the poles, and then moving cold water from the poles back to the tropics. In this way, cur-
rents regulate the global climate. They help to regulate the uneven distribution of heat from the sun on 
the Earth’s surface. If we didn’t have currents then temperatures around the world would tend to be more 
extreme, with very hot temperatures at the equator and very, very cold temperatures towards the north 
and south poles. The effect of this would be an Earth with far fewer habitable areas.
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Oceans in trouble

Despite persistent human belief in the ‘endless ocean’, we are now recognising that human activities are 
affecting almost every part of the ocean.

Vast quantities of plastic waste have been dumped into our ocean, affecting huge numbers of animals. 
Discarded ghost nets drift through the sea catching any animal that crosses their path. Oil spills, 
toxic waste and run-off from land-based activities turn vast areas of oceans into dead zones. Coastal 
development harms intertidal, mangrove and sand dune ecosystems. Overfishing and  unsustainable  
fishing practices have seen many fish and shark species suffer drastic declines in numbers. Carbon dioxide 
emitted through human activities and absorbed by oceans is altering the acidity levels of oceans, while an 
influx of freshwater from melting glaciers may alter the currents, and subsequently contribute to climate 
change.

Now, ocean guardians across the generations and around the world are speaking out and inviting all of us 
to take action to protect our precious oceans, whose health we are completely dependent upon.

 
 
 

 
Become an Ocean Guardian and join the global movement now! 

Go to the Blue website to become an ocean guardian
and take action for our ocean (https://bluethefilm.org/take-action/)
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“For most of history, man has had to fight nature to survive; in this century he is 
beginning to realise that, in order to survive, he must protect it”  

– Jacques-Yves Cousteau
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