
      

TRANSFORMING OCEAN DATA 

17-18 OCTOBER 2019 
 
Chaired by Linwood Pendleton on behalf of the Ocean Data Foundation.  
 
This Ditchley conference is organised in partnership with The Ocean Data Foundation.  
 
This year, three high level international reports* have made clear that the ocean is changing rapidly 
and for the worse. At the same time, the UN has announced a Decade of Ocean Science to heal the 
ocean. To do so will require a step change in the use of evidence and data to create solutions. What 
will this transformation look like?  Who will do it? Can it be done in time? And, what opportunities 
are there for new kinds of data emerging alongside science and governance systems to deliver 
innovative services?  

Summary 
Better data is recognized as a critical factor in progress on global governance, stewardship and public 
understanding of the ocean.  Verifiable data underpins the full gamut of ocean decision-making from 
business investment to better management; regulation; shared international frameworks; and 
academic research. Data on the ocean is growing exponentially but still large tracts of the ocean 
remain unmapped and unknown and much of the data produced is messy, unused and often as yet 
unusable. This meeting brings together expertise from ocean research, government and business, 
along with data and technology specialists to work out how to drive innovation in the availability and 
use of ocean data for all. Our goal is to define a vision (or set of visions) for ocean data; map the 
emerging ecosystem – of producers and users; better understand overlaps and gaps; share 
knowledge of new analytical services, visualisations and data uses; and agree on the immediate and 
necessary steps in charting a future for ocean data in the UN Decade of Ocean Science.  

Detail 
Described at the Ditchley Conference (April 2018) as the largest ecosystem on earth, the ocean is 
central to human survival and prosperity. As a global resource, it faces a wide range of known 
threats from climate change to over-fishing. It also faces newer threats as fresh resources are 
discovered and extracted via the use of modern technologies such as marine mining. Demand for 
ocean resources can only grow. 
 
Better data sharing and accessible frameworks to allow greater (global) co-ordination of data 
between national governments, academia, NGOS, business, citizens are long overdue. Calls for 
controls of over-fishing; greater transparency in decision-making; managing biodiversity and 
ensuring application of codes of practice, all require evidence on which to make assessments and 
measure progress. Data should underpin agreed international objectives for example, on Sustainable 
Development Goal 14. A better data infrastructure will also be critical to efforts to update the UN 
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Law of the Sea Convention and the Treaty governing areas of the ocean beyond national jurisdiction 
(ABBJ). 

Overcoming the limitations of differing data types, and technical and scientific formats would seem 
to offer benefits all round. But these ambitions are challenged by the scale and variety of new data; 
new tools (such as visualisation, machine learning and virtual reality); and new producers and 
potential users. Underwater technologies, seabed mapping, marine genetics, wave and aquaculture 
all offer potential for new sources and forms of data, from genetic, microbial and molecular to 
satellite imagery and acoustic. New forms of big data are being generated by people across the 
world via use of social media. Data sources thus range from highly rigorous scientific endeavours to 
completely unintentional, but still useful, incidental production of ocean data by other large scale 
and distributed processes. 

Portals, platforms and projects 
A sense of the potential of ocean data to drive change and action has led a number of organisations 
to create their own data portals, platforms and projects. Players include Google, Space Agencies, 
Earth Observation companies, insurance companies and NGOs (Schmidt, Fishing Watch, WWF, REV 
Ocean etc.), alongside many academic projects and inter-governmental agencies and data services.  
There are many disparate sources of data and storage locations that even creating an overview of 
the existing global resource is not an easy task. Finding the most appropriate data platform is a 
challenge, let alone collating and combining data across platforms for analysis.   

Sharable, dominant, even profit based formats will emerge for some areas, as will new interfaces. 
The range of innovation and entrepreneurship is extensive and has capacity to contribute solutions 
to pressing environmental problems. The demand for data driven, cloud-based, computational and 
analytical tools is strong. The problem is not a lack of innovation but a lack of coordination. 
Questions of interoperability and standardization remain central but the sheer scale of ocean data, 
the range of producers, users and publics now presents far greater opportunities and challenges. A 
transformation in the production and use of ocean data is likely as a result of the unlocking and 
release of huge resources of data.   

The growing distribution and diversity of ocean data requires a conscious effort and collective action 
to forge some practical coherence if the full potential of data to drive positive action is to be 
realised. 
 
We aim to address the following higher level questions: 
 

• Are we in a new era for ocean data and how will it make a difference? 

• Can ocean data be more effectively and widely shared, to transform access to research and 
evidence?  

• What gaps in data can we identify?  What other organisations and players do we need to 
bring into the conversation? What are the emerging data needs? 

• Will new forms of data help to accelerate social movements, policy-making and 
entrepreneurship? 

• Who will meet new data demand and help navigate data supply chains? Can we reimagine 
the dataflow according to new uses and producers? 

• How can we best bring together the various ocean data interests and centres – researchers, 
those running strategic data gateways, platforms and exchanges? 

• How do we facilitate bridging between existing portals and networks? 
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• In developing a technological infrastructure – what transformative and catalytic action is 
required? 

• Can we define a vision to include organisational responses, individual commitments and next 
steps? 

 
The first Working Group session will consider the role of data: If we are to transform ocean science 
and stewardship to meet the needs of sustainable development, what will be the new needs for 
data?  Who, what, how? 
 
The second Working Group session will consider open data: What does open data really mean and 
what challenges are brought to the fore in trying to deliver it? Who are we excluding if we require 
open data? What current behaviours or market forces prevent opening data (e.g. do science 
publishing, academic practices, and industry concerns lead to a close-hold of data or even 
obfuscation)? What are the consequences and how might we deal with them?  
 
In our discussions we may want to consider: 
 

• The current trends and drivers for data collection arising from governance and research and 
from commercial uses - what does the data demand look like and how best can we describe 
data supply? 

• Effective precedents for making data-sets available to start-ups. 

• The support available for scientists and others to make their data available and to do it 
quickly.  

• How can provenance, lineage and authenticity for data users be supported? 

• What models of licensing and selling of data are being used and which is working best? 

• How should we index different data types across many formats, scales and metric types? 

• Examples of new analytical services that are emerging. 

• Public understanding: how can we create applications and visualisations that drive care and 
interest in the ocean? 

• What incentives might encourage commercial investment in data creation and opening 
access to commercial data?  

The conference will conclude with a discussion about next steps, commitments and opportunities for 
collective action, partnership and individual contributions.   

*IPBES Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem  
Services https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment-report-biodiversity-ecosystem-services 
LPI Living Planet Index http://livingplanetindex.org/home/index 
IPCC Special Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a changing climate. 
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/srocc/ 

Background reading materials can be found on a shared Google Doc – please feel free to add 

suggested texts and links.   
 
October, 2019 
 

https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment-report-biodiversity-ecosystem-services
https://www.ipbes.net/global-assessment-report-biodiversity-ecosystem-services
http://livingplanetindex.org/home/index
http://livingplanetindex.org/home/index
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/srocc/
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/srocc/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gR32AfukA4mFcxu6XnWnNGGp7uHdGTG01zK3Pyy4Zkw/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1gR32AfukA4mFcxu6XnWnNGGp7uHdGTG01zK3Pyy4Zkw/edit
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Programme 
 
Participants and observers are reminded of the private and confidential basis on which Ditchley 
Foundation conferences are held. All those attending do so in their personal capacities, not as 
spokespeople for any country or institution. In addition, all the proceedings take place under the 
‘Ditchley Rule’, akin to the Chatham House Rule and strictly observed: all contributions are 
unattributable, and interventions are made in strict confidence; this also applies to conversations 
outside the formal sessions. Those present are free to draw afterwards on the substance of what has 
been said, but not under any circumstances to reveal to any person not present at the conference who 
it was that said it. The Rule will be scrupulously observed in the Note later produced on the conference 
by the Director. 
 
Thursday  
 
12 noon   Arrival 
 
12:30pm  Drinks (Saloon) 
 
1 -2pm   Lunch and Welcome (Dining Room) 
 
2 – 3:45pm  PLENARY SESSION I (Library) 

Is this a new era for ocean data and how will it make a difference? The case 
for a transforming the culture of ocean data 

   Introduced by Linwood Pendleton 
 
3:45 –4:15   Tea (Saloon) 
 
4:15 – 5:30pm FIRST SESSION OF WORKING GROUPS (Tapestry Room, Velvet Room, 

Breakfast Room and Library) 
If we are to transform ocean science and stewardship to meet the needs of 
sustainable development, what will be the new needs for data? Who, what 
and how?        /… 
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5:30-5:45pm  Short break (with tea available in the Saloon) 
 
5:45 – 7pm  PLENARY SESSION II (Library) 

What do we learn from mapping data needs, what and who is missing? 
 
7pm    Pre-dinner drinks (White Drawing Room) 
 
8 - 9:30pm  Dinner (Dining Room) 
 
9:30pm After-dinner drinks in the Great Hall with a presentation in the Library 

 
 
 
Friday 
 
8:00-9am   Breakfast (Dining Room) 
 
9:05-10:15am PLENARY III (Library) 

How to meet the demand? Is there a network of networks?  
 
10:15-10:45am  Group photo and coffee (Saloon) 
 
10:45-11:45am SECOND SESSION OF THE WORKING GROUPS (Tapestry Room, Velvet Room, 

Breakfast Room and Library) 
What does open data really mean and what challenges are brought to the 
fore in trying to deliver it? Who are we excluding if we require open data? 
What current behaviours or market forces prevent opening data (e.g. do 
science publishing, academic practices, and industry concerns lead to a 
close-hold of data or even obfuscation)? What are the consequences and 
how do we deal with them? 

 
11:45am-12:30pm PLENARY IV (Library) 

Define the challenges: cultural, behavioural and other factors. What do 
people need to provide & find data? 

 
12:30pm  Drinks (Saloon) 
 
1pm   Lunch (Dining Room) 
 
2pm FINAL PLENARY (Library) 

Responses, next steps, commitments and partnerships 
 
4pm    Tea (Saloon) 

CLOSE 
 

Transport to Heathrow and Charlbury Train station.  
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