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As consumers, we are familiar with the idea of a product recall. It means a return to its 
manufacturer has been deemed necessary to adjust and optimize its function (GOC, 1993). 

This is why, 25 years after he coined the term, John Elkington issued a recall on the Triple 
Bottom Line. 

Elkington’s vision in 1994 was an approach that examines social, environmental, and economic 
impact of business performance (1999). For the same reason he relied on the commonly 
understood business management language of ‘the bottom line’ to familiarize his novel 
concept, Elkington has identified the need for ‘reverse engineering’ sustainability (2018). It is a 
factory reset - away from profit and loss and from problem and solution linearity - to its original 
goal of systems change. Through the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) 
served a purpose of rendering an idea with radical intent (Elkington, 2018) more accessible 
across many sectors and fields. It represented an incremental shift on the path to sustainability.  

The ‘triple’ represents three systems: social, environmental, and economic. There are 
quadruple and quintuple models that have since emerged (Walters & Takamura, 2015), 
representing a multitude of interests. Regardless of how many bottom lines we add to include 
different systems, it is their interrelatedness that is not yet incorporated into practice. The 
interrelation of systems is a characteristic of complexity. The diversity of perspectives is not the 
cause of complexity, but arises from systems capable of producing it.  



What does this recall mean in the context of an emerging Blue Economy for which the Triple 
Bottom Line is a lens (World Bank Group, 2017)? It means to call attention to how we seem to 
possess all the necessary component parts for achieving sustainability, and yet the desired or 
intended results do not consistently emerge. Although Blue Economy and Triple Bottom Line 
are intended to disrupt existing systems, giving rise to something ‘much better’, they have 
arguably become ‘placebo effects’ (Elkington, 2018), serving instead to further maintain 
existing systems. Nonetheless, there are clear indications of successful incremental efforts for 
holding industries to account for the cost of doing business beyond finances. The question 
explored in this paper is what can be brought into focus as blue prints for the frontiers of an 
Arctic dialogue?  

It has been a decade since the Blue Economy became part of an international dialogue (OECD, 
2012). The World Bank defines the Blue Economy as “the sustainable use of ocean resources for 
economic growth, improved livelihoods, and jobs while preserving the health of ocean 
ecosystems” (2017, p.6). There remains a seemingly widening chasm (Green, 2014) between 
theory and practice of sustainability priorities. The chasm is further compounded by not 
accounting for the necessary time inherent in the incremental (Bansal & DesJardine, 2014), or 
the necessary urgency of such global impacts. How can the science of integration and 
implementation (Bammer et al., 2013) resolve this and inform the emerging Arctic dialogue 
with regard to setting a suitable pace and scale? What possibilities emerge for transformation 
in how we tackle complex problems - and how we apply these to the emerging future of the 
Arctic?  

In this paper, I present a response to the call for reframing the Triple Bottom Line through 
designs inspired by that which has been adapting to complexity for millions of years: nature.  I 
explore perspectives from Australia, Canada, and the European Union, to frame emerging 
themes for contextualizing complexities of current deepwater port developments that claim to 
account for people, planet, and profit using Blue Economy, but in fact are hallmarks of the 
persistent traditional systems of ‘frontier economies’ (Musacchio and Werker, 2016). Rather 
than providing a comprehensive, regenerative Triple Bottom Line, these result instead in 
‘intangible impacts’ (Voyer and Van Leeuwen, 2019), ‘explortation’, and ‘debt traps’ (Rajah, 
Dayant, Pryke, 2019). 

From these themes, I design deeper questions that aim to operationalize important elements 
into a blue print for implementing Blue Economy and Triple Bottom Line approaches. The blue 
print identifies distinct critical phases of collaborative processes (such as partnerships, working 
groups, teams, and cohorts), and provides a model for integrating diverse perspectives to tackle 
complex issues. The model draws from the approaches of: Social License to Operate; Blue 
Economy Strategies for Inclusion; and Mission Charters. The emergent themes are: identifying 
relevant expertise; meaningful consent; and, the measurement and accountability of both. The 
questions are framed as who&when; why&what; where&how. 



 
The proposed blueprint approach rests on one single condition: that the issues to which they 
are applied emerge from systems capable of producing complexity (Thomas, Prasad & Mathew, 
2016). We first need to contextualize complexity - to position it within the appropriate space 
and place of its relationship to the problems we seek to address (May, Johnson & Finch, 2016). 
From this position the discussion can look beneath the surface: beyond the focus on symptoms 
and even beyond systems of analysis. 

 

Explortations: The Final Frontier 

For decades, the eyes of the world have been casting glances toward the Arctic as the next (and 
some consider final) frontier (Whaley, 2012). We need only examine historical and recent 
pioneering conquests to see how expansion and development have given rise to tensions, 
conflict, exploitation, irreparable harm, and outright violence.  In my own pursuit of ways of 
knowing, a word coined by an Anishnaabe elder of Treaty Six Territory was shared with me: 
explortation, a combination of exploration and exploitation. The mindset of ‘discoveries’ of 
resources has blatantly ignored and strategically obliterated the long history of balanced 
existence amongst living things (Smith, 2012), in pursuit of progress and profit. Both the 
patterns, and the consequences, of intensely problematic aspects of the frontier approach from 
centuries ago remain as yet unresolved in today’s systems.  

Regarding whose interests need to be represented as part of Blue Economy dialogues, most of 
life on earth calls the ocean home. Evidence from geology (Russel, Daniel & Hall, 1993) and 
indigenous oral tradition (Kimmerer, 2013) suggests that nearly every part of earth was once 
under water and as such, most all living things evolved from what once lived within water. It 
still covers 71% of the planet (Pidwirny, 2006). With over a third of the human population living 
within 100km of a coastline (IPCC, 2019), our species relies on the ocean (UN SDG, 14: Life 
Below Water, 2020) and yet oceans and water-focused issues consistently receive the least 
developmental support (of UN SDG funding allocations at 0.01%, OECD, 2019).  

How might we learn to transform the patterns of exploitative explorations?   



 

Blue Economy Through the Triple Bottom Line Lens 

Since its use at the 2012 UN Rio+20 Summit firmly established the term, Blue Economy has 
been framed as a response to such concerns (UN, 2013; 2012). Following from the impetus that 
led to the creation of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982), the Blue Economy represents an 
attempt to challenge the frontier approach to development.  

For some, the Blue Economy’s lack of unified definition means it remains ambiguous and 
contested (Sampaolo, Lepore, Spirarelli, 2021). There is a lack of readily accessible, consistently 
enforced rules and regulations, both within and between nations, and internationally (UNCLOS, 
1982) - a hallmark of frontier mindset (Musacchio and Werker, 2016). What regulations do exist 
are specific to management for human consumption, and rely almost exclusively on a relatively 
short history of scientific records (Taylor, 2013) rather than on a comprehensive understanding 
of the interconnectedness of people, planet, and profit across many ways of knowing. 
Persistent superficial patterns, such as lack of a common language and enforcement, reveal a 
deeper layer of the failure to understand and account for different mindsets. These underlying 
values, beliefs, and behaviours have implications for how the term Blue Economy is 
operationalized. 

While improvements have been made, we are at best driving toward a race to the bottom of 
three separate single lines rather than truly implementing the spirit of ‘triple’ by considering 
them not as additive equations and trade-offs, but as integrated perspectives.  Understanding 
of “complexity” has yet to result in holistic and nuanced solutions. If we consider the Blue 
Economy from a systems level through the Triple Bottom Line, each component part - social, 
environmental, economic - is itself a system. We must account for not only how each of those 
systems function, but how, when, where, why, what, and by, for, and with whom those systems 
interact. They can produce different outcomes that cannot be predicted based on even the 
deepest understanding of the separate elements on their own.  

 



 

Triple Bottom Line Through the Complexity Lens 

Both Triple Bottom Line and Blue Economy are articulations of particular approaches 
generalizable to ‘complex problems’: the most urgent, messy (Ackoff, 1974), wicked (Rittel & 
Webber, 1973), intractable (Bammer et al., 2020; Voyer and Van Leeuwen, 2019) issues we 
face. But approaches from those within systems are still focusing too narrowly on the problem 
as it pertains to a predicted ‘solution,’ and misses the qualities of complex systems, such as 
uncertainty. These issues are common to all complex problems when viewed from the more 
comprehensive whole. 

There are several characteristics of complexity that affect systems (Cowan, Pines & Meltzer, 
1994; Bar-Yam, 2004):  

• Interactions 
• Dynamics 
• Emergence 
• Adaptation 
• Self-organization  

(I frame this with the mnemonic device of IDEAS, which is discussed more in-depth in a 
forthcoming publication. For an accessible overview of the generalized concept, visit the 
Complexity Explained Project Open Source GitHub, 2021). 

There are also dimensions of complexity to account for those characteristics (Dauer & Dauer, 
2016; Cooke-Davies, Cicmil, Crawford & Richardson, 2007; Spiro, Coulson, Feltovich & 
Anderson, 1988): 

• Components (of the system) 
• Processes (by which components interact) 
• Relationships (among components) 
• Manifestations (of those relationships and processes) 
• Interpretations (by audience in terms of functionality and representation) 

As daunting as it might seem to take a complex systems approach to finding adaptations and 
solutions that can contextualize these characteristics and dimensions, we are surrounded by 
examples that have been perfecting adaptation with far greater elegant simplicity and far fewer 
resources for millions of years: examples in nature. 

https://complexityexplained.github.io/ComplexityExplained.pdf).


 

 

 

Complexity Through Nature’s Lens 

How does nature adapt to complexity and how can this inform our own response? 

Models inspired by nature - such as the helix model (Etzkowitz, 1998) and biomimicry (Benyus, 
2002) - can help us. Elkington saw his Triple Bottom Line vision assuage our concerns by calling 
attention to the broader issues without actually addressing them; that is, without actually 
resulting in adjusted practices in which separate systems become integrated. ‘Greenwashing’ 
(Netto, Sobral, Ribiero, Soares, 2020) takes on a blue hue when we comfort ourselves with a 
problem-solution linearity in the face of complexity. 

In comparison to nature, we humans are novices at adapting to complexity. What makes 
something complex, and why that is such a significant distinction from the traditional models 
that rely on a reductionist approach of component parts, is a relatively recent approach for 
understanding the world (Prigogine, 2014). We need to disentangle the ideas of complicated 
and complex so we can understand the approach better. 

 

 



 

Meet Sampo: Complicated and Complex 

Meet Sampo. She is a decommissioned icebreaker ship that sails the Arctic Gulf of Bothnia. 

Sampo is a perfect example of a complicated system.  

The ship itself is a massive machine with many intricate parts. If something goes wrong in the 
engine, it can affect the entire vessel. But, how a ship works is predictable. Each part and how it 
works together gives a known outcome: the ship moves as directed. If there is a problem, we 
can take her apart, find the problem, solve it, put the ship back together, and she functions 
again. Complicated things can be solved by identifying a problem and a solution. With enough 
time, everything about the complicated system of Sampo - or any ship, or anything that has 
connecting parts - can be understood by reducing it down to those component parts.  

With a complex system, taking it all apart down to the bolts does not explain it (May et al., 
2016). Its behaviours are determined by, for, and with the interactions with the other 
component parts (Caws, 2015). If you identify a problem, fix it, and put a complex system back 
together, the outcome is still not predictable. The ways those components interact is not just a 
higher order system of complicated. A problem and solution model will not be reliable, 
reproducible, or sustainable. 

This is an operational flaw of the Triple Bottom Line as originally conceived: in reaching for the 
familiar concept of a ‘bottom line’, it did not adequately distance itself from a reductionist 
model. As a result, it has been used to describe complexity as though it is merely complicated. 
The recall prepares us to account for what is known as “emergence.” 

Emergence is the unifying paradigm for tackling any complex problem. This means that there 
are collective behaviours which are not how systems and their elements act on their own 
(Cowan, Pines & Meltzer, 1994; Bar-Yam, 2004). It is the missing link in the integration of the 
multitude of bottom lines. 

With any complex system, a critical focus must be the reactions between elements.  For a Blue 
Economy, these elements are the social, environmental, and economic systems. Rather than 
acting in isolation from each other, they interact in a holistic way, giving rise to emergent 
characteristics. 



Without the unifying element of emergence, we remain focused on the symptoms and isolated 
systems of the problems and overlook the significance of their relationship to one another. 
What we do to provide a quick fix for one symptom has effects we cannot predict or control for 
in other realms. Without understanding emergence, we find ourselves baffled and frustrated 
that immense resources are poured into tackling problems that end up only patching symptoms 
– bailing out a leaking ship, as it were. Systems by definition are “self-sustaining” this means 
they are designed to account for such minor interruptions and will correct for them - which 
often leads to unintended consequences.  

  

Deepwater Port Frontiers 

If our ship example above showed us a complicated system, the ports at which they dock are 
complex ones. The separate component parts of Blue Economy are still important in terms of 
ensuring that each ‘comes ready’ for integration. In the context of an Arctic dialogue, 
deepwater ports are both a real and conceptual way to come to a better understanding for how 
collaborations that account for complexity can veer away from pervading issues and chart a 
new course for the emergent future. 

Primary issues of frontier economies’ ports have centred on labour, capital, and land (people, 
planet, profit): the necessary resources for infrastructure to support development initiatives. 
The Blue Economy ideal is realized when these are re-oriented to be ‘by, for, and with’ the 
inhabitants of those regions - that is, the current and future living things for whom that is 
home.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The sustainable management of ocean resources requires collaboration across nation-states 
and across the public-private sectors, and on a scale that has not been previously achieved.” 

UN Sustainable Development Goals 14.7 World Bank Group and UNDESA Blue Economy Working Group (2017) 

“Powering the Blue Economy (PBE) presents multidisciplinary, complex challenges. No one 
sector, institution, or laboratory has the capacity or capability to solve these problems alone”  

Blue Economy Collaborations, US Department of Energy (n.d.) 

 

Simply put, complexity means diversity: the interactions of different systems is a characteristic 
of complexity. No single perspective can encapsulate a complex problem. How can we 
determine what is missing and what is required to collaboratively address the problem? To 
answer this, let’s take three specific examples from a Blue Economy perspective: Social License 
to Operate from Australia (Voyer and Van Leeuwen, 2019); Social Identity (in the context of 
Inclusion) from Canada (GOC-DFOGC, 2022); and the European Union Mission Ocean and 
Waters Charter (2022). Each report points to fundamental issues that arise when the 
integration of components of the Blue Economy are overlooked.  

 

 



Social License to Operate for the Blue Economy: Discord to Harmony 

In Australia for the World Ocean Council, Voyer and Van Leeuwen (2019) have drawn upon 
Social License to Operate. Emerging in the same period as the Triple Bottom Line, its origins are 
somewhat contested. The frequency of its application in the mining industry gives weight to its 
origin story from a Canadian mining executive in discussions with the World Bank (Boutilier, 
Black, Thomson, 2012).  Social License to Operate is the recognition that legal permission and 
political support for industrial activities are insufficient to fully address the needs for 
development to be understood and thereby accepted by community stakeholders. This 
definition is theorized as a discord to harmony spectrum: outright withdrawal, acceptance, 
approval, to identification (Boutilier & Thomson, 2011).  

From the forestry industry, De Jong and Humphreys (2016) described a Social License to 
Operate as ‘intangible, informal, non-permanent and dynamic’. In other words, a Social License 
to Operate is characterized by the conditions of complexity. Further, obtaining and maintaining 
a Social License to Operate depends on demonstrating respect for human rights, avoiding 
corruption, and taking steps to minimize environmental harm (Bice & Moffat, 2014) - in other 
words, the Triple Bottom Line. In addition to finding inspiration from nature, the Blue Economy 
can avoid reinventing the wheel and can strengthen its operationalization if it does not focus on 
problem and sector specific issues from ‘Blue’ for its adaptations; rather, it can be informed by 
examples from other industries and domains (e.g., mining and forestry) that possess a similar 
degree of complexity.  

 

“Even if the shipping sector carries 90% of world trade, there is still a wide misunderstanding 
from the social or political spheres regarding the social importance of the shipping sector”  
(Peter Hinchliffe, International Chamber of Shipping, in Voyer and Van Leeuwen, 2019, p.108) 

 

Industry-specific requirements of the Blue Economy are well equipped to meet technical and 
technological challenges. From a Triple Bottom Line perspective, this is the single bottom line. It 
remains robust as ever, managed through existing research, innovation, and mitigation 
strategies. Through the lens of the Social License to Operate, however, marine industries feel 
particularly vulnerable. According to this report, the social aspects remain largely unaddressed 
and beyond the scope of industry experts and lobbyists. We begin to appreciate that merely 
referencing the other bottom lines is insufficient if they are not integrated into the entirety of 
development and implementation phases. 

Applied to the Blue Economy, Voyer and Van Leeuwen (2019) identify the tacit social aspects of 
complexities related to values, beliefs, and ideologies of communities as previously ‘invisible’ 
challenges - those aspects lying beneath the surface. These ‘mindsets’ are currently not being 
accounted for in three critical phases: the ‘who’ i.e., the first step of identifying relevant 



expertise; the ‘how’, i.e., by not being measured, evaluated, or monitored over time; and the 
‘what’ of impacts. 

It’s hard to trust what you don’t understand. The diversity of perspectives affected by, and 
influencing, these issues means that if mindsets and value systems are not aligned, political 
decision makers become ad hoc conflict mediators. Without mechanisms for establishing 
relationship and common ground, the result can be polarized debates about increasingly 
intractable issues, leading to project delays that often come as a shock and frustration to the 
sector after - from industry’s perspective - the project has already ‘begun’. Despite policies, 
duties, mandates, and abounding examples (UNDRIP, 2007), engagement with communities of 
interest tend to occur well into a project’s phases after establishing necessary legal, 
governmental, and technical requirements. Generalizing all other stakeholders as ‘the public’ 
and informing them of the project effectively at the groundbreaking and ribbon cutting 
ceremony furthers an ‘us’ and ‘them’ polarity of futility. 

Social License to Operate has served to identify problem-specific stakeholders: those most 
greatly impacted by and with influence on the given issue. Much like the Triple Bottom Line 
relied on the ‘bottom line’, Social License to Operate has performed an important function by 
using existing and familiar language (of licensing) for those occupying traditional positions of 
power to consider what is beneath the surface that may have larger implications and 
unintended consequences. Now, the novel concepts of Social License to Operate and Triple 
Bottom Line are in a similar position to be improved upon with a call for “regeneration:” that is, 
to be designed for efficiencies of scale at a pace that accounts for reactions amongst system 
elements with the unifying paradigm of emergence. 

 

“Even if a project has a social licence [sic] you can so easily lose it, sometimes as we've heard 
through no fault of your own because somebody's decided they're fundamentally opposed… 
and so wants to try to wreak some havoc...so how do we prevent that? Because I'm all for 
intellectual conversations and intellectual challenges based on science, but nobody should be 
able just to...make something up, spread lies, or be violent.” 

(Resource extraction interview participant, Voyer and Van Leeuwen, 2019, p.108) 

 

Understanding the intricacies of the interactions between component parts of a complex 
problem from this perspective shows how a system in nature functions so we can describe and 
explain the issue of these two interview participants’ frustrations encapsulated in their ‘even 
if…’ statements. These examples portray that industry/capital (resources) and 
government/policy (governance) are primed and ready; however, the community/general 
public (social) are not. The complex system cannot undergo the necessary reaction between 
them for emergence. This means it remains isolated to its component parts of resources, 



governance, and social, which do not become integrated. The project appears to possess all the 
necessary component parts but can fizzle out when the elements are not suitably prepared. It 
cannot be sustained. 

Triple Bottom Line identifies this from a business management perspective as the challenge to 
turn its most critical stakeholders into new customers (Elkington, 1999). Once again, the Triple 
Bottom Line and License to Operate both began as ideas that were not entirely new: they were 
novel approaches to existing and familiar concepts. Both have undergone significant shifts in 
their stated purpose brought about by looking to other sectors and fields for inspiration. This 
represents the spark of an idea, the novelty between ideas, fuelled by curiosity that leads to 
innovation and integration (Nissani, 1995). Fundamentally, we are talking about building 
relationships. This means coming ready to the thresholds that separate diverse perspectives for 
transformation into an integrative process. Without consistent mechanisms to foster trust 
amongst diverse perspectives, and measure it over time as data and knowledge, we are relying 
on ephemeral good intentions to manage the most critical phases of ‘solution pathways’. 

 

 

Reading the Signs: What Gets Measured… 

“You measure what matters and what matters gets measured…. What gets measured gets 
managed” 

(Roundtable Participant, Engaging on Canada’s Blue Economy Strategy, 2022) 

 

The importance of data and knowledge sharing is echoed in Canada via the recently issued 
report by the Department of Fisheries, Oceans, and the Coast Guard (2022). 40% of Canada is 
situated in the North. More of what is defined as Canada is the Arctic than any of the eight 
nations that administer lands in the Circle. As stated by Canada’s Arctic Foreign Policy and its 
Northern Strategy, “the Arctic is embedded in Canadian history and culture, and is in the 
Canadian soul” (GAC, 2010, n.p.).  



As part of the Commonwealth Blue Charter’s establishment of shared values to solve ocean-
related challenges and meet commitments for sustainable ocean action (2021), Canada 
partnered with Kenya to deliver the 2018 Sustainable Blue Economy Conference, at which 
identity and inclusion featured prominently (BCCIC, 2021). From these types of international 
alliances, a nation-specific strategy has emerged. The Engaging on Canada’s Blue Economy: 
What We Heard report represents the first comprehensive federal strategy operating under the 
term’s direct lens as a mandate of the Department of Fisheries, Oceans, and the Coast Guard. It 
provides a step toward the rhetoric of inclusion becoming implemented through policy and 
best practices of the sector in its entirety. 

Following from the mandate’s four pillars, the report recommendations guide its actions to 
support the strategy. These included recommendations to: “incentivize increased diversity in 
training, education and sectors; and improve data on labour demographics and measuring 
inclusion” (GOC-DFOCG, 2022, p.36). 

Concerns regarding the lack of uptake and employment of other equity oriented policies such 
as Gender Based Analysis+ (2016) remain (BCCIC, 2021) as we adopt these practices under the 
new ‘Blue’. The primary concern is that policies are neither embedded into practice, nor 
measured in a consistent way, but beneath the surface lurks a more fundamental question: that 
of representation. If we are not asking relevant experts to self-identify, then any actions for 
diversity are not empowering, as they are based on good intentions borne of assumptions. If we 
are going to speak of the qualities of groups being diverse, each person must be asked to supply 
that information. Otherwise, they are neither representative (nor perhaps even accurate 
reflections) of the person’s identified constructs; nor are they able to be captured in ways that 
are measurable. Examples of Duty to Consult and Accommodate, and Free, Prior, Informed 
Consent (UNDRIP, 2007) represent efforts to ensure that engagement takes place; however, 
there is a glaring oversight resulting in a lack of guidance in determining the appropriate and 
relevant ‘who’ for such engagement practices. Further, this is only possible if all participants 
have been empowered to articulate their own identities to consider themselves as a voice for 
the perspective sought. Methods and approaches for identifying relevant expertise, and doing 
so at appropriate phases of processes for tackling problems, remain inconsistent. How and by 
whom are those problem-specific experts identified? Are those most greatly impacted by and 
with influence on the given problem included - a balance of lived experience and credentialed 
experience? When are experts considered whose focus is on the processes common to 
complexity, that can help integrate these diverse understandings so they can become 
implemented? Ultimately, our models for collaboration are not consistently embodying the 
priorities identified by Blue Economy. 

The mere presence of the diverse does not achieve diversity of perspectives without the 
relationships amongst systems and environment containing structures to support, measure, 
and account for it over time. Self-identification of identity constructs must meet the top-down 
approaches from policy with bottom-up implementation of practice. These complementary 



efforts can achieve the spirit of intention within inclusion, diversity, equity, access, and 
sustainability (which I refer to as the mnemonic device IDEAS, complementing the earlier 
reference to the dimensions of complexity). In sum, complementing the reissued Triple Bottom 
Line and Social License to Operate, the measurement of IDEAS in the Canadian example 
represents the ‘why’ and ‘what’ of accountability for tangible and intangible impacts. Let’s turn 
briefly now to the European Union example of ‘how’ and ‘where’: a mission charter. 

 

 

 

Coming Ready: EU Mission Oceans and Waters Charter 

A Mission Charter is a concept known by many names (Memorandum of Understanding, 
Declaration of Collaboration, Memorandum of Agreement, Project Charter, Letter of Intent, as 
a few). Its most basic form recognizes that more than one perspective is being brought together 
to fulfill some purpose. The document is designed as an accountability measure to establish 
clear and unifying commitment to shared purpose to inform collective and respective action 
(Milošević & Martinelli, 2015). The EU Missions (2021-2027) are a ‘novelty’ of Horizon Europe 
Research and Innovation (European Commission, 2021). Restore our Oceans and Waters is 
supported by the Oceans and Water Charter (2022), which sets the tone and shared purpose 
for establishing a simple, non-binding and publicly accessible, inclusive and inspirational 
framework to enhance cooperation, align intents with other partners, mobilize resources, and 
develop activities. These are intended to deliver on the Mission objectives to marine and 
freshwater targets of the EU Green Deal (2019).  

Embedded with its own forms of accountability and assessment to achieve its goals, the EU 
Mission Charters (much like the Commonwealth Blue Charter (2019) and other formats of this 
nature) differ from legally binding and written in stone contracts. Though the EU Missions 
explicitly state their intention to deliver concrete solutions (2021), the more dynamic elements 
of innovation, collaboration, and engagement are framed to serve as enablers rather than 
establish procedural rigidity of past mechanistic approaches. Rather than this seeming like a 
weakness of enforcement, from an emergence paradigm, this means that a charter can adapt 
and grow based on the relationship of the project’s participants to the shared goals as reflective 



of the project while maintaining the mission. In other words, it is a positive, not a weakness. 
When constructed from this unifying perspective, its ultimate purpose is to foster a culture of 
belonging and give guidelines to establish accountability; as well as to create shared 
responsibility for how these will be achieved and maintained. 

The value of this exercise of commitment is in its use as an instrument. It can represent an 
impactful process for making space to undertake working through the issues that can become 
tension points and conflict later in the process. When mindfully designed and consistently 
referenced as needed, it can be helpful in bringing about the alignment of mindsets to the 
common purpose. This is equally so for the impacts of what are set forth in the documentation 
process for the integrated interests of people, planet, and profit.  

 

Beneath the Surface: Emergent Themes

 

From the foregoing analysis, I will summarize by highlighting three emergent features that are 
useful to attend to in development projects that seek to address complex problems: (1) 
identifying relevant expertise; (2) ensuring meaningful consent; and (3) operationalizing 
mechanisms for measuring and being accountable for both. Ensuing relevant expertise and 
meaningful consent are ways to co-create the future such that integration is self-perpetuating; 
their operationalization includes the ways to be accountable to the vision through its mission 
(via the charter) and goals (through representation via self-identification). A more thorough 
analysis of these themes is available in a forthcoming publication. 

 



Whose Voices? Blue Prints for an Arctic Dialogue 

To make visible what is consistently overlooked in order to integrate the respective systems, I 
will frame our emergent patterns from these themes with six key questions that are nimble and 
can be adapted: who and when (identifying relevant expertise); how and where (ensuring 
meaningful consent); and why and what (operationalizing measurement & accountability). I call 
these questions the six honest serving folk: what, where, when, how, why, and who (Kipling, 
1956). These identify critical phases (Ioannidis, Fanelli, Dunne, & Goodman, 2015) of 
development representing the issues which brought about the recall.  

The questions are useful for examining these developments and drawing conclusions that do 
not just see problems and failures, but can perceive a different way of knowing. If these 
questions are integrated into the entirety of the processes for how we tackle complex 
problems, the underlying systems can be made visible before patterns are established or 
maintained to prevent or eradicate such deeply problematic issues becoming systemic.  

 

Who & When: Identifying Relevant Expertise 

The Plural of Anecdote is Data 

Just as terms of reference such as Blue Economy and Triple Bottom Line did not have a virgin 
birth, neither does data (Wolfinger in Nelson, 1984). Data represents a conscious decision to 
find patterns that emerge from somewhere. As research is always a human activity, participants 
represent some of the most richly informative descriptions (Geertz, 1973). For complex 
problems, these can inform designs inspired by nature, for whom the quality of self-
organization means it does not follow a blueprint. 

When we gather with others to generate knowledge and inform action, we can create 
microcosms of people, planet, profit as the voices of what emerges from those exchanges. This 
can be gathered and disseminated to reflect the same dynamics of relationships between parts 
of systems and surroundings of complexity in a language that is more broadly accessible and 
also representative of the intricacies of ways of life and ways of knowing that are vital for an 
Arctic dialogue. The consistently missing ‘who’ and ‘when’ is underscored by ensuring there are 
established ways to convey that knowledge with integrity and dignity. This means embedding 
consent for all dialogues to be brought to the surface: meetings, interviews, and various 
exchanges (as pluralized anecdotes into data). This consenting process is meaningful not only 
for understanding what is being entered into, but also provides for ethical ways to have the 
essence of what is beneath the surface be shown and told in the words of a relevant expert that 
is both lived and credentialed experience. This enriches the knowledge shared from the 
process, and empowers the participant as expert - to have their ways of knowing be within their 
control, and to become shared as knowledge for mobilization. The Blue Economy must break 
from explortative methods: no element of people, planet, and profit can be used without 



acknowledgement of that contribution and consent for that involvement. As an example, no 
participant can be quoted or cited without explicitly undertaking a process that accounts for 
ethics and consent. Before we can engage in meaningful consent, we first have to determine 
who the participants are that will be representative of the issue, and establish a mechanism for 
their own self-identification.  

Who is chosen to be part of decision making processes is traditionally determined by focusing 
on skills achieved through credentialed experience. Increasingly, that is becoming apparent as 
less resonant and relevant to provide a full and comprehensive idea of a person and their 
competency, capability, and capacity to contribute to tackling the identified issue to which they 
are being called. A person’s disciplinary and sectoral expertise and skills are a necessary but 
insufficient contribution to address the complex problems of a global society of the 21st 
century. 

There are a variety of efforts across the globe to incorporate ‘IDEAS’ practices alongside 
Competency/Skills matrices as part of efforts to address complex problems. A self-identification 
questionnaire is a step in the process for a person’s lived experience and social constructs of 
identity to be considered in complement with their credentialed and professional experience to 
achieve a more comprehensive whole in balance with a Triple Bottom Line approach. 

This achieves five significant contributions: 

• operationalizing a model to incorporate ‘by, for, with’: those most greatly impacted by 
and with influence on the given problem 

• normalizing the self-identification questionnaire process as part of research so its 
potential to feel stigmatizing is reduced 

• synthesizing relevant expertise that are process oriented and recognize the current 
fragmentation of expertise that are common to any complex problem 

• providing a concrete way in which to incorporate IDEAS theories into practice 
• raising the profile of lived experience through diverse identity constructs as equivalent 

to credentialed experience in the identification of relevant expertise 

The purpose of such a process is to have organized gatherings of perspectives (be they in a 
format of teams, cohorts, working groups, collaborations, boards, committees, etc.), from the 
moment of discovery (Parker, 2016), make these tacit desires for diversity become an explicit 
part of the entirety of the process. The Identification of Relevant Expertise is part of the 
generalized integration process known as the Declaration for Collaboration, informed from the 
concepts of a Mission Charter and Memorandum of Understanding.  

 

  

 



Where & How: Establishing Meaningful Consent 

Creating a Mission Charter 

When such action is embedded into the design of the process of bringing together, its creation 
itself is a reification of the common ground of the group dynamics. In this sense, its design can 
inspire the creation of a project specific type of ‘living document’: intended to reflect the ever-
changing atmosphere of the collaboration. It is a co-created agreement that outlines the 
relationship amongst participants of the collaborative. The outcome of that work – when 
designed by taking its inspiration from natural systems rather than static objects like a bottom 
line - is a similarly co-created objective that is not a predetermined destination, but an iterative 
process that provides the collaboration of individuals the autonomy and empowerment to 
navigate the complexity of the issue they are tackling together. Beyond this, it contextualizes 
the most important aspect of working with others: of relationship. The creation of this 
document itself is one of the necessary cues for priming trust and reciprocity that are the 
foundations of social cohesion.  

 

Why & What: Measurement & Accountability 

Coming Ready for the Emerging Future 

Regardless of what we measure, it is our processes that have to reflect what will achieve an 
integration of priorities that account for complexity into their entirety. This can then dictate 
what we measure by accounting for them at critical phases in the process. When undertaken 
early, aligning mindsets toward the common goal and establishing that together, such efforts of 
self-identification, consent, and declarations of intent help us cross the threshold between 
perspectives: they are the act of commitment to a more comprehensive whole. It triggers our 
brains to form an ‘us’ within the group that is a linchpin of a cohesive dynamic. More 
significantly, it opens up a dialogue for all participants to understand and agree with what is 
being undertaken. This is an important step in working with a diverse group, as what each 
person understands they are committing to may well have a different set of criteria, language, 
and intention. To combat thousands of years of explortation, these are the ways in which we 
begin to reconcile. 

Tools such as the Mission Charter and Self-Identification Questionnaire are vital for all 
participants to come ready to the process. These make our efforts more efficient for getting to 
the core of it, without sacrificing the critical phase of relationship building in the face of 
looming deadlines and pressures. This is the pace that produces the capacity for the necessary 
rapid reaction. In addition, these tools are only as useful as wielded. Collaborative projects 
require an exchange of varying resources, valuable time and knowledge. In order to ensure this 
exchange feels balanced between parties, the tension points of coming together must be 



openly discussed and designed to make them visible. These can produce impacts that can be 
scaled across all efforts to address complex problems. 

 

Tetrahedron Model: Emergent Blue Economy Approach (Peterson, 2022)  

There are various forms of what ultimately represent gatherings of humans to tackle complex 
problems: such as partnerships, think tanks, teams, working groups, cohorts, coalitions, 
alliances, incubators, networks. The structure of these entities must themselves embody the 
priorities that bring them together: in this case, the radical intent of the Triple Bottom Line lens 
for the Blue Economy. Complexity is not the hurdle to overcome; rather, it is our guide to 
establish the process with a mindset for common ground amongst all participants that account 
for tensions and stressors that can be a signifier of sufficient diversity. The unifier is emergence 
- a characteristic of systems capable of producing complexity – that is the relationship amongst 
the component parts and their environment that together produce a more comprehensive 
whole that can affect the Triple Bottom Line goal of systems change. Asking these questions 
and using the tools are a means for shaping our collaborative efforts to that end: if we come 
ready to look beneath the surface. 
 



ORIGINAL Alt-Text (Appendix of Images with Accessible Descriptions) 

Document Section (by header) Image Geolocation Description 

Beneath the Surface (intro) Gulf of Bothnia, Europe View from ship porthole to Arctic 
winter daytime sky and sea ice 

Beneath the Surface (intro) Sourced infographic World Bank Group definition of 
Blue Economy 

Explortations: The Final Frontier World’s End, Sri Lanka, Asia Emerald green 2-D diamond shape 
Trail Sign on rock and grass path 
that reads Danger - World’s End in 
English and Singhalese with cartoon 
hand as directional to the right 

Blue Economy Through the Triple 
Bottom Line Lens 

Gulf of Bothnia, Europe Closeup of sea ice in Arctic winter 
with ship in background at top of 
the image 

Triple Bottom Line Through the 
Complexity Lens 

Adriatic Sea, Europe Horizontal viewpoint of white stone 
steps leading into water, with each 
successive step increasingly 
covered in gradient shades of algae 
and seaweed 

Complexity Through Nature’s Lens NSW, Tasman Sea, Australia Black and white image of an urban 
tree whose root system has grown 
to follow the path of the brick 
paver pathway adjacent to it 

Complexity Through Nature’s Lens Marina Bay, Singapore, Asia Twilight shot of tops of cylindrical 
towers designed to resemble trees 

Meet Sampo: Complicated and 
Complex 

Gulf of Bothnia, Europe Right justified image of icebreaker 
ship with its name, SAMPO, in 
larger letters on the hull; in sea ice 
with pink, purple, and blue winter 
afternoon sky 

Social License to Operate for the 
Blue Economy: Discord to Harmony 

Abandoned church, North America Grand piano tipped onto its left 
side, missing its lid, with keys 
spilling sideways and strings 
cascading onto floor of abandoned 
church 

What Gets Measured… Abandoned school, North America Inground pool with no water, 
debris and refuse on the bottom, 
with a prominent NO DIVING sign in 
foreground 



EU Mission Oceans & Waters 
Charter 

Svalbard, Norwegian Sea Image of cliffside in fjord from the 
water on a bright sunny day, clouds 
hang in front of the cliff 

Beneath the Surface: Deepwater 
Port Frontiers 

Laccadive Sea, Indian Ocean Ocean at sunset, three youth 
silhouetted in bottom third of 
image, golden tinted water ⅔ of 
image with similar hue sky above 

Whose Voices?: Blue Prints for 
Arctic Dialogue 

  

Cohort as ‘Blue Print’ from Nature Original Infographic (North 
America, Wabanaki Territory) 

2-D shape of tetrahedron, with 
labels for elements and emerging 
themes on each triangle; probing 
questions on its connecting edges; 
nature’s elements as example set in 
negative space surrounding the 
tetrahedron 

Where There’s Smoke… VIC, Tasman Sea, Australia Antique metal fire bucket with 
black painted letters spelling FIRE 
on flaking orange red background 
revealing metal underneath 
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