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Canada’s Top Research Questions for Ocean Science  
 

 

The Council of Canadian Academies would like to know what you consider to be the most important research 

questions for Canadian ocean science in the coming decades.  Your participation is vital to ensure the full scope 

of opportunities and challenges is identified. In appreciation for your time, we will ensure you receive the final 

report that will result from this exercise. 

 

Background and Objectives  

 

The world’s oceans are undergoing unprecedented change and are being stressed in numerous ways. Addressing 

ocean governance challenges will require basic and applied research in multiple disciplines and a high degree of 

coordination among scientific and other institutions and technology hubs. A Canadian Consortium of Ocean 

Research Universities
1
 (CCORU) has asked the Council of Canadian Academies to undertake an expert 

assessment of Canadian ocean science, focusing on the environmental, economic and social opportunities, and 

societal challenges, emerging out of Canada’s unique position as a nation surrounded by three oceans. 

 

The goal of the first phase of this project is to identify the top research questions for Canadian ocean science 

that could form the basis of a multidisciplinary ocean science research plan and contribute to a broader 

assessment of the state of Canadian ocean science. Your suggestions, along with those of other experts, will 

inform the determination of a final set of priority research questions, chosen to emphasize the potential for 

outstanding scientific advances and research that will address the critical needs of Canada and Canadians.  

 

A second, complementary phase of the project will involve an independent, evidence-based assessment of the 

state of Canadian ocean science, including the investments in research capacity, technology, and infrastructure 

that are required.  

 

Your Task 

 

Please identify up to three priority research questions that you believe should be the focus of Canadian ocean 

research, in the context of environmental, economic and societal opportunities and challenges for Canada.  In 

the online survey, a maximum of 300 characters (including spaces) is available for each question.  

 

For each question, you will also be asked to indicate in which of six thematic category or categories it best fits. 

You may also suggest new categories or modifications of the existing categories in the “other” box. 

 

1. Climate change and other environmental changes, including impacts of climate change on oceans 

and coastal zones, pollution, observation and monitoring of responses of oceans to environmental 

change, and socio-economic impacts of climate and other environmental change 

2. Biodiversity, including ecosystems, species,  and genetic resources (protection and/or use) 

3. Fisheries and aquaculture, including sustainability and the role of oceans in food security 
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4. The sea floor and non-living resources, including sea-floor exploration, resource extraction, and 

socio-economic and environmental impacts of resource extraction  

5. Security and ocean governance, including security and Arctic sovereignty, international, regional, 

and coastal governance 

6. Marine technology and innovation, including offshore installations, marine transportation, ocean 

renewable energy and coastal infrastructure as well as for scientific research 

 

 

Criteria for Questions 

 

To be suitable for determining research priorities, your questions should meet the following criteria: 

 

1. Be answerable through a realistic research design 

2. Have a factual answer that does not depend on value judgments  

3. Address important gaps in knowledge including those that are ultimately linked to essential policy 

and management questions 

4. Be of spatial and temporal scope that could realistically be addressed by a research team 

5. Not formulated as a general topic area 

6. Not answerable by “yes,” “no” or “it all depends” 

7. If related to effects and interventions, contain a subject, an intervention, and a measurable outcome 

 

The following are examples of questions that meet these criteria. These questions were identified as part of a 

previous effort to compile questions of importance to the conservation of global biological diversity.
2
 

 

• What factors determine the rates at which coastal ecosystems can respond to sea-level rise, and 

which of these are amenable to measurement? 

• How does public involvement, especially of marginalized groups, in conservation decision-making 

shape the effectiveness of conservation interventions? 

• Under what conditions is trade in captive or wild-harvested species beneficial for wild populations of 

the traded species? 

• How do resource tenure systems shape conservation outcomes in different social and ecological 

contexts? 

 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

1. Is my input confidential? 

 

Yes. All information provided is strictly confidential. Submitted questions will not be attributed to individuals 

without their permission. Providing your name and email address is optional, but is required if you wish to 

receive a copy of the final report. 
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 See: Sutherland, W. J., M. Clout, et al. (2010). "A horizon scan of global conservation issues for 2010." Trends in ecology & evolution (Personal edition) 

25(1): 1-7. 
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2. Why was this approach selected? 
 
Canada’s Top Research Questions for Ocean Science builds on similar exercises that have been conducted on 

various issues, including research priorities for conservation policy in Canada and the United States, 

questions of importance for the future of global agriculture and others.
3
 

 

3. What happens after the questions are submitted? 
 
In February 2012, a group of 15-20 experts in ocean science from public, private, and nonprofit sectors will 

convene to synthesize the pool of submitted questions to the top research questions. Collectively, the set of 

questions will constitute a plan for multidisciplinary scientific inquiry on ocean management in Canada. 

After the questions have been selected and themes for a research plan have been identified, the Council of 

Canadian Academies will convene an expert panel to provide an independent, evidence-based assessment 

of the state of Canadian ocean science. This panel will also identify best practices regarding strategic 

investments and models of governance to establish strategies for action. 

 

4. Who is the audience for this research? 
 
The main audiences for Canada’s Top Research Questions for Ocean Science are (1) policy makers and policy 

advisors who apply, facilitate, or fund research; (2) research funding organizations such as Natural Sciences 

and Engineering Research Canada (NSERC); and (3) ocean scientists who aim to inform policy through their 

research. Identifying research priorities and building understanding about differences in priorities among 

groups should help to develop systematic and transparent schemes for research funding and investments in 

research infrastructure and improve the efficacy and efficiency of ocean research and its relevance for policy 

and management decisions with regard to Canadian oceans. 

 

5. How will the results be disseminated? 
 
The results will be published in a peer-reviewed report and made publicly available on the website of the 

Council of Canadian Academies. News releases and media advisories will ensure awareness among all 

communities concerned.  

 

6. Who is conducting the survey (and the assessment)? 
 

The survey and the assessment are being conducted by the Council of Canadian Academies in response to a 

request from the Consortium of Canadian Oceans Research Universities (CCORU). Environics Research Group 

has been retained to implement the survey and collect the research questions. 

 

Contact for Further Information 

 

For questions about the project or the input required, please contact Stefan Jungcurt at the Council of Canadian 

Academies at stefan.jungcurt@scienceadvice.ca. 

 

For technical questions about the online survey, please contact Environics at onlineresearch@environics.ca 
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