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Overview
• Ten years of debate at the UN prompted by
scientists and NGOs
• Four+ UNGA resolutions
• Core Agreement: Prevent “Significant Adverse
Impacts” on “Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems”
and ensure sustainable exploitation of deepsea species through
–
–
–
–

Prior Environmental Impact Assessments
Precautionary Area Closures
Sustainability Deep Sea Fish Stocks, Including non-target species
Move on Rule

OR ELSE NOT AUTHORIZE HS DEEP-SEA FISHING

UN FAO Guidelines: Management of Deep-Sea
Fisheries in the High Seas
Negotiated / agreed:

Standards for conducting
impact assessments (para
47)
Criteria for identifying
Vulnerable Marine
Ecosystems VMEs (para 42
and Annex)
Criteria for determining
whether significant adverse
impacts to VMEs would/likely
occur (paras 16-20)

Progress to date

Progress to date
• Three new RFMO agreements: North Pacific,
South Pacific and Southern Indian Oceans
• Framework regulations and interim measures
adopted by most RFMO/As (Exceptions: SIOFA
and GFCM)
• EU adopted regulation to implement UNGA
resolution in non-RFMO/A areas (SW ATL)
• States and RFMOs have taken a number of
tangible measures to protect VMEs

Progress to date
• High seas bottom trawling banned In Southern
Ocean by Commission for the Conservation of
Antarctic Living Marine Resources [CCAMLR];
• General Fisheries Commission of the
Mediterranean [GCFM] prohibited bottom
trawling below 1,000 metres; closed 3 areas
• Several RFMO/As (NEAFC, SPRFMO, CCAMLR,
SEAFO?) banned bottom gillnets

Progress to date
• Substantial area closures to protect seamounts
and slope areas adopted by NEAFC, NAFO, SEAFO
in Atlantic and by NZ in South Pacific
• Spain closed app 42,000 km2 of VMEs in SW
Atlantic; limits bottom fishing to shelf and upper
slope
• Fisheries footprint frozen (temporarily) in South
Pacific;
• Footprint delineated with EIA requirements in
“new” fishing areas in North Atlantic

Area Closures – North Atlantic

VME Closures
Seamounts
<2000m

Fishable Depths
<2000m

NAFO

60.6%

11.1%

NEAFC-ALL

30.0%

13.2%

NEAFC -SOUTH

36.5%

16.0%

Spain: Southwest Atlantic
EU regulation 734/2008; IEO survey

Area Closures
However:
• Most high seas areas at fishable depths remain
open (including most areas fished in last 5-20
years)
• Move-on rule generally only conservation
measure in place to protect VMEs in areas where
HS bottom fishing permitted

Impact Assessments
• Southern Ocean –All states + CCAMLR review
• North Atlantic Ocean – Required in new fishing
areas; none done or publicized for existing
fisheries (debate re NAFO)
• North Pacific – done but inconclusive
• South Pacific - a lot of information but not
impact assessments per se
• Indian Ocean – Australia recently publicized IA;
no other States have done so
• Spain / SW Atlantic?

State performance on Impact
Assessments
Country

Has submitted iA to relevant
RFMO/A (as of June 2011)

Has not submitted IA
to relevant RFMO/A
(April 2012)

Spain

Southern Ocean, South Pacific
[SW Atlantic?]

NE Atlantic, NW Atlantic
SE Atlantic,

South Korea

North Pacific, Southern Ocean

SE Atlantic, (SW Atlantic)

New Zealand

Southern Ocean, South Pacific

Russian
Federation

North Pacific

Australia

South Pacific, Indian Ocean

Japan

North Pacific, Southern Ocean

NE Atlantic, NW Atlantic

NE Atlantic
NW Atlantic

France

NE Atlantic

Portugal

NW Atlantic

Belize
Estonia

NW Atlantic

Progress to date
Sustainability of Deep Sea Species
• Some better regulation of catch of DSF e.g.
NEAFC banned ‘directed’ fisheries for 17
species deep-sea sharks;
• Ongoing NAFO regulation of some DS species
• SEAFO established strict quotas for OR, PT, red
crabs etc
• CCAMLR managing catch and bycatch (skates,
rays, macrouridae) in DS longline fishing

Move-On Rule
- Threshold levels often very high
- Impossible to quantify impact on VMEs
- Difficult to know where encounter occurred (e.g. bottom
trawling)
- Will “still allow damage to occur, which will gradually degrade
ecosystems over time" ICES WG DEC 2010
- No encounters or area closures as a result of the move-on rule
have been reported except in CCAMLR and South Pacific

Sustainability of deep-sea fish
However:
• Few stock assessments; most overexploited
• NE Atlantic – 100% outside Safe Biological Limits
• Bycatch likely to number hundreds of species
worldwide
• Status of most species unknown/catch
unmanaged (e.g. South Pacific high seas bottom
fisheries - 137 species; 22 target; 115 bycatch; no
catch limits; status of the stocks and impact of
fishing: unknown)
• CCAMLR - exception

Summary
• Substantial VME areas closed but most areas
remain open
• Lack of EIAs & uncertainties in assessments:
difficult to determine SAIs
• Data and reporting poor in many fisheries
• Move-on rule reactionary not precautionary;
often only conservation measure in place

Summary
• VME identification limited to corals and sponges
• Fisheries independent surveys in various area of
the Atlantic (e.g. IEO Spain); limited elsewhere
• Use of biogeographic information limited
• Impact on most deep-sea species not assessed;
catch unregulated
• Precautionary approach not being widely applied
• Transparency improving but more needed publicizing info/RFMO decisions
• Enforcement?

New Zealand bottom fisheries impact
assessment submission to CCAMLR
`a deliberate decision was made by New Zealand
not to use trawl fishing methods for toothfish in
the exploratory fisheries. The reason for this was
to avoid potential significant adverse impacts on
the marine environment`

iSSUES
• Gears: Bottom trawling vs bottom longlines, pots,
gillnets
• Area closures: political expediency vs sound
science (continued fishing in already fished
areas? regeneration in degraded areas?
endangered species?)
• EIAs – need to be robsust and independently
reviewed (precedents)
• Precautionary approach & scientific uncertainty
• Reverse burden of proof
• Real meaningful measures to prevent ovefishing
& depletion of non/target species

Coming up! 2012
• EU revision of NE Atlantic deep-sea fishing
regulation
Commission proposal by mid 2012?
Council and European Parliament
• New Zealand South Pacific Impact Assessment
• NEAFC review of all bottom fishing regulations
• North Pacific ‘move-on rule’ debate/workshop
• EU revision of high seas deep-sea fishing
regulation (EC proposal by end 2012?)

Coming up!
• Ongoing
• UN FAO programme of work on deep-sea
fisheries
• NAFO – ongoing review of area closures; EIAs
due by 2015/2016
• CCAMLR ; SEAFO; SPRFMO; SIOFA etc

• UN General Assembly review in 2015

Publications

DSCC
www.savethehighseas.org

Thanks

Hermione, Oxford-IPSO, INDEEP,
IMARES... And many others!

UN FAO Guidelines: VMEs
• i. Uniqueness or rarity – e.g :
• habitats that contain endemic species;
• habitats of rare, threatened or endangered species that occur
only in discrete areas; or
• nurseries or discrete feeding, breeding, or spawning areas.

• ii. Functional significance of the habitat – discrete areas or
habitats that are necessary for the survival, function,
spawning/reproduction or recovery of fish stocks, particular
life-history stages (e.g. nursery grounds or rearing areas), or
of rare, threatened or endangered marine species.

UN FAO Guidelines: VMEs
• iii. Fragility – an ecosystem that is highly susceptible to
degradation by anthropogenic activities.
• iv. Life-history traits of component species that make recovery
difficult – ecosystems that are characterized by populations or
assemblages of species with one or more of the following
characteristics:
• slow growth rates;
• late age of maturity;
• low or unpredictable recruitment; or
• long-lived.
v. Structural complexity – an ecosystem that is characterized by
complex physical structures created by significant
concentrations of biotic and abiotic features.

UN FAO Guidelines: SAIs
• 17. Significant adverse impacts are those that
compromise ecosystem integrity (i.e. ecosystem
structure or function) in a manner that: (i) impairs
the ability of affected populations to replace
themselves; (ii) degrades the long-term natural
productivity of habitats; or (iii) causes, on more than
a temporary basis, significant loss of species richness,
habitat or community types. Impacts should be
evaluated individually, in combination and
cumulatively.

UN FAO Guidelines: SAIs
• 18. When determining the scale and significance of an impact,
the following six factors should be considered:
i. the intensity or severity of the impact at the specific site
being affected;
ii. the spatial extent of the impact relative to the availability of
the habitat type affected;
iii. the sensitivity/vulnerability of the ecosystem to the impact;
iv. the ability of an ecosystem to recover from harm, and the
rate of such recovery;
v. the extent to which ecosystem functions may be altered by
the impact; and
vi. the timing and duration of the impact relative to the period
in which a species needs the habitat during one or more lifehistory stages.

UN FAO Guidelines: SAIs
• 19. Temporary impacts are those that are limited in duration
and that allow the particular ecosystem to recover over an
acceptable time frame. Such time frames should be decided on
a case-by-case basis and should be in the order of 5-20 years,
taking into account the specific features of the populations and
ecosystems.

UN FAO Guidelines: Impact Assessments
• Para 47: Impact assessment should address, inter
alia:
• i. type(s) of fishing conducted or contemplated,
including vessels and gear-types, fishing areas,
target and potential bycatch species, fishing effort
levels and duration of fishing (harvesting plan);
• ii. best available scientific and technical information
on the current state of fishery resources and
baseline information on the ecosystems, habitats
and communities in the fishing area, against which
future changes are to be compared;

UN FAO Guidelines: Impact Assessments
• iii. identification, description and mapping of VMEs known or
likely to occur in the fishing area;
• iv. data and methods used to identify, describe and assess the
impacts of the activity, the identification of gaps in
knowledge, and an evaluation of uncertainties in the
information presented in the assessment;
• v. identification, description and evaluation of the
occurrence, scale and duration of likely impacts, including
cumulative impacts of activities covered by the assessment
on VMEs and low-productivity fishery resources in the fishing
area;

UN FAO Guidelines: Impact Assessments
• vi. risk assessment of likely impacts by the fishing
operations to determine which impacts are likely to
be significant adverse impacts, particularly impacts
on VMEs and low productivity fishery resources; and
• vii. the proposed mitigation and management
measures to be used to prevent significant adverse
impacts on VMEs and ensure long-term conservation
and sustainable utilization of low-productivity
fishery resources, and the measures to be used to
monitor effects of the fishing operations.
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FAO: Worldwide review of bottom fisheries
in the high seas
• 250,000 tonnes in 2006,
representing 0.3% of the
marine catch worldwide
• approximate value - 360
million Euros (450 million
USD)
• Estimated 285 vessels high
seas bottom fisheries in
2006, many only part-time

• 80% flagged to ten States:
Spain, Republic of Korea,
New Zealand, Russian
Federation, Australia,
Japan, France, Portugal,
Belize and Estonia
• one-third flagged to EU
countries
• EU fleet took half or more
of the high seas bottom
catch

