PROTECTING DEEP SEA CORALS
IN UK AND IRISH WATERS
This map illustrates the predicted distribution of
habitats formed by three deep-sea species found at
depths greater than 200 metres in Irish waters and in
UK waters and on the extended continental shelf
south of the Wyville Thomson Ridge (at approximately
60° north latitude west of the Shetland Islands).
The areas currently closed to bottom trawling by the
North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC)
and by EU regulations, shown in red on the map, only
cover a small percentage of the areas where the
habitats formed by these species are likely to occur.

The difference
between prohibiting
bottom trawling below
600m vs 800m depth.

The map shows the extent to which these habitats would
likely be protected from bottom trawling if the European
Union were to adopt a prohibition on bottom trawling below
600m depth or a prohibition below 800m depth. While two of
the three habitat types would likely be well protected by a
prohibition of bottom trawling at either depth, almost 50% of
the cold-water coral reef areas off Ireland and the UK would
likely remain exposed to destruction if bottom trawl fishing
were prohibited below 800m depth. A prohibition of bottom
trawling below 600m depth would provide much greater
protection to the corals.
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The habitats formed by all
three species qualify as
vulnerable marine ecosystems
(VMEs) under United Nations
General Assembly Resolutions
and UN FAO Guidelines.
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Lophelia pertusa reefs
(a cold-water coral reef)
Deep-sea corals species often form
complex and ornate reefs, some of
which have been dated at 8000 years
old. Ancient cold-water coral reefs may
not only hold many undiscovered
innovations, but they are also teeming
with species that depend on them.
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Pheronema carpenteri
aggregations
(a sponge-dominated community)
Deep-sea sponge communities are
extremely bio-diverse, create complex
habitats, provide food and shelter to
an array of deep-sea species, are a
source of new medicines, and have
an important role in recycling
nutrients. Sponge aggregations tend
to be found living near seamounts,
shelfs and banks where there is an
abundance of nutrients.

Syringammina fragilissima
aggregations
(a xenophyophore community)
Found only in the deep sea,
xenophyophores are the largest known
single celled organisms, at times
measuring up to 25 cm in diameter.
While forming communities of up to
7–10 individuals per meter squared,
they create a highly biodiverse habitat
for many species large and small.

*Ross., R, Howell, K.L. (2013) Use of predictive habitat modelling to assess the distribution and extent of the current protection of 'listed' deep-sea habitats. Diversity and Distributions. 19(4), 433-445.

