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High-seas bottom trawl
red herrings*

Responding to this concern, international policy experts from the International Union
for Conservation of Nature and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such as
Greenpeace, WWF, the Natural Resources Defense Council and the Marine Conservation
Institute took up the issue. In 2004 a meeting held in the offices of the JM Kaplan Fund in
New York led to the establishment of the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition.

DSCC

Prepared by Marine Conservation Biology Institute (MCBI)
for the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC)

Several of the early members of the DSCC issued a report in
2004 which analyzed the extent of bottom-trawl fishing on the
high seas, the countries involved, the volume and value of the
catch, the management regime for these fisheries, and scientific
concerns. It called for a moratorium on bottom-trawl fisheries
on the high seas until they could be managed consistent with
obligations under international law requiring sustainability and
the protection of the marine environment.
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In February 2004, 1,136 scientists from 69 countries released a
statement expressing profound concern “that human activities,
particularly bottom trawling, are causing
unprecedented damage to the deep-sea1 coral
and sponge communities on continental plateaus
and slopes, and on seamounts and mid-ocean
ridges.” The statement called on governments
and the United Nations to establish a moratorium
on high seas bottom trawling.
(For a full text of the statement, see
www.mcbi.org).
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* red herring: a false claim in which an irrelevant
topic is presented in order to divert attention from
the original issue

Sea Spider at the Davidson Seamount
off the coast of California, USA.

POLICY PAPER: SCIENCE – deep sea conservation coalition

1

REPORT PREPARED FOR
• IUCN/the World Conservation Union
• Natural Resources Defense Council

Using strategic analysis as the basis for its campaign,
the DSCC decided to work through the
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
A moratorium DSCC
to prompt international action to bring
is fundamental to halting the
ravages of deep-sea bottom
bottom
1 trawl and other deep-sea fisheries
trawling on the high seas
on the high seas under control. The
Coalition identified two overarching goals
for its work: to substantially reduce the
T
greatest threats to life in the deep sea and
to safeguard the long-term health, integrity
and resilience of deep-sea ecosystems.
• WWF International

• Conservation International

© “Inspired by the Deep Sea” Hilary Tranter

DSCC

The Deep Sea Conservation
Coalition, an alliance of over
40 international organizations,
representing millions of people
in countries around the world,
is calling for a moratorium on
high seas bottom trawling.
For further information about
the Coalition visit
www.savethehighseas.org
6

concern “that human activities,
particularly bottom trawling, are
causing unprecedented damage
to the deep-sea coral and sponge
communities on continental
plateaus and slopes, and on
seamounts and mid-ocean
ridges.” The statement called on
governments and the United
Nations to adopt a moratorium on
high seas bottom trawling.
Never before had such a large
number of scientists united
around a specific marine environmental issue. The
statement represented an unprecedented call to
action by experts in marine sciences and conservation
biology and a turning point in the mounting global
campaign to halt deep-sea bottom trawling on the
high seas.
Underlying the statements made by the scientists is
a still-emerging body of science. Scientists are only
just beginning to understand the diversity, significance
and vulnerability of deep-sea biodiversity and
ecosystems, and it is estimated that an incredibly
small number – less than one percent – of the world’s
seamounts have been explored. One of the driving
forces behind the scientists’ letter, in fact, was
mounting concern that entire deep-sea ecosystems
will be destroyed before they can be subject to
scientific study. More time, more science and more
knowledge is needed.
The Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC) is
joining forces with this scientific community to call for a
short-term moratorium on deep-sea bottom trawling on
the high seas. This reprieve would provide immediate
protection to the extraordinarily rich, vulnerable and
mostly undiscovered biodiversity of the deep seas
whilst legally-binding conservation and management
regimes can be developed – before it is too late.
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There is more to
the deep sea than

we know

Scientists estimate that it is
home to 10 million species,
most as yet undiscovered

The deep sea1 is one of the last frontiers on the planet – the home to
breathtaking landscapes of mountains, hills, ridges and troughs that
very few of us will ever see. Until approximately 30 years ago, it was
assumed that there was little life in the cold and dark waters of the
deep sea, which covers more than half the world’s surface. The
advent of manned and unmanned submersible technology, however,
has turned that belief on its head. The world deep beneath the
oceans’ surface is far more diverse than had ever been imagined.

Photo courtesy of NOAA and MBARI

ore it’s

Debunking claims
of sustainability

Below: Gorgonian at the
Davidson Seamount off
the coast of California,
USA.

oday, scientists and the fishing industry know
that the deep sea is teeming with life, most of
which remains undiscovered. Indeed, scientists
have speculated that as many as 10 million
species may inhabit the deep sea: biodiversity
comparable to the world’s richest tropical rainforests.
They are slowly discovering ecosystems which are
extraordinary in nature, often hosting species found
nowhere else on the planet.
For the fishing industry also, the unreachable is
now within reach. Advances in bottom trawl
technology means that it is now possible to fish the
deep sea’s rugged floors and canyons. More powerful
engines, bigger nets, more precise mapping, and
advanced navigational and fish-finding electronics
have enabled fishing vessels to drag fishing gear
across the ocean bottom as
much as two kilometers
(1.2 miles) deep. As a result,
well-capitalized fleets from a
handful of wealthier nations2
are today destroying some
of the planet’s last, most
ecologically-rich frontiers, in
search of a few commercial
fish and crustacean species.
In February 2004, 1,136
scientists from 69 countries
released a statement3
expressing profound

summary
FOOTNOTES
Please see overleaf page 3.

A MORATORIUM IS FUNDAMENTAL – deep sea conservation coalition 1

It is a biodiversity as rich as any rainforest. And just like the
rainforests it is being clearcut.
High seas bottom trawling is destroying unique and irreplaceable
ecosystems.
It threatens a global heritage before we can even understand
what it is we will lose.

It doesn’t have to.

You don’t have to let it.

DSCC for a moratorium,
before it’s too late

Images from left to right: NOAA and MBARI, second from left: ExploreTheAbyss.com

oratorium

In the late 1990s a number of deep-sea scientists began raising concerns in
international bodies over the threats to barely explored, poorly understood
deep-ocean ecosystems from a fishing practice known as deep-sea bottom
trawling. This practice was on the increase as a result of new technology that
enabled fishing vessels to go deeper and further out to sea in pursuit of fish.
With the introduction of bottom gear with names such as ‘canyon busters’,
scientists were alarmed by the prospect of losing species and unique habitats
before they had even been discovered by science.

Erling Svensen, UWPhoto

SCC for a

Celebrating
10 years of the DSCC

Alex Rogers

2004

Statement to the United
Nations General Assembly
on behalf of the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition

My name is Karen Sack. I am here today on behalf of my organisation,
Greenpeace International, but am speaking on behalf of the Deep Sea
Conservation Coalition representing more than 30 organizations from
around the world whose members care deeply about the oceans. These
include, amongst others: The Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF), The
Natural Resources Defense Council, Greenpeace International,
Conservation International, Oceana, Seas at Risk, the Living Oceans
Society, Marine Conservation Biology Institute, Ocean Futures Society, the
Center for International and Environmental Law (CIEL), The Environment
and Conservation Organisations of New Zealand (ECO), Centro Ecoceanos,
Centro de Conservación Cetacea, Observatorio Latinoamericano de
Conflictos Ambientales (OLCA), Confederación de Gente de Mar
(Congemar), CeDePesca, Mundo Azul, ProNaturaleza, Derecho Ambiente y
recursos Naturales, SPDA (Sociedad Peruana de Derecho Ambiental)
Universidad Estatal Federico Villareal and ECOPLAYAS.

T

oday (November 16th, 2004) marks the tenth
anniversary of the entry into force of the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the
Sea (UNCLOS). This groundbreaking treaty
was a major step toward international
recognition that the oceans are a truly global
resource, and that we all share
responsibility for protecting,
preserving, and sustainably and
equitably using them.
UNCLOS
UNCLOS has blossomed over the
years, with new implementing
agreements and arrangements
springing from its robust framework.
Today we celebrate that framework
and embrace again the promise it
holds for all of humankind and our
oceans.
However, while paying homage to
UNCLOS, we must also recognize
the huge task that lies ahead. Ten
years ago, the focus of oceans
policy negotiators was on ways to
secure sovereignty over waters
adjacent to coastal states. Today it is
clear that unless States deal
comprehensively with the threats to

UNGA STATEMENT – November 2004

the High Seas, we will face a future devoid of vibrant
ocean ecosystems, thriving fish populations, and deep
sea biodiversity.

Over the course of the past decade, our
oceans have increasingly fallen victim to a
myriad of human impacts
being forced upon them.

has
blossomed over the
years, with new
implementing
agreements and
arrangements springing
from its robust
framework. Today we
celebrate that framework
and embrace again the
promise it holds for all of
humankind and our
oceans.

The Secretary General’s own
Report to the General Assembly
states that, “according to the FAO,
the global situation of the marine
fish stocks for which information is
available continued to deteriorate
… 47% of major fish stocks were
fully exploited having reached their
maximum sustainable limits; 18%
were overexploited without any
prospect for expansion or
increased production; and the
remaining 10% were significantly
depleted.” The Report also noted
that an amount equaling almost
one quarter of the world’s total fish
catch is discarded as bycatch.
Recent scientific reports have also
determined that 300,000 small
whales, dolphins and porpoises die
each year (one every two minutes)
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Roundnose grenadier
Depth range: 600 – 1,200m below sea surface
Life expectancy: 80 years
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Are they worth saving?
* 2006 UN Resolution 61/105 and 2009 UN Resolution 64/72
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The vulnerable ecosystems of the deep sea can't afford to
wait any longer. It’s time for action to protect the Roundnose
Grenadier and the many thousands of other species at risk.

Dense mass of the anomuran crab Kiwa. A.D. Rogers et al

p!

High seas fishing nations have had five years to implement UN
resolutions* to protect the deep sea from destructive fishing.
So far most have failed to do so. Is it acceptable that some
countries are ignoring the will of the international community
and destroying the extraordinary life in the deep sea that is
our common heritage?

Ralf Roletschek/Wikimedia
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Deep Sea Conservation Coalition
September 2011

The deep sea is sending out
a distress call
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but am I

2006

2007
2008

11/5/11

I’m not cute
or cuddly,

w

08.08 UN FAO adopts guidelines on
deep-sea fisheries
06.09 DSCC publishes report reviewing
implementation of UNGA resolutions
and holds events at UN
09.09 GET A MOVE ON – 61/105 or bust!
DSCC campaigns at UN
12.09 New UNGA Resolution adopted
64/72 calls on high seas fishing nations
to take stronger actions to protect
deep-sea life
09.11 DSCC publishes ‘Unfinished Business:
a review of the implementation of
UNGA resolutions 61/105 and 64/72’
Presents findings at UNGA meeting to
review the effectiveness of previous
UNGA resolutions
12.11 New UNGA Resolution adopted
66/68 calls on states and RFMOs to do
more to effectively manage deep-sea
fisheries
Unfinished business: a review of the
implementation of the provisions of United Nations
General Assembly resolutions 61/105 and 64/72,
05.12 New species discovered on voyage to
related to the management of bottom fisheries in
areas beyond national jurisdiction
deep
06.12 DSCC joins high seas campaign at
Rio+20
07.12 European Commission proposes phaseout of deep-sea bottom trawling by EU
fishing fleets in the Northeast Atlantic
03.13 Environment Committee of the European
Parliament votes for total reform of the
EU’s deep-sea fishing regulation
12.13 European Parliament votes on deepsea regulation
EP agrees that all deep-sea fisheries
should be subject to environmental
marine
news impact assessment and VMEs must be
Oceans inc is a multimedia
protected; narrowly rejects proposal to
platform dedicated to
prohibit deep-sea bottom trawling and
transmitting news about the ocean
gillnet fishing
It was conceived to increase coverage for the ocean and provide
a unified platform for its reporting. It began broadcasting
on World New species reported discovered in
12.13
Oceans Day 2012 and now covers key ocean events around the world,
issuing TV and written news as well as live coverage via social media.
deep water off Scotland
In addition, Oceans inc reports marine news generally and specifically
05.14
Portugal bans bottom trawling in over
promotes the work and findings of marine scientists.
2 million km2 of high seas of the North
Atlantic
2009–2014
DSCC continues working with RFMOs
in Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans to
better implement UNGA resolutions

2009

w

01.04 DSCC founded
02.04 Over 100 scientists call for UNGA
moratorium on high seas bottom trawl
fishing
10.04 International community failing to
protect deep-sea habitats
DSCC holds press conferences in
major cities
12.04 First UNGA Resolution calling for
urgent action adopted
59/25 calls on high seas fishing nations
and RFMOs to take urgent action to
protect the deep sea
12.04 UK Royal Commission calls for
prohibition of deep-sea bottom trawling
on high seas and in EU waters
2005 Science tours
DSCC organizes a global science tour
06.05 Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior takes
action again bottom trawling on high
seas
10.05 International Council on the Exploration
of the Sea calls for a complete overhaul
of EU deep-sea fisheries
01.06 New study reveals deep-sea species
targeted for commercial fishing are
endangered in Northwest Atlantic
06.06 Captain Roughy visits the UN
DSCC campaign gathers pace ahead
of negotiations
07.06 DOALOS review of implementation
UN report confirms that deep-sea
protection is inadequate
10.06 Sigourney Weaver joins DSCC call
for new UN action
12.06 UNGA adopts new Resolution
61/105 commits all countries fishing
on high seas to protect deep-sea
ecosystems from destructive impact
of bottom fishing or else stop bottom
fishing by 31 Dec 2008
2007–2008
DSCC works with RFMOs and
countries deep-sea fishing on the
high seas in North and South Pacific
and North and South Atlantic to begin
adopting regulations to implement
UNGA Resolution 61/105

28/02/2013 17:42

2014

Hilary Tranter

Today, and into the future
As a result of the DSCC’s work and that of its
member organizations and cooperating partners,
the UNGA process has successfully committed
high seas fishing nations and regional fisheries
management organizations (RFMOs) to implement
a series of actions to protect the deep sea from the
harmful impacts of fishing. Although much more
still needs to be done, this momentum has led to
increasing action by states and RFMOs to regulate
deep-sea fishing on the high seas, in particular
bottom trawling and deep-sea gillnetting.

Deep-seabed mining

OAR/NURP

Since 2012 the DSCC
has also taken on board

The collective work of NGOs at the Rio+20 Summit
led to an agreement by the international community
to enshrine the kinds of protection and conservation
advocated for by the DSCC within a new treaty for
the protection of biodiversity on the high seas. The
DSCC will continue to work hard to make this a
reality within the next decade.

The DSCC invites you to a presentation
on the implementation of the UN
resolutions* on protecting the deep sea.
At 13:00 on Thursday 2 June 2011 in room xx
Matthew Gianni (Political and Policy Advisor, DSCC) will
present an in-depth review of actions taken by States
and Regional Fisheries Management Organisations
to honour their commitments to sustainable use of the
deep-sea areas in the high seas.
Representatives of a number of DSCC member
organisations will also be on hand to offer insights and
facilitate dialogue.

Please join us for an open discussion on the latest
evaluation of progress to date.
*UNGA resolutions 61/105 and 64/72
For more information contact:
xxxxx name and email?????

www.savethehighseas.org

It is critical that the UNGA continues to exercise
oversight with regard to deep-sea life, lest it
becomes a case of ‘out of sight, out of mind’.
The UNGA has agreed to hold a review of the
implementation of the resolutions in 2016, and
the DSCC will work towards this at every level to
ensure that the unique and vulnerable habitats
and ecosystems of the deep sea are
protected from harmful bottom
fisheries.

concerns around deep-seabed mining and has
begun work aimed at ensuring the deep ocean is
protected from its harmful impacts. The Coalition
is proactively building capacity on this issue and is
now actively engaged at the International Seabed
Authority and in other arenas.

FACT: Deep-sea species tend to be slow growing,
late maturing and highly vulnerable to disturbance
or even extinction

