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Regulatory body: North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) 

Area covered: The ocean region covered by the NEAFC Convention is one of the most 
abundant fishing areas in the world, stretching from the southern tip of Greenland, east to 
the Barents Sea, and south to Portugal. The NEAFC Regulatory Area consists of the areas 
beyond national jurisdiction located within the NEAFC region. 

Seamounts: No changes to seamount closures since 2016.  

Contracting Parties: Denmark in respect of the Faroe Islands and Greenland; European 
Union; Iceland; Norway; Russian Federation. 

Co-operating Non-Contracting Parties: Bahamas, Canada, Curaçao, New Zealand, 
Panama. 

 

Table A1.1: NEAFC “fishable” areas and seamounts 

NEAFC % “Fishable” area % “Fishable”  
seamounts 

Areas closed to 
bottom trawling 

16.9 33.1 

Areas where bottom 
fishing is permitted 

37.3 8.6 

Area where prior 
impact assessment is 
required before 
bottom fishing can 
occur 

45.8 58.3 

Total 300,646 km2 139 seamounts 

 
Description of high seas bottom fisheries 
Main high seas bottom fishing nations, number of vessels 
The main high seas bottom fishing nations in the NEAFC Regulatory Area are Spain/EU, 
Norway, and Denmark in respect of the Faroe Islands and Greenland. At the annual meeting 
of NEAFC in 2019, the Contracting Parties agreed that NEAFC should publicize the list of 
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vessels authorized to fish in the Regulatory Area. The list was published in early 2020. The 
numbers of vessels authorized to fish deep-sea species by flag State and Contracting Party 
are as presented in Table A1.2. 

 

Table A1.2: Vessels authorized to fish for deep-sea species in NEAFC Regulatory Area 

European Union / no. of vessels Other Contracting Parties / 
no. of vessels 

Spain 110 UK 5 Russia 102 

Ireland 38 Lithuania 3 Norway 13 

France  15 Poland 2 Faroe 
Islands 

0 

Germany  11 Estonia 2 Greenland 0 

Portugal 11 Latvia 1 Iceland 0 

Netherlands 6     

  

NEAFC only began publishing a list of vessels authorized to fish in the Regulatory Area in 
early 2020. The numbers of vessels authorized by the EU and Russia is likely to be far higher 
than the number of vessels actually engaged in bottom fishing for deep-sea species in the 
area in the past few years, though this raises the question as to why so many have been 
authorized if true. Annual reports of fishing activities in the NEAFC Regulatory Area provide 
some detail on the numbers of vessels potentially fishing with bottom gear for deep-sea 
species (as well as others, e.g. cod, snow crabs) in specific areas, but not the overall numbers. 
However, based on the most recent report, it appears that several dozen vessels engage in 
bottom fishing activities in the NEAFC Regulatory Area using either bottom trawl, pots or 
longline gear.1  

 

Main high seas bottom fisheries (catch) 

The main high seas bottom fisheries target roundnose grenadier, Greenland halibut, 
smoothheads and black scabbardfish. Other species caught commercially include ling, blue 
ling, red crabs, orange roughy (also targeted) and conger eel. Over the past few years, a 
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bottom pot fishery for snow crabs has developed in the Barents Sea. Some high seas bottom 
fishing for cod, haddock and redfish also occurs.  

Bottom fisheries are predominantly bottom trawl fisheries, with some bottom longline 
fishing also taking place. Targeted fisheries for a number of species – such as deep-sea 
sharks, rays and chimaeras – have been prohibited by NEAFC, although in some cases they 
continue to be reported caught as bycatch.  

The reported catch of regulated deep-sea species in the high seas of the Northeast Atlantic 
that makes up the NEAFC Regulatory Area for the year 2018 is 3,189 tonnes (Table A1.3).2 

Table A1.3: Reported catch of deep-sea species in the NEAFC Regulatory Area and total catch of 
deep-sea species in Northeast Atlantic in 2018. 

Contracting party Catch in NEAFC 
Regulatory Area (high 
seas) in 2018 in 
tonnes 

Total catch in Northeast 
Atlantic in 2018 including 
in EEZs in tonnes 

European Union 3,010 43,434 

Denmark/Faroe Islands 30 23,854 

Norway 144 68,170 

Iceland 0 29,008 

Russia 5 13,335 

Denmark/Greenland 0 3,343 

Total 3,189 181,144 

Percentage caught by EU fleets 94% 24% 

Percentage caught on high seas 
and in EEZs 

1.8% 98.2% 



 
 

| 5 

 

The Stichting Deep Sea Conservation Coalition is registered 
with the Netherlands trade register under number 59473460. 

 

Bycatch (species, bycatch, status, rarity) 
Altogether, some 40 species are listed by NEAFC as “regulated” deep-sea species. The 
majority are taken as bycatch in the deep-water bottom fisheries and all but five were 
reported as catch or bycatch in 2018. However, over 98% of the catch of deep-sea species in 
the Northeast Atlantic was reported to be taken within the EEZs of the NEAFC Contracting 
Parties.  

Implementation of measures to protect VMEs from SAIs and ensure the 
long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks 
Impact assessments 
No new impact assessments have been done since 2016. As indicated in the DSCC review in 
2016, Spain/the EU submitted three impact assessments in 2015 for exploratory fishing in 
new fishing areas in the Barents Sea for snow crabs. However, although the NEAFC 
Permanent Committee on Management and Science agreed that the applications fulfilled 
the conditions established in the NEAFC regulations for exploratory fisheries, NEAFC did not 
approve of the exploratory fisheries application because of opposition from Norway and 
Russia. Both countries objected based on the claim that snow crabs are a sedentary species, 
and since the fishery was to take place on their extended continental shelf the NEAFC does 
not have the legal authority to grant permission to fish the species: a coastal State has sole 
jurisdiction over the exploitation of sedentary species on its extended continental shelf.  

Identify and close areas where VMEs are known or likely to occur unless bottom 
fisheries are managed in such measures to prevent SAIs  
Only one additional VME closure has been put into place since 2016 – an extension to the 
Hatton Rockall Basin closures to protect an aggregation of deep-sea sponges. However, for 
the past year or more, ICES has no longer provided advice to NEAFC on where VMEs are likely 
to occur but only on what ICES refers to as “bona fide” VMEs – that is, VMEs which have 
actually been seen and documented.3 This is despite the fact that UNGA resolutions call for 
closing areas where VMEs are likely to occur and that NEAFC has made a recurring annual 
request to ICES for advice on where VMEs are likely to occur. Moreover, UNGA Resolution 
71/123 recognized that “benthic ecosystem modelling, comparative benthic studies and 
predictive modelling have resulted in identification of areas where vulnerable marine 
ecosystems are known or are likely to occur and in the adoption of conservation and 
management measures to prevent significant adverse impacts on such ecosystems, 
including the closure of areas to bottom fishing in accordance with paragraph 119 (b) of 
resolution 64/72”, and encouraged States and RFMOs to use such information. Indeed, prior 
to 2016, ICES did provide advice on where VMEs are likely to occur based on biogeographic 
information in several instances.  
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In 2014, NEAFC adopted an expanded list of VME indicator species and taxa beyond corals 
and sponges, based on ICES advice. The list now includes sea pen fields, tube-dwelling 
anemone patches, bryozoan patches, and mud- and sand-emergent fauna.4 However, to 
date, NEAFC has only established VME closures to protect coral and sponge aggregations 
and, in one case, a cold seep.  

Move-on rule/cease fishing in areas where VMEs are encountered 
No move-on rule has ever been triggered in the NEAFC Regulatory Area. NEAFC is still 
uncertain as to the reasons why – whether in fact no encounters have ever taken place, or 
the threshold levels for triggering an encounter are too high, or whether encounters have 
occurred but have never been reported. NEAFC does not require reporting of any bycatch of 
VME indicator species below the threshold quantities that would trigger the move-on rule, 
other than the catch of such species in exploratory bottom fisheries (there have been no 
regulated exploratory bottom fisheries to date). There is no information on whether, what 
types of, how much, and where VME indicator species or taxa are caught as bycatch in 
bottom fisheries.  

Moreover, encounter protocols and move-on rules have only been adopted for corals and 
sponges in the aggregate. No move-on rules have been adopted for the various types of 
corals or sponge taxa recognized as distinct VME indicators – e.g. soft-bottom gorgonian and 
black coral gardens (Chrysogorgiidae), cup-coral fields (Caryophylliidae, Flabellidae), 
cauliflower coral fields (Nephtheidae), glass sponge communities (Rossellidae, 
Pheronematidae), or for other taxa or categories of VME indicators adopted by NEAFC such 
as bryozoan patches, sea pen fields, tube-dwelling anemone patches, and mud- and sand-
emergent fauna (e.g. Xenophyophores).  

Ensuring the long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks, including 
bycatch species 
Target species 
As indicated in the DSCC review in 2016, there is a serious lack of scientific information on 
the stock structure, stock size, age structure, recruitment, status, population size, and range 
or distribution of the stocks of deep-sea species in the Northeast Atlantic.5 This lack of 
information is a major impediment to managing these fisheries for sustainability6 and 
continues to be an issue for the majority of deep-sea species regulated by NEAFC. 

There are no stock assessments for most deep-sea species, and the question of sustainability 
is further compounded by the recent listing of several deep-sea species for which targeted 
fisheries are permitted and quotas have been adopted by NEAFC on the IUCN European Red 
List of Marine Fishes – including roundnose grenadier, classified as endangered; and orange 
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roughy and blue ling, classified as vulnerable.7 ICES has recommended zero TACs for orange 
roughy, blue ling and tusk.  

ICES continues to recommend a TAC for roundnose grenadier, but indicated in 2016 that 
there are serious uncertainties in the stock assessment for roundnose grenadier on the high 
seas portion of Hatton Bank which “strongly impact[s] on the quality of the assessment” 
because “the actual level of catch has been considered uncertain for several years because 
of problems with species being reported and misreported in different areas”.8 Since then, 
ICES has indicated that there has been an increase in the reported catch of roundnose 
grenadier on the high seas on the Hatton Bank, because of the ban on bottom trawling below 
800 meters established in EU waters in 2017, but that “information on the stock is particularly 
lacking in this area”.9 The more important question, however, is how ICES can recommend 
what it refers to as a “precautionary” TAC of several thousand tonnes per year for a species 
classified as endangered, especially considering all the uncertainties ICES itself has 
indicated.10 

Bycatch species 
The UNGA placed renewed emphasis on the issue of bycatch of deep-sea species in 
Resolution 71/123 in 2016. But there appears to be relatively little information available on 
the status of bycatch species in deep-water bottom fisheries in the NEAFC Regulatory Area. 
However, ICES has repeatedly expressed concern over the large number of species impacted 
in deep-sea trawl fisheries in the Northeast Atlantic, stating as far back as 2008 that “such 
fisheries tend to deplete the whole fish community biomass”.11 This concern was reinforced 
by several studies published in subsequent years, which concluded that the populations of 
some 77 species of deep-sea fish, most with no commercial value, inhabiting the continental 
slope in the Northeast Atlantic off the coast of Ireland adjacent to the NEAFC Regulatory Area, 
have declined by an average of almost 70% as a result of deep-sea bottom trawl fisheries in 
the area.12 

Directed fisheries for deep-sea sharks have been prohibited by NEAFC for the past 10 years. 
However, they continue to be taken in deep-water fisheries targeting other species. 
Substantial bycatch of deep-sea sharks has been recorded in the French deep-water trawl 
fishery in the Northeast Atlantic adjacent to the NEAFC Regulatory Area, including a catch in 
2012 of over 120 tonnes of deep-sea sharks now classified as endangered or critically 
endangered on the IUCN European Red List of Marine Fishes.13 ICES has consistently advised 
that the bycatch of deep-sea sharks be minimized or avoided in the mixed species deep-
water fisheries.14 NEAFC and OSPAR recently submitted a joint request to ICES for advice on 
how to achieve this, but the advice has not yet been forthcoming and, in the meantime, there 
are still no management measures in place to avoid or prevent the bycatch of deep-sea 
sharks in the deep-water trawl or longline fisheries in the NEAFC Regulatory Area.15  
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Measures to eliminate the bycatch of deep-sea species, and in particular vulnerable, 
threatened or endangered species, should urgently be established by NEAFC. However, it is 
important to recognize that, as indicated in Table A1.2, the great majority of the reported 
catch of deep-sea species in the Northeast Atlantic, most of which are straddling stocks, is 
taken within EEZs and not on the high seas. The solution to the management of these 
fisheries for sustainability, in terms of both catch and bycatch, therefore largely lies with the 
coastal States and the measures they need to establish within their EEZs.  

Other issues 
Extended continental shelf 
A major issue of contention at NEAFC in the past several years has been the assertions by 
Norway and Russia that NEAFC bottom fishery regulations should not apply in areas of their 
extended continental shelf in the Barents Sea. Most bottom fisheries in the NEAFC 
Regulatory Area take place on the extended continental shelves of all Contracting Parties. A 
working group was established to attempt to resolve this issue but was suspended without 
coming to an agreement.  

This issue remains unresolved and, in the meantime, the NEAFC bottom fisheries regulation 
remains in effect for areas of extended continental shelf on the high seas. Nonetheless, a 
bottom fishery for snow crabs in the NEAFC Regulatory Area outside of the existing bottom 
fishing area in the Barents Sea continues, despite the fact that the Contracting Parties 
concerned – Norway and Russia – neither conducted prior impact assessments nor applied 
for, or were granted, permits for exploratory fishing, as required under the NEAFC bottom 
fishing regulation.  

RFMO/Regional Seas Organization co-operation 
There is good co-operation between NEAFC and OSPAR over the adoption and delineation 
of high seas MPAs and bottom fisheries closures (as well as other closures).  

EU bans on bottom trawl fishing below 800 meters in EU waters  
The EU, beginning in 2017, has banned bottom trawl fishing below 800 meters along the 
Atlantic continental margin of Europe within EU waters (offshore of the UK, Ireland, France, 
Spain and Portugal) adjacent to the NEAFC Regulatory Area as a precautionary measure to 
protect both VMEs and vulnerable deep-sea fish species. The diversity of fish species is 
recognized to be highest between roughly 500 to 1,500 meters depth along the continental 
slope. The EU ban on bottom trawling within the EEZs of Portugal and Spain surrounding the 



 
 

| 9 

 

The Stichting Deep Sea Conservation Coalition is registered 
with the Netherlands trade register under number 59473460. 

 

Azores, Madeira and Canary Islands, adopted in 2005 to protect seamounts in these waters, 
still stands.  

 

Conclusion and recommendations 
The 2016 DSCC review noted that NEAFC had made significant progress in implementing 
UNGA Resolutions 61/105, 64/72 and 66/68. This is still the case in the southern portions of 
the NEAFC Regulatory Area, and – although not all areas that are open to bottom fishing have 
been fully assessed for potential SAIs of bottom fishing on VMEs – DSCC estimates that over 
90% of seamounts and peaks along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge in the NEAFC Regulatory Area are 
either fully or provisionally closed to bottom fishing to protect VMEs.  

In 2019, NEAFC conducted a five-year review of the consolidated bottom fisheries regulation 
it had adopted in 2014 and amended in 2015 and again in 2018. On the basis of this review, 
NEAFC agreed to review, in 2020, all previous proposals for area closures made by ICES that 
it had not adopted. These include the Josephine Seamount and a portion of the Mid-Atlantic 
Ridge. In addition, NEAFC reaffirmed its request to ICES to provide information on where 
VMEs are likely to occur and not solely on where “bona fide” VMEs are located.16 ICES has 
committed to review its approach to providing scientific advice to NEAFC on known and likely 
locations of VMEs.  

On the issue of monitoring and enforcement of bottom fishing in the closed areas and 
outside of existing fishing areas, there have been significant developments since 2016. The 
NEAFC Secretariat, as mandated by the Contracting Parties, is taking an active and 
constructive role in independently monitoring the activities of vessels fishing in the NEAFC 
Regulatory Area for compliance with the area-based obligations in the deep-sea fisheries 
regulations. Both ICES and the Secretariat have noted some problems with bottom fishing 
occurring outside of the existing fishing areas, and the compliance committee of NEAFC is 
engaged in addressing enforcement problems as they become apparent. These are 
discussed and debated openly in NEAFC annual meetings. These monitoring, control and 
surveillance activities are critically important both to the effectiveness of the NEAFC 
measures adopted to date to protect VMEs and to the credibility of the efforts of NEAFC 
Contracting Parties to implement the UNGA resolutions and enforce its own regulations. 

To address these multiple concerns, DSCC recommends that NEAFC take the following 
actions: 

1. Close all remaining seamounts to bottom trawl fishing.  
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2. Suspend/prohibit fisheries for IUCN Red Listed roundnose grenadier, as well as set zero 
TACs for orange roughy and blue ling (also Red Listed species) and tusk as 
recommended by ICES.17  

3. Expedite the implementation of measures to prevent bycatch of deep-sea sharks, in 
particular those recognized as endangered by the IUCN. 

4. Ensure that the bottom fisheries on the high seas in the Barents Sea are regulated 
consistent with the NEAFC bottom fisheries regulations and the UNGA resolutions to 
protect VMEs, including through mapping these areas and conducting EIAs to 
determine where VMEs are known or likely to occur. Otherwise, NEAFC should not 
authorize these fisheries to proceed. It is the DSCC’s view that bottom fisheries for 
snow crabs are illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fisheries and should be dealt 
with as such. 
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Acronyms 
BFIA  bottom fishing impact assessment 
CBD  Convention on Biological Diversity 
CCAMLR  Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 
CMM  conservation and management measure 
CEM   Conservation and Enforcement Measure 
CPUE   catch per unit effort 
DOSI  Deep Ocean Stewardship Initiative 
DSCC   Deep Sea Conservation Coalition 
EEZ   exclusive economic zone 
ERAWG  Ecological Risk Assessment Working Group (SOFIA) 
EU   European Union 
FAO   Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
FRA  Fisheries Restricted Area 
HERMIONE Hotspot Ecosystem Research and Man’s Impact on European Seas 
HSFG   High Seas Fisheries Group (SPRFMO) 
ICES   International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (NEAFC) 
IEO   Instituto Español de Oceanografía (Spain) 
IPBES Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
IPCC  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
IPSO  International Programme on Science and the Oceans 
IUCN   International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
IUU   illegal, unreported and unregulated 
MPA  marine protected area 
NAFO   Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization 
NEAF C  North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission 
nm   nautical mile 
NPFC   North Pacific Fisheries Commission 
PICES  North Pacific Marine Science Organization 
RFMO   regional fisheries management organization 
SAI   significant adverse impact 
SDG  Sustainable Development Goal 
SEAFO                South East Atlantic Fisheries Organisation 
SIODFA  Southern Indian Ocean Deepsea Fishers Association 
SIOFA                South Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement 
SPRFMO  South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organisation 
SSRU   small-scale research unit 
TAC   total allowable catch 
UNCLOS  United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
UNFSA                United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement 
UNGA                United Nations General Assembly 
VME   vulnerable marine ecosystem 
VMS   vessel monitoring system 
WGDEC  Working Group on Deep-Sea Ecology (NAFO/ICES) 
WGEAFM  Working Group on Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management (NAFO) 
WGESA               Working Group on Ecosystem Science Assessment (NAFO) 
WOA  World Ocean Assessment 


	Halting and reversing biodiversity loss in the deep sea
	ANNEX A, SECTION 1: Detailed review of actions taken by NEAFC
	Northeast Atlantic
	Description of high seas bottom fisheries
	Main high seas bottom fishing nations, number of vessels
	Bycatch (species, bycatch, status, rarity)

	Implementation of measures to protect VMEs from SAIs and ensure the long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks
	Impact assessments
	Identify and close areas where VMEs are known or likely to occur unless bottom fisheries are managed in such measures to prevent SAIs
	Move-on rule/cease fishing in areas where VMEs are encountered

	Ensuring the long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks, including bycatch species
	Target species
	Bycatch species

	Other issues
	Extended continental shelf
	RFMO/Regional Seas Organization co-operation
	EU bans on bottom trawl fishing below 800 meters in EU waters

	Conclusion and recommendations
	Acronyms


