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ANNEX A, SECTION 6: Detailed review of actions
taken by NPFC
North Pacific

Figure A6: Map of NPFC Regulatory Area
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Regulatory body: North Pacific Fisheries Commission (NPFC)
Area covered: The vast NPFC Convention Area covers the entire expanse of the areas
beyond
national jurisdiction of the North Pacific Ocean.
Seamounts: Fisheries are in operation in the Emperor Seamount chain and the Northern
Hawaiian Ridge. There have been no new seamount closures since 2008.
Contracting Parties: Canada, China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation,
Chinese Taipei, the United States of America, Vanuatu.
Co-operating Non-Contracting Parties: Panama.
Table A6.1: NPFC “fishable” areas and seamounts

NPFC

% “Fishable” area

% “Fishable”
seamounts

Areas closed to all
bottom fishing

0.5

0.3

Areas where bottom
fishing is permitted
(all gears)

38.8

12.1

Areas where only
bottom fishing with
static gear is
permitted

2.2

1.0

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

58.5

86.7

Total

49,897 km2

398

Description of high seas bottom fisheries

Main high seas bottom fishing nations, number of vessels

The main high seas bottom fishing nations in the NPFC Regulatory Area are Japan, the
Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation and Canada. In 2018, a total of seven vessels
engaged in bottom fishing on seamounts in the Northwest Pacific. The numbers per country
were as follows: Japan – four bottom trawl vessels and one gillnet vessel; Korea – one bottom
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trawl vessel; and Russian Federation – one bottom longline vessel. However, each country
authorizes more vessels to bottom fish in the Northwest Pacific than actually have fished in
recent years. 1 In the Northeast Pacific, Canada has authorized several vessels to fish using
pots and/or bottom longline gear on seamounts on the high seas. However, Canada only
permits one vessel to fish at a time and this year only one vessel is on the NPFC authorized
fishing vessel list. Canada prohibits bottom trawl fishing on the high seas in the Northeast
Pacific. 2

Main high seas bottom fisheries (catch)

The main bottom fisheries are the bottom trawl fisheries by Japanese and Korean vessels
targeting North Pacific armorhead and splendid alfonsino along the Emperor Seamount
chain and the Northern Hawaiian Ridge in the Northwest Pacific.
There are also limited bottom gillnet and longline fisheries for splendid alfonsino, oreos,
mirror dory, deep-sea red crabs, deep-sea sharks, scorpionfishes, rockfishes, skilfish and
other species in the Northwest Pacific. In the high seas of the Northeast Pacific, a limited
bottom longline and/or pot fishery by Canadian vessels targeting sablefish takes place on
several seamounts (including Eickelberg Seamounts, Warwick Seamount, Cobb Seamounts
and Brown Bear Seamounts) adjacent to the United States and Canadian EEZs. 3
Table A6.2: Reported catch in metric tonnes per country per gear type, 2018 (NPFC) 4

Country

Bottom trawl

Japan

3,576.5

Korea

449.7

Bottom longline Bottom gillnet
922.4

Total
4,498.9
449.7

Russia

241.1

241.1

Canada

~20

~20

Total

4,026.2

261.4

922.4

5,210

Bycatch (species, bycatch, status, rarity)

Well over 90% of the reported catch in the bottom trawl fisheries consists of North Pacific
armorhead and splendid alfonsino. The catch in the bottom gillnet and longline fisheries
consists of a range of species. Bycatch of commercial species includes mirror dory, rockfishes
and butterfish.
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Implementation of measures to protect VMEs from SAIs and ensure the
long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks
Impact assessments

DSCC previously reported that the impact assessments for the bottom fisheries in the NPFC
area were amongst the first to be consistent with the FAO International Guidelines, but that
there were significant uncertainties in the assessments. 5 In one key respect, however, the
NPFC assessments did not follow the Guidelines or the UNGA resolutions. The criteria for
conducting impact assessments call on States to identify, describe and map VMEs known or
likely to occur in the fishing area (FAO 2008). 6 Like other RFMOs, the NPFC adopted a set of
existing areas, or seamounts, to which bottom fishing is restricted (as indicated in Figure A6),
based on an historic fisheries footprint, and an exploratory fisheries protocol for permitting
bottom fishing outside of the existing fishing areas. However, while limited drop camera
surveys were periodically conducted on seamount areas within the existing fisheries areas,
no comprehensive survey of the areas or modeling was done to determine where VMEs were
known or likely to occur and assess whether bottom fisheries could be managed to prevent
SAIs.

Identify and close areas where VMEs are known or likely to occur unless bottom
fisheries are managed in such measures to prevent SAIs

Since 2016, at least two areas on seamounts open to fishing have been identified as likely
VMEs based on visual surveys, but no new closures have been adopted since 2008.
Moreover, the list of VME indicator species is restricted to four orders of corals, preventing
the identification of other types of VME areas. For a number of years, members of the
Scientific Committee and several Parties to the NPFC, most notably Canada and China, have
argued that deep-sea sponges should be considered VME indicator species and
management measures should be adopted accordingly. However, Japan has repeatedly
blocked consensus on this in the Scientific Committee, effectively preventing NPFC from
listing sponges as VME indicators and adopting management measures to protect them.
Most other RFMOs recognize deep-sea sponges, as well as a much broader range of species
and taxa, as VME indicators.
More recently, over the past several years, scientists from the United States have conducted
extensive at-sea surveys of the Northern Hawaiian Ridge and Emperor Seamount Chain. The
results of the surveys were first presented to scientists, government officials and others at a
workshop organized by FAO, NPFC and the PICES, in March 2018. 7 The workshop brought
together deep-sea scientists working with RFMOs in other ocean regions, including the South
Pacific, Southern Ocean and the Northeast Atlantic.
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A series of recommendations put forward to the NPFC Scientific Committee by the workshop
participants stimulated NPFC to adopt a much more ambitious program of scientific work
with regard to managing the impacts of deep-water fisheries on VMEs, including using
biogeographic information and habitat suitability modeling to identify areas where VMEs are
known or likely to occur. However, this program of work has yet to translate into the
adoption of further management measures to protect VMEs. In the meantime, the scientists
who conducted the surveys published their findings, concluding that the evidence they found
of regeneration of deep-water corals in areas heavily trawled and the presence of VME
indicator species in most of the seamount areas they surveyed, coupled with biogeographic
information from the region, means that all of the seamounts in the Emperor Seamount
Chain and Northern Hawaiian Ridge in the NPFC area should be considered VMEs and closed
to bottom trawl fishing.

Move-on rule/cease fishing in areas where VMEs are encountered

The move-on rule has never been triggered. Moreover, the rule only applies to bycatch of
the four orders of coral species designated by NPFC as VME indicators. Other RFMOs have
identified a much broader range of VME indicator species, including deep-sea sponges. As
previously indicated, Canada, China and the United States have all urged that deep-sea
sponges be recognized as VME indicator species in the NPFC regulations, but this has been
consistently blocked by Japan.

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

There has been high variation in the annual catch of North Pacific armorhead related to the
large fluctuations in the numbers of juvenile armorhead (the most important commercial
species) that periodically recruit in large numbers into the spawning stock – a phenomenon
known as “episodic recruitment”. In 2010 and in 2012 there was a relatively strong
recruitment of juveniles, and the total catch of pelagic armorhead on the seamounts in the
Northwest Pacific was 20,554 tonnes and 25,355 tonnes, respectively. However, the catch in
recent years has been much lower. Even the 2010 and 2012 catches were low by comparison
with the reported catch in the early years of the fishery. In the five years between 1969 and
1973 (excluding 1971) the combined catch of alfonsino and pelagic armorhead taken by
Soviet Union fleets on the Southern Emperor Seamounts and Northern Hawaiian Ridge
averaged almost 150,000 tonnes per year. 8
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After years of debate, including a United States proposal that the high seas bottom fishery
for armorhead be entirely closed to promote recovery of the stocks which straddle their EEZ
and the high seas, quantitative limits (though arguably non-binding) were finally adopted in
2019 in an effort to allow for some recovery of the spawning biomass. The DSCC argued at
the time that this should be coupled with measures to establish closed areas to protect
VMEs. NPFC adopted an amendment to the regulation for bottom fisheries (CMM 2019-05),
to “encourage[s] that Japan limit the annual catch of North Pacific armorhead by vessels
flying its flag to 10,000 tonnes, and that Korea limit the annual catch of North Pacific
armorhead by vessels flying its flag to 2,000 tonnes in years when strong recruitment occurs
(is detected).” In years when strong recruitment does not occur, the measure, “encourages
Japan to limit the annual catch of North Pacific armorhead by vessels flying its flag to 500
tonnes, and encourages Korea to limit the annual catch of North Pacific armorhead by
vessels flying its flag to 200 tonnes.” The effect of these measures is yet to be seen. No area
restrictions or seamount closures were included in the amendment to restrict fishing.
In the Northeast Pacific, the catch of sablefish in the bottom longline fishery on seamounts
has been very low, varying between approximately 10 and 20 tonnes per year since 2006,
although the catch in 2017 was 67 tonnes. 9

Bycatch

Comprehensive bycatch information from Japan and Korea has been collected and
submitted to the Scientific Committee based on the 100% observer programs established in
the bottom fisheries. The combined number of species taken as catch and bycatch observed
in the Korean fishery includes some 70 species. 10 The majority appear to be bycatch species.
Japan divided its bycatch observations over the period from 2009 to 2017 into: a) bycatch
species retained onboard, i.e. commercially valuable species, some of which are occasionally
targeted; b) bycatch species discarded; and c) what appears to be a third category of bycatch
species (or specimens thereof) that have been observed in the trawl or gillnet fisheries and
retained for scientific purposes. The number of bycatch species retained in the catch is
around 20; the number discarded is around 60; and the total number observed as bycatch
over the period from 2009 to 2017 was more than 100 species. 11
However, Japan qualifies the information as follows: “we admit that the existing data on
bycatch has some issues that are troublesome for the compilation of [a] bycatch species list,
that is, incomplete recording of discarded bycatch, misidentification and the usage of
ambiguous names.” Thus, the numbers should not be seen as firm counts of the numbers
of species or the actual species taken as bycatch. Korea also indicates that there are
uncertainties in the information on bycatch in the Korean bottom fisheries. Little is known
of the population sizes, life history characteristics, and other biological parameters of most
of the bycatch species. There are no measures in place to limit bycatch of fish species.
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Conclusion and recommendations

The UNGA resolutions call for the application of the precautionary approach and the
ecosystem approach based on the best scientific information available, both to the
protection of VMEs and the sustainable management of deep-sea fisheries. The DSCC
concurs with the most recent scientific information available, and as such recommends the
following:
1. At a minimum, NPFC should close all of the Northern Hawaiian Ridge and Emperor
Seamounts chain to bottom trawl fishing gear until the gear being used can be proven
to not cause SAIs to VMEs.
2. As part of assessing the impact of fishing on seamounts, comprehensive mapping of
the seamounts should be done, coupled with ground-truthed habitat suitability
modeling, to determine where VMEs are known or are likely to occur, including areas
that have been impacted by bottom fishing in the past.
3. All relevant species and taxa that meet the criteria for VME indicator species, including
deep-sea sponges, should be identified and measures taken to protect them from
SAIs.
4. Areas where the recovery or regeneration of previously degraded VMEs is possible
should be set aside as off-limits to bottom trawling and potentially to other bottom
contact gears.
5. Stock assessments and effective rebuilding plans for target species should be
conducted and established and assessments of the potential impacts of the fisheries
on non-target species should be conducted and measures adopted accordingly.
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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
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