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Regulatory body: South East Atlantic Fisheries Organisation (SEAFO) 

Area covered: The SEAFO Convention Area covers a sizable part of the high seas of the 
Southeast Atlantic Ocean, encompassing all the waters beyond areas of national jurisdiction 
in a region bounded by parallel lines of latitude and meridians of longitude, and the EEZs of 
West and Southern African States. 

Seamounts: SEAFO has not closed the Shannon and Discovery seamounts despite its 
Scientific Committee recommending precautionary action due to the presence of VME 
indicators. 

Contracting Parties: Angola, European Union, Japan, Republic of Korea/South Korea, 
Namibia, Norway, South Africa. 

 
Table A3.1: SEAFO “fishable” areas and seamounts 
 
SEAFO % “Fishable” area % “Fishable” 

seamounts 
Bottom fisheries 
closures (all gears) 

16.1 19.3 

Areas where bottom 
fishing is permitted 
(all gears) 

42.9 24.9 

Areas where only 
bottom fishing with 
static gear is 
permitted 

5.1 1.8 

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

35.9 54.0 

Total 175,943 km2 502 

Description of high seas bottom fisheries 
Main high seas bottom fishing nations, number of vessels 
Japan is the main high seas fishing nation in the SEAFO Regulatory Area. During 2019, only 
one vessel was reported to be bottom fishing in the SEAFO area, with a decrease in sets and 
fishing days since 2018.1  
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Main high seas bottom fisheries (catch) 
Currently the only bottom fishery in the SEAFO area is a bottom longline fishery for 
Patagonian toothfish.2 However, there are also quotas for deep-sea crab, alfonsino, orange 
roughy and pelagic armorhead (see Table A3.2). No Contracting Parties have reported any 
catch using bottom trawl gear since 2005 and the reported bottom trawl catch averaged only 
slightly over 30 tonnes per year in the previous 11 years (1995-2005).3 

In the past, other commercial species targeted or taken as bycatch have included alfonsino, 
southern boarfish, oreos, orange roughy, wreckfish and blackbelly rosefish amongst other 
deep-sea species.4 

The Patagonian toothfish fishery had landed 37 tonnes of the 275-tonne TAC set for sub-
area D by September 2019, the most recent report available. Catches have been very low for 
the last nine years, and below the TAC set for sub-area D of the SEAFO Convention Area.5 

 

Table A3.2: Quotas for SEAFO6 

Species  Area Quota (t)  

Patagonian 
toothfish  

Sub-area D 

Remainder of 
Convention Area 

275 

0 

Deep-sea red crab Division B1  

Remainder of 
Convention Area 

171  

0  

Alfonsino Convention Area 200 (max 132 from 
Division B1) 

Orange roughy Convention Area 

Division B1 bycatch 

Exploratory fishing  

0 

4 

50 

Pelagic armorhead Convention Area 135 
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Implementation of measures to protect VMEs from SAIs and ensure the 
long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks  
Conservation measures 
A framework regulation for the management of high seas bottom fisheries in the SEAFO 
Regulatory Area in response to UNGA Resolution 61/105 was first adopted as an interim 
measure in 2008.7 Additional measures were adopted by SEAFO in subsequent years leading 
up to 2014, when the SEAFO Commission adopted a revised, consolidated set of measures 
for the management of bottom fishing, the Conservation Measure on Bottom Fishing 
Activities and Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems in the SEAFO Convention Area.8 This 
Conservation Measure consolidated all the regulations that existed at the time and 
established new measures for managing bottom fishing. It contains articles related to 
preventing impacts on VMEs, and lists area closures for the protection of VMEs, as well as 
improved measures in the event of encounters with VMEs.  

The 2014 Conservation Measure was amended slightly in 2015 (creating CM 30-15)9 in order 
to include some minor text edits, as well as to indicate a new area open to longline fishing, 
and an area closed to all fishing gear except pot and longline gears. As of 2020, CM 30-15 is 
still the key text in use. SEAFO’s Conservation Measures closely mirror the consolidated 
bottom fisheries regulation adopted by NEAFC in 2014.10  

Like NEAFC, SEAFO essentially manages bottom fisheries for impacts on VMEs through a 
combination of existing bottom fishing areas where bottom fishing is permitted (a “footprint” 
based on historic patterns of fishing in the SEAFO Regulatory Area); a move-on rule; areas 
closed to all bottom fishing designed to protect “representative” areas of VMEs; and the 
remaining areas provisionally closed to bottom fishing. Bottom fishing in this last category 
of area can only take place provided a prior impact assessment is submitted and reviewed 
by the SEAFO Scientific Committee, and a permit for exploratory fishing is approved by 
SEAFO. Based on the outcome and review of the results of exploratory fisheries permits 
granted to Japan over the past decade, a number of these areas have been reclassified as 
existing bottom fishing areas by a decision of the SEAFO Parties.  

Impact assessments 
Currently, impact assessments are only required for exploratory fisheries. The requirements 
are detailed in CM 30-15, Article 7, which calls for – in addition to the Notice of Intent – a 
preliminary assessment of the known and anticipated impacts of the proposed bottom 
fishing activity, based on the criteria in paragraph 47 of the FAO International Guidelines.11 
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Exploratory fishing and areas re-opened to bottom fishing 
In 2016, the Scientific Committee adopted amended procedures and standards for SEAFO’s 
consideration of proposals for exploratory fishing pursuant to CM 30-15.12 These standards 
underlined the importance of taking account of the risks of SAIs on VMEs when conducting 
an evaluation. In 2018, Japan submitted a notice of intent for exploratory fishing. Although 
no objections were filed, the Scientific Committee agreed with concerns expressed by 
Contracting Parties that the assessment did not reach a conclusion as to whether or not SAIs 
on VMEs would be prevented. The Contracting Parties reached a consensus that exploratory 
fishing would be permitted but that fishing would not be permitted in the two areas where 
VME indicator species were encountered during previous exploratory fishing.13 Japan again 
submitted a similar intent to exploratory fish in 2019. The Scientific Committee saw no 
reason to change its advice from 2018 with regards to the closed areas. 

At the 2018 Annual Meeting, the Commission approved protocols for taking decisions on 
whether to open closed areas to bottom fisheries.14 These came after issues of opening of 
SEAFO fishing closures – established to protect VMEs – were raised several times during 
meetings of the Scientific Committee. The new protocols include a requirement that 
“opening of closures or revision of boundaries can only be considered if and when there is 
scientifically validated evidence to conclude either that A) VMEs do not occur in a closed area 
(or are unlikely to do so), or as a minimum, that B) VMEs that occur in the closure are unlikely 
to suffer significant adverse impacts from fishing should the area be opened/modified.” 

Identify and close areas where VMEs are known or likely to occur unless bottom 
fisheries are managed in such measures to prevent SAIs 
A research survey using the research vessel Dr Fridtjof Nansen was conducted in 2019. The 
objective of the survey was “to collect detailed bathymetric data and to analyze the 
occurrence and abundance of sessile epibenthos, including indicators of VMEs, 
benthopelagic fish, and benthic organisms.” The vessel surveyed the Heardman Seamount 
(closed for fishing), Shannon Seamount, and the Discovery seamount complex (which 
includes the eastern Tablemount Seamount) in the SEAFO Division D0. The Scientific 
Committee acknowledged that the preliminary findings should be used to “evaluate existing 
fishing areas and inform the development of new fishing areas.” The data shows that these 
areas contain high diversity and abundance of a range of benthic species, including VME 
indicators. Soft corals, stone and lace corals, sea pens and sea whips, as well as sponges 
were present at all locations, varying in counts and diversity between locations and with 
depth.15  
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Based on the initial findings of the survey, the Scientific Committee recommended that, given 
the presence of VME indicators in the Shannon and Discovery seamounts, the Commission 
should take precautionary action within existing fishing areas (i.e. closure for bottom 
trawling). However, the Commission did not come to an agreement to close these areas.16 

Move-on rule/cease fishing in areas where VMEs are encountered 
SEAFO has adopted the approach used by CCAMLR for longline sets, resulting in a threshold 
of at least 10 VME indicator units (1 unit = 1 kg or 1 liter of live coral and/or live sponge) in 
one 1,200 meter section of line or 1,000 hooks, whichever is the shorter, in both existing and 
new fishing areas. For pot sets, a threshold of at least 10 VME indicator units (1 unit = 1 kg or 
1 liter of live coral and/or live sponge) in one 1,200 meter section of line in both existing and 
new fishing areas was adopted. For bottom trawls, revised threshold levels of more than 60 
kg of live coral and/or 600 kg of live sponge for existing bottom fishing areas, and more than 
400 kg of live sponges and/or 60 kg of live coral for new fishing areas, were adopted.17  

While there is data available for the reported bycatch of benthic organisms (corals, sponges, 
etc.) in exploratory fisheries, the threshold levels have never been reported as having been 
exceeded, thus the move-on rule has never been applied. 

 

Ensuring the long-term sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks, including 
bycatch species 
The overall catch of deep-sea fish stocks in the SEAFO area decreased from 2011 to 2019. 
There were only reported catches for Patagonian toothfish in 2019, and these were well 
below the TAC. An EU proposal for a Conservation Measure on the deep-water shark 
fisheries and the banning of shark finning in the SEAFO Convention Area was not passed at 
either the 2016 or 2017 Annual Meetings.18 

Other issues 
In 2015, in response to a request made by the EU, the Scientific Committee drafted a 
proposal for a binding Conservation Measure based on the bottom gillnet recommendation. 
The SEAFO Commission did not accept the EU proposal and instead asked the Scientific 
Committee to evaluate the impact of possible gillnet fisheries in the SEAFO Convention Area 
in light of scientific information that has become available since the recommendation to 
prohibit gillnet fishing was adopted in 2009. Further proposals from the EU were tabled but, 
as of 2017, the last time this proposal was submitted, no consensus had been reached.19  
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Conclusion and recommendations 
SEAFO has taken considerable steps to adopt new regulations and conservation measures 
that take into account the UNGA resolutions, the FAO International Guidelines, and the 
regulations of other RFMOs. However, not all areas that are known to contain VMEs have 
been protected, and the Commission does not always follow the advice of its Scientific 
Committee. The Commission has failed to close the Shannon and Discovery seamounts to 
bottom trawling despite the presence of VME indicators and advice from the Scientific 
Committee to do so. There is still no ban on gillnets or prohibition on catching deep-sea 
sharks. There have been some improvements to requirements for opening closed areas and 
exploratory fishing protocols. The Commission now requires Japan to stay out of two VME 
areas when conducting exploratory fishing. 

Going forward, in order to fully implement the obligations of the UNGA resolutions, SEAFO 
should take the following actions: 

1. Close the Shannon and Discovery seamounts to bottom trawling.  

2. Complete analysis and reporting of the 2019 research survey and integrate the 
findings into VME protection measures. 

3. Prohibit fishing of deep-sea sharks.  

4. Obtain and/or review information regarding evidence of recovery or regeneration of 
VMEs in areas previously trawled, given that no Contracting Parties have reported any 
catch using bottom trawl gear since 2005 and very limited bottom trawl fishing 
occurred between 1995-2005. 

5. Any future interest (Notice of Intent) to bottom trawl fish in the SEAFO area, including 
in existing fishing areas, should be subject to the exploratory fishing provisions of the 
regulations and include the submission of a prior impact assessment consistent with 
the International Guidelines for the Management of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas

 
1 South East Atlantic Fisheries Organisation (SEAFO). (2109). Report of the 12th Annual Meeting of the Compliance 
Committee – 2019, 25–26 November 2019, Swakopmund, Namibia. SEAFO DOC/COM/04/2019. 

2 SEAFO. (2019). Report of the 15th Annual Meeting of the Scientific Committee, 19–22 November 2019, Swakopmund, 
Namibia. SEAFO DOC/COM/03/2019. 

3 SEAFO. (2019). Landing Tables for 2019. SEAFO DOC/SC/06/2019. In Report of the 15th Annual Meeting of the 
Scientific Committee, 19–22 November 2019, Swakopmund, Namibia. SEAFO DOC/COM/03/2019. 

4 SEAFO. (2015). Report of the 12th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 30 November – 03 December 2015, 
Swakopmund, Namibia (NO), Annex 5, pp. 22–174; SEAFO. (2015). Report of the 11th Meeting of the SEAFO Scientific 
Committee, 30 September – 9 October 2015, Windhoek, Namibia (SEAFO SC Report 10/2015) at p. 2, para 8.2. 



 
 

| 8 

 

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

 

 
5 SEAFO Scientific Committee Report 2019, above note 2. 

6 SEAFO. (2018, 30 November). Conservation Measure CM-TAC-01 on Total Allowable Catches and related conditions 
for Patagonian Toothfish, Deep-Sea Red Crab, Alfonsino, Orange Roughy and Pelagic Armorhead for 2019 and 2020 in 
the SEAFO Convention Area. 

7 SEAFO. (2008). Report of the 5th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 2008, pp. 39–47, Annex 6: Conservation 
Measure 12/08 on bottom fishing activities in the SEAFO Convention Area. 

8 SEAFO. (2014, December 8). Conservation Measure 29-14 on bottom fishing activities and vulnerable marine 
ecosystems in the SEAFO Convention Area. 

9 SEAFO. (2015, December 3). Conservation Measure 30-15 on bottom fishing activities and vulnerable marine 
ecosystems in the SEAFO Convention Area. 

10 North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission. (2014). Recommendation 19 2014: Protection of VMEs in NEAFC 
Regulatory Areas, as amended by Recommendation 10: 2018. 

11 SEAFO CM 30-15, above note 9, Art. 7. 

12 SEAFO. (2016). Report of the 12th Meeting of the SEAFO Scientific Committee, 6–14 October 2016, Windhoek, 
Namibia, Appendix IV: Procedures and standards for the SEAFO Scientific Committee’s consideration of 
proposals for exploratory fishing pursuant to CM 30/2015 (12 October 2016). 

13 SEAFO. (2017). Report of the 14th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 27–30 November 2017, Swakopmund, 
Namibia. 

14 SEAFO. (2018). Report of the 15th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 26–30 November 2018, Swakopmund, 
Namibia.; APPENDIX XI – Guidelines for revision of VME closures 

15 SEAFO Scientific Committee Report 2019, above note 2. 

16 SEAFO. (2019). Report of the 16th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 25–28 November 2019, Swakopmund, 
Namibia. SEAFO DOC/COM/12/2019. 

17 SEAFO CM 29-14, above note 8, Annex 6. 

18 SEAFO. (2016). Report of the 13th Annual Meeting of the Commission, 28 November–2 December 2016, 
Swakopmund, Namibia; SEAFO Commission Annual Report 2017, above note 12. 

19 SEAFO Commission Annual Report 2017, above note 13. 

  



 
 

| 9 

 

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

 

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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