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Evidence in support
of the petition signed
by 52,443 people
The Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC) is an
alliance of over 90 international organisations working
to promote the conservation of biodiversity on the
high seas.
In Aotearoa New Zealand we are working together with member
organisations that are concerned about bottom trawl fishing, including
Greenpeace Aotearoa, WWF-NZ, Forest and Bird, LegaSea, New Zealand Sport
Fishing Council, Our Seas Our Future and Environment and Conservation
Organisations of Aotearoa New Zealand (ECO), itself an umbrella organisation
of about 45 groups. Together, we are seeking an end to bottom trawling on
seamounts and similar deep-sea features by the New Zealand fishing industry.
In November 2020 we delivered a petition to Parliament, signed by 52,443
people, calling for an end to this devastating and out-dated form of fishing.1
Our petition has been referred to the Environment Select Committee, and this
document sets out further evidence in support of our petition for the ESC to
consider.
We call on the New Zealand Government to protect all seamounts in Aotearoa
New Zealand’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), and to stop issuing high seas
permits to New Zealand bottom trawl vessels, which almost exclusively target
seamounts and similar deep-sea features when they fish in international
waters of the South Pacific and Tasman Sea regulated by the South Pacific
Regional Fisheries Management Organisation (SPRFMO).
Authors:
Katrina Goddard, Karli Thomas, Barry Weeber
July 2021
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Source: Schmidt Ocean Institute
Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019
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Paragorgia coral on Davidson
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Aotearoa New Zealand is responsible for one
of the largest areas of ocean (EEZ) in the world.
Our marine environment is a global hotspot
for biodiversity due to its diverse and complex
habitats, ecosystems and migratory and
endemic species.3
The Department of Conservation estimates that up to 85% of Aotearoa’s wildlife
could be in the ocean. Seamounts are undersea mountains4 that introduce
irregularities into the pelagic environment, such as hard substrates. They disrupt
current flows, increase primary productivity and trap plankton,5 making them some
of the most highly valued productive areas, or deep sea biological ‘hotspots’ in our
ocean.6 We have over 800 known seamounts within our EEZ,7 and the Pacific Ocean
has the highest number of seamounts of all the world’s oceans.
6

Figure 1: Diagram of a
seamount community,
showing the primary
components and
zonation.
Source: CenSeam /
Stocks et al. 2012

Ministry for the Environment and Statistics NZ, 2019a

3

Seamounts are widely defined as undersea mountains that rise more than 100 meters above the
seafloor. Staudigel et al. 2010 defined seamounts as: “any geographically isolated topographic feature
on the seafloor taller than 100 m, including ones whose summit regions may temporarily emerge
above sea level, but not including features that are located on continental shelves or that are part of
other major landmasses.” See also Rogers, 1994 and 2019.
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Annasawmy et al. 2020; Demarcq et al. 2020
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Ministry for the Environment and Statistics NZ, 2019b

6

Rowden and Clark, 2004
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The ecosystems associated with seamounts and other similar underwater features
like hydrothermal vents are often referred to as vulnerable marine ecosystems
(VMEs).8 This is because of the diverse and often unique species or communities that
are associated with them, many of which are easily damaged by fishing gear due to
their physical and functional fragility, such as corals, sponges and other epifauna.
We still have a lot to learn about these ecosystems. In the past three years in
Aotearoa New Zealand, scientists have identified 135 undescribed taxa new to
science from fisheries bycatch (128 species, 6 genera, and 1 family) during the course
of a marine invertebrate identification project.8b
Coral is a general term used to describe several groups of animals. Most people
think of tropical coral reefs when they think of corals. In Aotearoa New Zealand we
do not have coral reefs, but we do have isolated coral communities, for example in
the Bay of Islands and around the Kermadec Islands. We also have deep-sea coral
communities in our waters and surrounding us in the high seas of the South Pacific.
Aotearoa New Zealand is known as a biodiversity hotspot for many cold-water corals,
for example we have one of the deepest reef-forming corals in the world. Coldwater branching stony coral taxa are frequently observed on seamounts usually
deeper than 200 m down to 1,000 m, but some scleractinians (stony corals) have

7

Figure 2: Maps
showing locations
of species with only
a single record of
capture (left) and
endemic species
(right), highlighting
the unique nature
of many deep-sea
communities.
Source: Clark et al.
(2019c)

8
VMEs are described on FAO website (accessed April 2021), criteria set out in Food and
Agriculture Organization, 2009
8b

Schnabel et al. 2021
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been observed at 4,954 m.9 We also have extensive coral endemism within our EEZ,10
meaning some of our corals are unique globally, and may be vulnerable to localised
depletion or even extinction (see figure 2). Most corals in our waters are protected
under the Wildlife Act 1953, including groups like black corals, gorgonian corals, stony
corals and hydrocorals.
Our deep-sea coral communities (usually deeper than 200 m) are a key component
of deep-sea ecosystems.11 They are a highly diverse group and can form biogenic
hotspots as part of communities that provide habitat, sanctuary, and nursery areas
for many associated species, including various invertebrates and fish, including
orange roughy, four-rayed rattail and deep-sea cardinalfish species.12
Figure 3: Seabed
images of stony coral
(Solenosmilia variabilis)
(top left), bubblegum
coral (Paragorgia),
(top right) and red
stylasterid hydrocoral
(Errina novaezelandiae)
(bottom).
Source: NIWA13

Deep-sea corals are mostly slow growing, have low natural mortality, can have
short dispersal distance and display extreme longevity,14 some even reaching
thousands of years.15,16,17 Scientists have aged many coral samples from Aotearoa
New Zealand, for example black coral Antipathari from the Chatham Rise taken

9

Consalvey et al. 2006
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Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019
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Clark et al., 2010
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Simmons, 2016 cited in Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

13

Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019
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Consalvey et al. 2006
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Marriott, et al. 2020
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Hitt et al. 2020
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Tracey, Bostock and Shaffer, 2018
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Black coral Antipathari
from the Chatham Rise taken
at a depth of 870 m was

Bubblegum coral
Paragorgia arborea
from NZ seamounts was

aged between

aged between

years old

years old

909 – 2,672

300 – 500

at a depth of 870 m was aged between 909 – 2,672 years old,18 and bubblegum
coral Paragorgia arborea from NZ seamounts was aged between 300 – 500 years
old.19 These aging studies confirm many of our deepwater coral forests have been
growing for hundreds to thousands of years, and this is important given a single
bottom trawl can destroy these ancient animals in minutes (for example, Figure 4).

9

Figure 4: Image
of a back coral
(Bathupathes patula)
sample that was aged
at 385 years old.
Source: Marriott et
al. 2020; Tracey and
Hjorvarsdottir, 2019.

Aotearoa New Zealand research has also found that some of our seamounts
are incredibly unique, as the assemblages of macroinvertebrates (like corals
and sponges etc.) can be distinct from neighbouring seamounts separated
by relatively small distances (tens of kilometres).20 This means a small area of
ocean with several seamounts could have entirely unique macroinvertebrate
communities. This is important when considering the scale (distance) at which
bottom trawling occurs in our waters (discussed further in Section 2).

18

Hitt et al. 2020, Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

19

Tracey et al. 2003 described by Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

20

Rowden and Clark, 2004
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Furthermore, all seamounts surveyed by cameras to date have VME indicator
species on their sides and/or their summits,21 we therefore assert that all
seamounts in our waters should be considered VMEs and warrant full protection
in order to meet our domestic policies and international commitments. VMEs are
proxies for biodiversity and our deep-sea corals are like the kauri forests of our

In 2010 a study found that
Aotearoa New Zealand
has the highest proportion
of threatened indigenous
species in the world

ocean. Their fragility and longevity
makes them extremely vulnerable to
physical disturbance,22 which means
they and the biodiversity they support
are at high risk from destructive fishing
methods like bottom trawling as well
as other human impacts.
A recent report by the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy
Platform on Biodiversity and

Ecosystem Services (IPBES) sounded the alarm about the existential threat to
biodiversity.23 Globally, fishing has had the largest relative impact on the world’s
oceans and marine ecosystems. IPBES warned that around one million species
face extinction, many within decades, unless action is taken to reduce the
intensity of drivers of biodiversity loss “Without such action there will be a further
acceleration in the global rate of species extinction, which is already at least tens

to hundreds of times higher than it
has averaged over the past 10 million
years.” 24
Aotearoa New Zealand is no exception
to this global trend. In 2010 a study
found that Aotearoa New Zealand has
the highest proportion of threatened
indigenous species in the world,25 and
in 2019 a Ministry for the Environment
report warned that the extinction risk has
worsened overall in the last 10-15 years.26

21

Watling and Auster, 2017

22

Hitt et al. 2020

23

Summary for Policy-Makers from IPBES, 2019

24

IPES, 2019

25

Bradshaw et al. 2010

26

Ministry for the Environment and Statistics NZ, 2019b

In 2019 the Ministry for
the Environment warned
that the extinction risk has
worsened overall in the
last 10-15 years.
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The damage
caused by
bottom trawling
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Paragorgia (bubblegum coral) in the Emperor
Seamount Chain in the north west Pacific Ocean.
Source: Schmidt Ocean Institute
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Bottom trawling

The most immediate threat to seamounts
and other similar underwater features and
their associated vulnerable communities
and ecosystems is fishing for deepwater fish,
primarily by bottom trawling.
Bottom trawling was ranked by an expert-based assessment as the highest threat
from marine-based human activity, out of 65 threats to marine habitats.27 The
review by Macdiarmid et al. in 2012 judged seamounts shallower than 2,000m to
be “extremely vulnerable” to bottom trawling.
Bottom trawling usually involves fishing vessels dragging large nets and
associated gear (50 to 200 m wide) armed with steel plates and heavy rollers
(trawl doors can weigh over 200 kg) across the seabed or over seamounts or

12

similar underwater features (Figure 5). Deep-sea bottom trawling causes severe
benthic habitat damage, including to protected corals.
The effects of bottom trawling are well understood, they are extensive and longlasting on benthic species and habitats.28

Figure 5: Diagram
illustrating the
operation of a bottom
trawl fishing vessel
(not to scale).

Seamounts are
biodiversity hotspots,
home to deep sea coral
and sponge gardens.
Some species are unique
to individual seamounts.

Bottom trawling
targets deep water
species including
orange roughy, ﬁsh
that can live to over
220 years old.

Bottom trawling destroys
ancient corals, sponges and
other fragile deep sea
species. Corals can grow to
many hundreds of years
old, some even thousands.

27

Discussed in Fisheries New Zealand, 2020 (from MacDiarmid et al. 2012 study)

28

Ministry of Fisheries, 2020
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Many of the impacts of bottom trawling on seamounts and other underwater
features have been documented from within our own EEZ. Studies using remotely
operated underwater vehicles (ROVs) or drop cameras have shown trawled
seamount areas within our EEZ to be characterised by a lack of attached fauna,
or scattered fragments often referred to as “rubble” left by the trawl gear.29
Researchers found that scrape marks, most likely from the trawl doors, are
commonly found on the rock surfaces of seamounts,30,31 (Figure 6). Some trawled
seamounts in our EEZ have lower average percent cover of stony corals (0.04–
0.03%) than untrawled seamounts (12–25%) for two important species of thicketforming corals (Solenosmilia and Madrepora).32
Clark et al. (2010) found that as few as ten individual bottom trawls can reduce
deep-sea coral forests to rubble.33 This is important as it illustrates that trawling
on new areas, even just a few times, can have catastrophic cumulative impacts to
the benthic communities and ecosystem.
Figure 6: Images
showing trawl tracks
13 on a heavily fished
seamount (top) and
living corals on an
unfished seamount
(bottom) from the
Southwest Chatham
Rise, Aotearoa New
Zealand
Source: Tracey and
Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

29

Clark et al. 2019

30

Clark et al. 2019

31

Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

32

Clark and Rowden, 2009

Clark et al. 2010 found that for New Zealand seamounts in depths of 700 - 1,000 m as
few as 10 trawls could eliminate corals from 15 to 20% cover to no visible cover.

33
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Seamount recovery
Research following fisheries closures on Aotearoa New Zealand and Australian
seamounts after 5 and 10 years respectively found no change, suggesting that
recovery in benthic community structure on seamounts can take decades to
centuries.34 The most recent time-series study from Aotearoa New Zealand found
the communities of organisms that lived on seamounts prior to fishing activities
showed no sign of recovery, even though the seamounts had not been fished for
at least 15 years.35 These studies confirm the vulnerability of our slow growing, high
longevity invertebrates, like corals and the low resilience our benthic communities on
seamount and similar underwater features have to the effects of bottom trawling.
An international study of shallower seamounts than these, in the northwest
Hawaiian Ridge and southern Emperor Seamount Chain, found some indications
of coral recovery 30 years after they were protected from trawling in the 1970s and
1980s.36 These results are significant because they confirm that regeneration of deepsea coral communities on seamounts may be possible, but requires long 30-40 year
time scales, and adequate protection, including prohibiting bottom trawling.37
14

Trawling impacts in
Aotearoa New Zealand
waters (EEZ)
The New Zealand government has
failed to adequately protect seamounts
and other deep-sea features in our
own waters (Section 3 describes
current protection measures).

Figure 7: Map showing the extent of
the 2007-08 to 2017-19 trawl footprint
for inshore and deepwater fish stocks
combined, relative to the fishable area
(depths less than 1,600 m) From Baird and
Mules, 2020 (in review).
Source: Fisheries New Zealand, 2020.
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Williams et al. 2010

35

Clark et al. 2019b

36

Baco et al. 2019

37

Baco et al. 2019
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Fisheries New Zealand estimated the ‘trawl footprint’ for all bottom-contact trawl
effort during 2007-08 to 2017-18 (Figure 7). They estimated that over this 11 year
period, 21% of the fishable area (defined as waters shallower than 1,600 m) within
our EEZ was bottom trawled.38 This footprint does not include data from fishing
years earlier than 2007 or since 2018. Fishing effort position data is hard to obtain

In the 11 years to 2018

21

%
of the

15

fishable area

within our EEZ was

bottom trawled.

and prior to 2007 much of it was reported only to the accuracy of large statistical
areas, making it difficult to assess the cumulative trawl footprint within our EEZ.
What we do know is that the trawl footprint is expanding, as bottom trawl fishers
target new areas that have not been previously trawled. In the 2017/18 fishing
season, 455 square kilometres within our EEZ was trawled for the first time.39 Also
of concern is the resumption of trawling in areas that have not been trawled for
15-20 years or more, as deep-sea corals only begin to recover over multi-decade
timeframes.40
Depending on the target fish, season
and the year, bottom trawling
within our EEZ can target seamount
structures or the surrounding seafloor.
Trawl footprints on seamounts can
also vary depending on its physical
structure, some may be partially
trawled and others fully trawled.
In some years up to 50% of orange
roughy bottom trawl caught in
Aotearoa New Zealand has come off

38

Fisheries New Zealand, 2020

39

WWF-NZ, 2020

40

Baco et al. 2019

In some years up to 50%
of the orange roughy
caught by bottom trawling
in Aotearoa New Zealand
has come off seamounts,
including knolls and hills.
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seamounts, including knolls and hills.41 Bottom trawling is indiscriminate and
while the level of bycatch can vary depending on the target fishery, season and
year, it usually includes non-target fish like deepwater sharks, marine mammals,
seabirds (when hauling) as well as benthic invertebrates like corals and sponges.42
All protected species43 such as corals, marine mammals and seabirds must be
reported when fishers catch, destroy or kill them. In the last reported fishing
year alone, 29 different species of coral were recorded by fishery observers as
bycatch in trawl nets within our EEZ.44 The level of reporting by un-observed
vessels is poor and the only accurate information comes from observed vessels.
Even observer data may under-estimate the diversity of coral species, for example
a recent review of bycatch samples found that the “rate of discovery of unique

species indicates that many more
species remain unsampled and that
we have not yet documented the limits
of gorgonian coral diversity within
the sampled bycatch community.”45
Similarly, analysis of black coral
(Bathypathes patula) in Aotearoa New
Zealand in 2020 found that what was
thought to be a single species was in
fact a cryptic complex of at least five
different genera.46
Using the Department of
Conservation’s calculated figures for
observed coral bycatch per 100 trawls
against data for the 2018-2019 fishing

The squid fishery and deepwater
bottom trawl (orange roughy,
cardinal and oreo) fisheries

accounted for

85

%

of the observed
coral bycatch in
Aotearoa.

year, we estimate that just over 14 tonnes of corals (based on fishery observer
coverage which was just under 20% observer coverage) was dragged up and
retained in nets by New Zealand trawlers in our waters that year alone. The squid
fishery and deepwater bottom trawl (orange roughy, cardinal and oreo) fisheries
accounted for 85% of the observed coral bycatch.47 We know that only a small
fraction of coral that is smashed on the seabed by the trawl net, actually makes it
up to the surface in the net.

41

Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019

42

Fisheries New Zealand, 2020

43

All protected species in Aotearoa New Zealand: New Zealand Threat Classification System Lists

44

Forest and Bird OIA 20-0386 (received 7th September 2020)

45

Bilewitch and Tracey, 2020a

46

Bilewitch and Tracey, 2020b

47

Weaver, 2020
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In the 2018-2019 fishing
year, an estimated 14.03
tonnes of coral was dragged
up in bottom trawl nets
in Aotearoa New Zealand
waters. That means
between 1,515 and 4,769
tonnes was destroyed on
the seabed.
Figure 8: Bubblegum
coral, Paragorgia
17 arborea, estimated
around 500 years
old, being dumped
overboard by a New
Zealand trawler in the
Tasman Sea, 2015.

Based on analysis presented at the SPRFMO Scientific Committee meeting,48 the
amount of coral that came up in nets of the trawl vessels fishing in Aotearoa New
Zealand waters that year likely equates to between 1,515 and 4,769 tonnes of
destroyed coral on the seabed.49 This estimate is important and further strengthens
the argument that New Zealand trawlers are having large scale, potentially
irreversible, impacts on our ocean. Corals represent only part of the vulnerable
marine taxa that are impacted by trawling.

Source: Greenpeace/
Malcolm Pullman

The Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) does not have full data on bycatch by New
Zealand trawl fisheries, with observer rates as low as 15% in some offshore trawl
fisheries and only 4% on inshore trawlers (unlike on the high seas where there is
100% coverage).50 This means it cannot accurately determine how significant the
impact of fishing is on our invertebrates, like corals, sponges and other vulnerable
taxa. “The impact of fishing on habitat-forming invertebrates, e.g. corals, cannot be
estimated from non-target catch data alone; further studies are needed to evaluate
the effect of fisheries.” 51 Officials currently use observer reports of bycatch to
extrapolate over the whole fishery or rely on self-reporting of bycatch by fishers.
Relying on self-reporting is problematic as a recent analysis has shown that in some
fisheries, reports of protected seabird bycatch are nine times more likely from
vessels with a government fisheries independent observer on board.52
48

Pitcher et al. 2019

Figures are based on the observed 8.88 mt of corals brought up in trawls nets. These have been
extrapolated for each fishery using the observer coverage rate of that fishery (between 4 and
100%), and assuming the same rate of coral bycatch on observed and unobserved vessels, giving an
estimated total coral bycatch of 14.03 mt for the fishing year. The range 108-340 mt of coral destroyed
on the seabed for each mt that comes in the net (Pitcher et al. 2019) suggests that between 1,515
and 4,769 mt were destroyed on the seabed. This does not include trawlers operating beyond New
Zealand’s EEZ, including in international waters of the South Pacific, or in Australia’s EEZ.
49

50

Weaver, 2020

51

Ministry of Fisheries, 2020

52

Fisheries New Zealand, 2019
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Paragorgia arborea
recorded as bycatch
on a New Zealand
vessel, image
provided under the
Official Information
Act.
Source: Ministry for
Primary Industries

In the 2018-2019 fishing year (latest
data), New Zealand trawlers fishing
within our EEZ had, on average, just
under 20% observer coverage.53
Some fishing companies have
resisted efforts to mandate the use
of catch recording cameras aboard
fishing vessels, which do not replace
the need for independent observers,
but would significantly add to the
level of bycatch information that
can be obtained from fisheries. The
introduction of GPS and electronic
reporting onto all vessels means
that new regulations to address the
impacts of bottom trawling would be
much easier to monitor and enforce.
Adding cameras would assist this
by revealing when bottom trawling
vessels are hauling up corals and
other protected seabed life.
The official reported bycatch
estimates of protected corals and
other vulnerable species hauled
up in New Zealand trawl nets are
therefore likely to be significantly

53

Weaver, 2020
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For every
250 kg of coral
in the net,

27-85
tonnes

of corals were

destroyed

on the seabed.

Live Paragorgia
arborea coral on
Davidson Seamount
Source: NOAA/
MBARI
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underestimated, as not all bycatch is retained in the net on the long journey to
the boat’s deck. Scientists have estimated that the coral in fishing nets represents
only a fraction of the damage done below the waves, for example 250 kilograms
of deepwater corals brought up in the net indicates 27-85 tonnes of corals were
destroyed on the seabed.54 Although there hasn’t been an analysis of bycatch rates
of individual trawls in Aotearoa New Zealand waters as has been done for the
SPRFMO area (see below) instances of high bycatch have sometimes come to light.
For example Ocean Dawn’s illegal trawling in a Benthic Protection Area in 2018
dragged up and retained in the net 1.3 tonnes of sponges in five trawls.55

New Zealand trawlers’ impact on
the high seas

19

In other oceans around the world little or no bottom trawling occurs on seamounts
in the high seas, as some regional fisheries management organisations (RFMOs)
protect seamounts from fishing. For example, in 2019 the North Atlantic Regional
Fisheries Management Organisation completed closing all seamounts to
bottom trawling.56 However in the South Pacific - largely due to the New Zealand
Government’s influence at the South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management
Organisation (SPRFMO) - the fragile deep-sea communities on seamounts are still at
risk from a fleet of New Zealand trawlers.
SPRFMO have some controls in place which New Zealand trawlers must follow to
reduce the impact on VMEs from bottom trawling (discussed further in Section 4),
including 100% observer coverage and move-on rules. Move-on rules require a
vessel to move one nautical mile away from where it is trawling if a certain amount
of vulnerable indicator species are observed. While these SPRFMO controls are

So
me
New
Zealand

vessels h
av

more than

1,000 kg
(one metric tonne)

e

dragged up

weaker than those which other RFMOs
apply, they are stronger than our own
domestic regulations.
Last year, Fisheries New Zealand
authorised six trawl vessels to fish in
international waters of the South Pacific,57
and they are having a significant impact
on the vulnerable and important benthic
communities.

of coral bycatch
in one trawl
54

Pitcher et al. 2019. From this ratio, 1 mt in the net equates to 108 - 340 mt on the seabed.

55

Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020b

56

Deep Sea Conservation Coalition, 2019

57

https://www.sprfmo.org/web/public/vessel
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The bycatch of corals and other vulnerable deep-sea species by New Zealand
bottom trawl vessels on seamounts in the South Pacific is often high. In some
cases recorded bycatch exceeds 1,000 kg (1 metric tonne, mt) per tow from places
like the Three Kings Ridge and Wanganella Bank north of our EEZ. Shockingly,
one vessel was reported to have taken 5,000 kg (5 tonnes) in a single tow while
bottom trawling on the Louisville Ridge Seamount Chain to the east of our EEZ.58
These fishing grounds contain numerous seamounts. As noted above, the bycatch
that ends up on deck only tells part of the story - much more is destroyed on the
seabed.59 This means some of the worst bycatch incidents by New Zealand trawlers
in the South Pacific may have destroyed between 122 and 1,700 tonnes of corals
and other vulnerable benthic species on the seabed from single trawls.60
Aotearoa New Zealand is now the only country bottom trawling on the high seas

New Zealand is now
the only country bottom
trawling on the high
seas of the South Pacific

of the South Pacific. As of July 2021,
the government has authorised six
trawl vessels belonging to three
companies with high seas permits to
fish in international waters of the South
Pacific. All of those companies have
recent convictions for illegal fishing in
closed areas.

One former high seas trawler (Amaltal Apollo) has been denied a permit and its
owner is being prosecuted for fishing several times in a SPRFMO closed area in
2018,61 yet the vessel has been allowed to continue trawling within our EEZ in the
meantime. Another vessel (Amaltal Mariner) owned by the same company is still
permitted to fish internationally and in our waters despite the company’s recent
conviction and fine for this trawler’s illegal fishing in the Hikurangi Marine Reserve
off Kaikōura.62

• Two of the other trawl vessels with current high seas permits are owned by a

company that was convicted in 2020 for its trawler Ocean Dawn fishing illegally
in a Benthic Protection Area in the Aotearoa New Zealand EEZ.63

• Another high seas permitted vessel is owned by a company that was convicted
this year for its trawler San Waitaki fishing repeatedly in a Benthic Protection
Area in our EEZ.64

58

Maximum bycatch from Cryer and Geange, 2018 and Cryer, Geange and Nicol, 2018

59

Pitcher et al. 2019

A trawl bringing up 1.133 mt of bycatch (Three Kings Ridge and Wanganella Bank) indicates 122 - 385
mt destroyed on the seabed, while 5.001 mt bycatch trawled up from Louisville Ridge indicates 540 1,700 mt destroyed on the seabed. Sources: Cryer and Geange, 2018 (bycatch) and Pitcher et al. 2019
(destruction on the seabed).
60

61

Gee, 2020

62

Ministry for Primary Industries, 2021

63

Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020b

64

Ministry for Primary Industries, 2021
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• At the January 2021 meeting of SPRFMO, the New Zealand delegation admitted
that one of its authorised vessels had exceeded the amount of vulnerable
marine ‘indicator species’ that can be trawled up in a single trawl. The Ministry
for Primary Industries has declined to publicly release any further information
on this incident, citing Section
6(c) of the Official Information
Act - “the making available of
that information would be likely
to prejudice the maintenance of
the law, including the prevention,
investigation, detection of offences,
and the right to a fair trial.”65

All of the six New Zealand
bottom trawl vessels currently
permitted to trawl in the South
Pacific high seas belong to
companies that have been
convicted in the past year of
illegal fishing in closed areas.
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All of the six New Zealand bottom trawl
vessels currently permitted to trawl in
the South Pacific high seas belong to
companies that have been convicted in
the past year of illegal fishing in closed
areas. Another New Zealand-linked

vessel is also trawling seamounts in the Indian Ocean. The bottom trawl vessel Will

Watch is partly owned by a New Zealand company through a joint venture, and is
registered under the Cook Island flag.
The Ministry for Primary Industries has failed to take a responsible approach to high
seas permitting, despite having the mandate to do so under Fisheries Act,66 Section
113 H (2):
Before issuing a high seas fishing permit, the chief executive may have regard to -

(a) the previous offending history (if any), in relation to fishing or transportation
(whether within the national fisheries jurisdiction of New Zealand or another
country, or on the high seas), of the vessel’s owner, operator, foreign charter
party, notified user, master, or crew
Despite Section 113 H(2) Fisheries New Zealand issued these high seas permits.
The New Zealand government is also facing international scrutiny over the vessel
Amaltal Apollo, which fished in a closed area of international waters in SPRFMO
jurisdiction. The New Zealand delegation to SPRFMO advocated that the vessel
should not be included on an international blacklist for Illegal, Unreported and
Unregulated (IUU) fishing, on the assurance it would be prosecuted locally.67
However, as of July 2021 this was still not yet complete, despite the incident
occurring more than three years ago.

65

ECO OIA 21-0254 (received 30 March 2021)

66

Fisheries Act 1996 No 88 (as at 01 April 2021), Public Act Contents – New Zealand Legislation

67

Vance, 2020
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Black coral recovered from
the bycatch discarded from
a deepwater trawler in
international waters in the
Tasman Sea.
Source: Greenpeace /
Roger Grace
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Climate change
Thriving healthy oceans build resilience against climate change. The ocean is
referred to as an important carbon store as it captures CO2 from the atmosphere,
absorbing around 25% of all CO2 emissions68 and stores it. Bottom trawling breaks
down these carbon stores as it re-mineralises sedimentary carbon to CO2 which
could increase ocean acidification, reduce the buffering capacity of the ocean and
potentially add to the build up of atmospheric CO2.69
Bottom trawling is one of the least cost effective methods of fishing in terms of fuel
efficiency. and it also contributes to carbon emissions. A recent paper calculated the
carbon cost of bottom trawling, and found that it is responsible for one gigatonne
of carbon emissions a year—that is a higher annual total than all global aviation
emissions.70
Removing benthic impacting methods like bottom trawling would not only protect
vulnerable ocean biodiversity, but also contribute to the fight against climate
change by protecting these important carbon rich seabeds which are nature-based
solutions to climate change.71
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Current
protections
are not enough
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Coral from the Paragorgia genus (unconfirmed
species) entwined by a brittle star, on Hess Rise
in the north west Pacific Ocean.
Source: Schmidt Ocean Institute.

Deep Sea Conservation Coalition

Almost half of Aotearoa New Zealand’s
seamounts are still in danger from bottom
trawling (48% are open to bottom trawling
while 52% are protected) and most other
underwater topographic features72 are
vulnerable to damage from trawling (82% of
all such features, including seamounts, are
open to bottom trawling while only 28% are
protected).73
The current protections in place for some seamounts in our EEZ date back to the
turn of the century when there was a process to comprehensively look at seamount
protection within our EEZ. This resulted in a Draft Seamount Management
Strategy74 and the closure of 17 seamount areas protecting 19 seamounts in
2001.75 The early closures were described in the Strategy, which suggested further
protections were needed: “An initial step has been made in New Zealand to address
the impacts of fishing on seamounts.”76
Unfortunately, the Seamounts Strategy was not finalised by the government after
submissions were received. Instead the fishing industry proposed the Benthic
Protection Areas (BPAs) in 2007, which led to the designation of another 17 areas
closed to bottom trawling. However, instead of focusing on biodiversity hotspots
like seamounts, the location of these BPAs was designed to avoid fishing areas. 72%
of the Benthic Protection Areas are water deeper than two kilometres,77 well beyond
the current trawl depths that extend to around 1,600 meters.78 The BPA agreement
between the fishing industry and Government also resulted in a reduction in the
industry contribution to benthic research of $300,000 to $400,000 per year, and a
commitment by the Government not to progress any further marine protection in
the EEZ until at least 2013 and required a review of the effectiveness of BPAs first.
No review has occurred to date79 and the designation of marine protected areas in
Aotearoa New Zealand’s EEZ has stalled: No MPAs have been established in our EEZ
(beyond the 12 mile territorial sea) for two decades.
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Underwater topographic features include seamounts in many forms including hills and knolls.
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Ministry for Primary Industries, 2020a
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Brodie and Clark, 2003
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Clark et al. 2019c
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Brodie and Clark, 2003
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Leathwick et al. 2008
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Maximum trawlable depth is about 1,600 m, from Tracey, 2018.
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Tracey, 2018
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The BPAs have been widely criticised for lacking in scientific basis related to their
biodiversity value or species representativeness, and instead are located in areas
where very little or no trawling took place. Only four trawls out of 40,000 the
previous year occurred in the areas later protected as BPAs.80
A critique by US scientists has also identified some of the shortfalls of the BPAs
in largely protecting areas that are outside of fishing depths (see figure 9 below).
Rieser et al. (2013) noted “About 65% of New Zealand’s EEZ is in water more than

1,500 m deep and 40% of those deep waters are within the BPAs. Looked at another
way, 82.3% of the 1.1 million km2 of deep-sea bottom set aside as BPAs are in water
that is too deep to fish (Table 1), therefore, the criterion of protecting areas that
have been relatively unfished has easily been met by mainly closing large areas in
very deep water. Other criteria, such as representativeness of the various individual
classes identified in the marine classification cannot be so easily met if 82% of the
BPAs are in water greater than 1,500 m water depth.”
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Figure 9: Comparison
of areas by depth
interval within
the Aotearoa
New Zealand EEZ
with areas in the
established benthic
protection areas
(BPAs). Note for
the last column the
denominator is the
total BPA area and
these numbers show
that most of the BPA
area is in waters
> 1,500 m deep.
Source: Rieser et al.
2013
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A number of studies have found that the BPAs would have achieved better
protection by following an objective spatial design procedure,81,82 in fact if
the areas were chosen at random they would be statistically likely to result in
better biodiversity protection. The BPAs do not meet the protection standard
for the New Zealand government’s MPA Policy.83 They would not meet the
lowest category in the internationally recognised IUCN marine protected area
categories as they do not meet several of the criteria including preventing mining
or industrial fishing.84 In 2019 the Minister of Conservation confirmed that the
BPAs do not constitute marine protected areas nor count towards Aotearoa New
Zealand’s goals or commitments for marine protection.85
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Figure 10 (a) and (b): (a) Map showing 2001
seamount closures (purple, located to protect
seamounts) and 2007 Benthic Protection Areas
(pink, located to avoid fishing areas).
Source: Ministry of Fisheries, 2010

(b) Map showing the Benthic Protection Areas (in pink)
and their limited overlap with seamounts (shown in
green, or red if fishable depths).
Source: Clark, M. provided April 2021
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Against this backdrop of a lack of seamount protection, there are no specific constraints
on industry from trawling in new areas, or areas that have been left untrawled for
over a decade, provided they have the quota to do so. Data from the Ministry for
Primary Industries shows that in the ten years from 2009 to 2019 3,280 km2 of seabed
was bottom trawled for the first time. This is an area more than three times the
size of Auckland (1,086 km2). Over the past decade, most of the newly trawled areas
(around 75%) were in the inshore fisheries, however in 2019 newly trawled areas
were 85.7km2 in deep waters and 62.3
km2 in inshore waters.86 Aotearoa New
Zealand NGOs have recommended that
the Government freezes the bottom
trawl footprint at its 2006 baseline
(further excluding seamounts and similar
underwater features) to prevent damage
to unfished areas and those that have
remained undisturbed for 15 years.87

86
87

From 2009 to 2019 an
area of Aoteraroa’s seabed

x3

the size of

Auckland

was bottom trawled for the first time

WWF-NZ, 2021
Joint letter to the Minister of Oceans and Fisheries Hon. David Parker. 8 March 2021.
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Plumarella coral from 1,013 m depth
during deep sea research of the Pribilof
Canyon in the Bering Sea, from the
Greenpeace ship Esperanza.
Source: Greenpeace / Todd Warshaw
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Countries protecting seamounts and
vulnerable marine ecosystems

In 2006 Palau prohibited its nationals,
companies and vessels from engaging in
bottom trawling anywhere in the world, and
banned all bottom trawling within its own EEZ.88
The Palau Act cites its responsibilities under the United Nations “to protect and
preserve the marine environment and specifically requires measures to be taken
to protect and preserve rare or fragile ecosystems, the habitat of depleted,
threatened, or endangered species and other forms of marine life” as justification.
In 2015 Chile banned all bottom trawling on the 117 seamounts existing within
Chilean waters as recognition that they were “unique ecosystems that include deep

sea and cold-water corals and sponge beds, and important species such as tuna
fish and sharks”.89 This was followed by the implementation of further measures in
2017 to ban bottom trawling from 98% of its EEZ, after a freeze on the existing trawl
footprint and a phased reduction.90
Other nations like Sri Lanka,91 Hong Kong92 and Belize93 also prohibit bottom trawling
in their national waters.

RFMOs
Some RFMOs, states and the European Union (EU) have adopted strong measures to
implement the UN resolutions (discussed further in Section 7) to protect VMEs, like
closing seamounts to bottom trawling or all bottom fishing, whilst other RFMOs have
not. In 2005, the EU adopted a regulation to prohibit bottom trawling on all seamounts
in the Spanish and Portuguese EEZs surrounding the Azores, Madeira and Canary
Islands. In 2016 the European Union (EU) banned bottom trawling in EU waters below

88

Republic of Palau, 2006
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Chile protects 98% of its Exclusive Economic Zone from bottom trawling | Oceana

90

Seafoodsource, 2018. Chilean authorities limit bottom trawling in 98 percent of EEZ (seafoodsource.com)

In 2017 Sri Lankan Parliament passed an amendment to the Fisheries and Aquatic Resource Act that
declared the method of fishing by bottom trawling an offence, source Sri Lanka bans bottom-trawling The Hindu
91

92
In 2011 Hong Kong’s Legislative Council approved a ban on all trawling in its local territorial waters,
source WWF welcomes Hong Kong trawl ban | WWF (panda.org)
93
In 2010 Belize passed legislation to ban bottom trawling within its EEZ, source Belize Bans Bottom
Trawling in Exclusive Economic Zone | Oceana
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800 m, and more recently in 2019 the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization
(NAFO) closed its last remaining seamount trawl fishery.94 SPRFMO is lagging behind
as it allows bottom trawling on seamounts and has weak move on rules.
The New Zealand government delegation has blocked efforts by other parties to
implement stronger measures in SPRFMO, such as by weakening a proposal to
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Aotearoa New Zealand is now
the only country still bottom
trawling on seamounts in the
South Pacific high seas.
New Zealand-owned vessels also
bottom trawl in the Indian Ocean
under a Cook Islands flag, and
seasonally around Tasmania in
Australia.

significantly reduce the amount of
deep-sea coral that vessels can bring
up before they must move their fishing
(the move-on rule). The EU proposed
reducing the threshold for Scleractinia

(stony corals) from 250 kg to 25 kg,95
but due to New Zealand’s opposition
it was only reduced to 80 kg.96 This
is concerning because the impacts
of bottom trawling on VME indicator
species is much greater than the
quantity that ends up in the nets, and
that a trawl catch of 80 kg of corals
could still represent the destruction of
8 - 27 tonnes of corals on the seabed.97
To be effective, a move-on rule must be
rigorous and should only be used as a
complement to, not as a substitute for,
conducting impact assessments of deep-sea bottom fisheries and closing areas to
bottom fishing where VMEs are known or likely to occur. These are the measures
called for in UN General Assembly resolutions which are aimed at preventing
significant adverse impact on VMEs in the first place, rather than allowing trawling
in areas where VMEs are known or likely to occur, such as on seamounts, and
only trying to limit further damage to VMEs after significant damage has already
occurred.98,99
None of the seamounts in fishable depths in the South Pacific high seas have been
permanently closed to fishing, and there is currently no provision in the bottom
fishing measure to do so. The New Zealand Ministry for Primary Industries has
instead advocated for a modeling approach that allows bottom trawling to continue
on a proportion of VMEs, leading to their damage or destruction, even though they
94

Fuller et al. 2020

These thresholds are set out in Annex 6A of the SPRFMO bottom fishing measure. Different
weight limits apply to different taxonomic groups or combinations of taxa
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Fuller et al. 2020
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Based on the ratio set out in Pitcher et al. 2019: 80 kg x 108 to 340 = 8,640 to 27,200 kg
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South Pacific Regional Fisheries Organization Scientific Committee, 2019
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are known to be present in areas open to fishing. New Zealand officials, led by the
Ministry for Primary Industries, have argued that up to 30% VMEs can be destroyed
on the basis that there are other similar species and/or ecosystems elsewhere.100
It is unacceptable, as well as contrary to UNGA resolutions, that VMEs may be
intentionally trawled and significantly degraded or destroyed in specific areas,
whether or not multiple separate populations are thought to or may occur within a
bioregion or region - in fact there is no such knowledge. Research has shown that
seamounts separated by only a few kilometres can have unique individual coral
assemblages,101 which demonstrates the fundamental flaw in the argument that
it is acceptable to continue to trawl VMEs. Such an approach is also at odds with
the ecosystem approach and the precautionary approach, which is required by the
SPRFMO Convention. Such an approach would also risk extinction of endemic and
rare species and ignores the lack of data on abundance of species, either in the
areas being trawled or elsewhere. It is also at odds with action taken by other RFMOs
around the world, and with the UNGA resolutions and FAO International Guidelines,
to which the New Zealand government has committed.
Aotearoa New Zealand prides and promotes itself internationally on a ‘clean, green
sustainable’ image, and claims that “New Zealand’s fisheries management is the best

in the world” 102 yet we are now the only country still bottom trawling on seamounts
in the South Pacific high seas. New Zealand-owned vessels also bottom trawl in
the Indian Ocean103 under a Cook Islands flag, and seasonally around Tasmania
in Australia. There is a reputation risk internationally if Aotearoa New Zealand
continues to oppose stronger VME protection measures at RFMOs and continues to
destroy VMEs by allowing bottom trawling on seamounts and similar features within
our EEZ and by New Zealand vessels on the high seas.

Other international management bodies
The Commission on the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR)
has banned all bottom trawling in high seas waters covered by the CCAMLR
convention (about 10% of the Planet). CCAMLR is not an RFMO as it has wider marine
responsibilities than fisheries related RFMOs. CCAMLR only allows pelagic trawling
for krill and icefish. In addition, very little bottom trawling is permitted in country
waters (within 200 nautical miles of sub-Antarctic Islands south of the Atlantic and
the Indian Ocean), for example bottom trawling is not permitted around the South
Georgia and South Sandwich Islands fisheries zone.
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101
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The health of New Zealand’s fisheries | MPI | NZ Government
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Managed under the Southern Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement (SIOFA)
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Swiftia Pacifica, a species of soft coral
observed at approximately 1,000 m depth
during deep sea research of Zhemchug
Canyon in the Bering Sea, from the
Greenpeace ship Esperanza.
Source: Greenpeace/ Todd Warshaw
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Aotearoa New Zealand has international
commitments to protect and manage its
marine environment and associated resources,
including under the United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
Part XII of UNCLOS,104 including Article 192 and Article 194(5) imposes on states
a general obligation to protect and preserve the marine environment as well as
more specific obligations relating to protection and preservation of rare or fragile
ecosystems and the habitat of depleted, threatened or endangered species. Such
species and habitats include corals. The United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement105
provides for obligations to implement the precautionary approach (Article 6),
protect ecosystems and protect biodiversity (Article 5(g)).
The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions have addressed the
impacts of fishing on VMEs in international waters, with specific reference to
seamounts, hydrothermal vents, and cold-water corals.
In 2004

and 2006 UNGA adopted resolutions calling for urgent action to protect
seamounts and other VMEs in international waters.
106

States and RFMOs were urged to “implement measures, in accordance with the

precautionary approach, ecosystem approaches and international law” by the end
of 2008 or else prohibit bottom fishing on the high seas VMEs. Resolution 61/105
(2006)107 required specific measures including prior impact assessments, identifying
VMEs and closing them or otherwise protecting them, and requiring vessels to
stop fishing when they encounter a VME by bringing up deep-sea coral and other
indicator species in their nets (the “move-on rule”). In 2009 the UNGA reviewed the
measures that had been taken to protect this deep-sea biodiversity, and concluded
that more needed to be done to implement the 2006 resolution. The UNGA called
for RFMOs to urgently implement the 2006 measures, including to ensure the longterm sustainability of deep-sea fish stocks and non-target species, and stop bottom
fishing until they are implemented.108 These measures are relevant to Aotearoa
New Zealand’s EEZ fisheries as well as high seas fisheries since the United Nations
Fish Stocks Agreement requires compatibility between high seas and in-zone
measures.109
104

Preamble to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
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United Nations, 1995. The UN Fish Stocks Agreement.
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UNGA resolution 59/25, paragraphs 66-71. Adopted 2004.
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UNGA resolution 61/105, paragraphs 76-87. Adopted 2006.
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UNGA resolution 64/72, paragraph 119. Adopted 2009.

The UN Fish Stocks Agreement. Article 7. 2. “Conservation and management measures established
for the high seas and those adopted for areas under national jurisdiction shall be compatible in order
to ensure conservation and management of the straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish stocks
in their entirety”.
109
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In 2009, through a process of multilateral negotiation (chaired by a representative
of New Zealand) the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) adopted the
International Guidelines for the Management of Deep-Sea Fisheries in the High
Seas. The FAO Deep Sea Guidelines,110 which laid down how to implement the
UNGA resolutions, including by establishing criteria to identify defining VMEs,
conduct environmental impact assessments of deep-sea fisheries, assess for
significant adverse impacts effects and designing encounter protocols. The FAO
Guidelines were subsequently endorsed by the UN General Assembly in 2009.
Amongst other measures, the 2009 UNGA resolution committed states to conduct
impact assessments of deep-sea bottom fisheries “consistent with the [FAO]
Guidelines, and to ensure that vessels do not engage in bottom fishing until
such assessments have been carried out”.111 The FAO Guidelines call for impact
assessments to include, inter alia, “identification, description and mapping of VMEs
known or likely to occur in the fishing area” in order to effectively protect these
areas and prevent bottom fishing damaging to VMEs.112
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During the UN Biodiversity Summit in September 2020, 79 Heads of State signed the
Leaders’ Pledge for Nature and, thereby, ‘United to Reverse Biodiversity Loss by 2030
for Sustainable Development’ (UN, 2020).113 Amongst them was the Head of State of
Aotearoa New Zealand, despite the fact that the New Zealand government continues
to permit bottom trawling on seamounts on the high seas and in our own waters.
Aotearoa New Zealand has committed in Aichi Target 6 that by 2020 “fisheries
have no significant adverse impacts on threatened species and vulnerable
ecosystems”,114 and committed in Sustainable Development Goal 14 to Target
14.2: “By 2020 sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems
to avoid significant adverse impacts, including by strengthening their resilience
and take action for their restoration, to achieve healthy and productive oceans”.115
In addition, the UN General Assembly has declared the period 2021-2030 as
the Decade on Ecosystem Restoration for preventing, halting and reversing the
degradation of ecosystems worldwide.116
Implementing a prohibition on bottom trawl fishing in areas where deep-sea
coral ecosystems and other VMEs are known or likely to occur, in particular on
seamounts, both on the high seas and in the EEZ, would be a major step towards
meeting the biodiversity conservation and ecosystem restoration goals in these
international commitments and help establish New Zealand as an international
leader in protecting our own waters and the global ocean commons that belong to
all humankind - the high seas.
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What impacts
would seamount
protection have?
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Source: NIWA
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Fully protecting all seamounts and similar
features within Aotearoa New Zealand’s EEZ
would protect our vulnerable and biologically
diverse deepwater ecosystems and species.
Seamounts are important nursery grounds or aggregation areas for some
commercially important fish like orange roughy.117 Orange roughy are slow growing
and late maturing deepwater fish that are known to live to over 220 years old.
Orange roughy have low resilience to overfishing partially because they form
predictable aggregations around seamounts which has resulted in most stocks
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Seamounts are important
nursery grounds or
aggregation areas for some
commercially important fish
like orange roughy.

being heavily exploited in and around
Aotearoa New Zealand. It is probable
that protecting seamounts could have
flow on effects to species like orange
roughy, and with enough time would
help support their population recovery.
Closing seamounts to trawl fishing, a
process that was started in 2001 but
has not been meaningfully followed
up since then, would close part of the

fishing area targeted by bottom trawl vessels targeting orange roughy, oreo species
and cardinalfish. The New Zealand fishing fleet consists of around 1,400 vessels,
and around half of these vessels are trawlers of various types. Bottom trawl vessels
targeting orange roughy and other deepwater fisheries represent a much smaller
proportion of all vessels - for example, the Chatham Rise and Challenger fisheries
involve between a dozen and 18 vessels.
For the large part, it is not New
Zealanders that are eating the deep sea
fish that is being trawled off Aotearoa
New Zealand’s seamounts. Around 95%
of the total catch of deepwater species
(only some of which comes from
seamounts) is exported overseas.118

Orange roughy are slow
growing and late maturing
deepwater fish that are
known to live to over 220
years old.
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FAO - Fishery and Aquaculture Country Profiles - New Zealand.
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Exports from deepwater bottom trawling in 2020
Orange
roughy

Oreo
dory

Cardinal
fish

Total
deepwater
bottom
trawl spp

Volume (mt) of deepwater trawl species*

3,862

1,503

117

5,482

Volume % of finfish (total: 112,670 mt)*

3.43%

1.52%

0.19%

4.87%

Volume % all seafood (total: 256,020 mt)

1.51%

0.58%

0.05%

2.14%

Value (NZ$) of deepwater trawl species*

$52,764,559

$7,817,628

$816,204

$61,398,391

Value % of finfish (total: $558,600,542)*

9.45%

1.41%

0.19%

10.99%

Value % all seafood (total: $1,803,714,838)

2.93%

0.43%

0.05%

3.40%

* Includes live, chilled and frozen product forms only

Figure 11: Table showing deepwater bottom trawl species export
volume and value in 2020, and their proportion of all finfish (live,
chilled and frozen) and of total seafood (incl. processed) exports.
Source: Seafood New Zealand, 2021

To estimate the impact that seamount protection would have on the fishery sector,
we have looked at Seafood New Zealand export figures for the year to December
2020. In total, these species account for 5,482 tonnes of catch representing 4.9%
of the volume of finfish catch in live, chilled and frozen form that year. In value
these species are worth $61.4 million, which is just under 11% of the total value
of the total finfish catch in those product forms. Once other seafood sectors are
included (finfish in other processed forms as well as shellfish, rock lobster and
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other crustacea) these bottom trawled species represent 2.1% of the total 256,019.6
tonne volume and 3.4% of the total $1.8 billion value of seafood exports.
Figures for the proportion of orange roughy and/or other bottom trawled species
that are caught on seamounts in Aotearoa New Zealand waters historically range
between 50-70%.119,120 Using the most recent Department of Conservation figures
for the proportion of observed bottom trawl trips that included protected species
bycatch (61%) as an approximation of the current proportion taken on seamounts,
this would indicate the impact on the export figures above would be in the order of
3,344 tonnes of (around 1.3% of total) worth around $37.5 million (around 2.1% of
total seafood export value).
This is a likely overestimate of the impact of seamount closures on exports,
since 61% is the number of trips on which there was protected species bycatch,
however not all trawls on those trips may have been on seamounts of other VMEs.
Furthermore, some or all of that catch could still be taken in areas away from
seamounts.
37

Currently, three stocks of black cardinalfish and two stocks or sub-stocks of orange
roughy are overfished (below their so-called ‘soft limit’) according to the Ministry for
Primary Industries.121 Ending bottom trawling on seamounts, known to be where
spawning aggregations occur, may help these stocks to recover.
The above calculations are for the main deep water stocks targeted using gear
that is designed to trawl across the seabed. However, there are other deepwater
fisheries that have significant impacts on vulnerable benthic communities when
they come in to contact with the seabed (described in Section 2: Trawling impacts in
Aotearoa New Zealand waters) including squid and scampi trawling and precision
seafood harvesting (PSH) which have 224 kg, 23 kg and 19 kg of coral bycatch per
100 tows respectively. For this reason, we recommend following the approach
taken with the 2001 seamount closures, where all trawling is prohibited on or above
the vulnerable marine ecosystems found there.
Protecting all of Aotearoa New Zealand seamounts and similar underwater features
and prohibiting New Zealand vessels from bottom trawling on the high seas would
meet our responsibilities and international commitments (discussed further in
Section 7).
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Tracey and Hjorvarsdottir, 2019
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Clark, 1999
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https://www.mpi.govt.nz/fishing-aquaculture/fisheries-management/fish-stock-status/
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This can be
done under
existing
legislation
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Bubblegum coral, Paragorgia arborea,
observed at over 1,000 meters depth
during deep sea research of Zhemchug
Canyon in the Bering Sea from the
Greenpeace ship Esperanza.
Source: Greenpeace / Todd Warshaw
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What we are asking
We’re seeking a recommendation by the
Environment Select Committee for the
government to:
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a.

Ban trawling on all seamounts
and similar underwater features
In Aotearoa New Zealand’s EEZ,
and

b.

Stop issuing permits for
New Zealand bottom trawlers
to fish on the high seas.

Deep Sea Conservation Coalition

Fisheries Act

High seas permits

The Minister of Fisheries can regulate
bottom trawling under Section 11 of the
Fisheries Act 1996.122 This Section allows
the Minister to set a sustainability
measure for an area, taking into
account (inter alia) the effects of fishing
on the aquatic environment. Also,
under Section 11(3) the Minister is
empowered to limit areas where a stock
can be caught and fishing methods
by which a stock can be caught. In
addition, the government could make
regulations under Section 297(1)(a)
(vii) for regulating or prohibiting any
method of fishing.

The Ministry for Primary Industries
works with other agencies to issue
high sea fishing permits to New
Zealand vessels. If the New Zealand
government was to support rather
than undermine efforts in SPRFMO to
prevent significant adverse impacts
on VMEs, as has been called for by
the UN General Assembly in a series of
resolutions adopted since 2004, it could
and should stop issuing permits to New
Zealand vessels to bottom trawl on the
high seas in the South Pacific. Currently
no other countries’ vessels are trawling
on seamounts in the SPRFMO area,123 so

The Minister could therefore use the
Fisheries Act 1996, without amendment,
to ban bottom trawling on seamounts
and similar features within our EEZ.

if this was made permanent - through
agreement with Australia and other
SPRFMO parties - it would bring an end
to the damage being done by trawling on
seamounts in the South Pacific high seas.
Not only does MPI have the mandate
to stop issuing high seas permits for
trawl vessels fishing on seamounts,
it is currently failing to responsibly
exercise its powers under the Fisheries
Act even in regard to illegal fishing. All
the high seas trawling permits that MPI
has issued this year are to companies
that have been convicted in the past
12 months of illegal trawling in closed
areas. One permit is issued for a
vessel that trawled illegally in a marine
reserve.

122

Fisheries Act 1996 No 88 (as at 01 April 2021), Public Act Contents – New Zealand Legislation

As of April 2021. Australia has trawled in some previous years, but not annually and with low
catches between zero to 98 mt since 2015.

123

40

Save deep sea corals - ban bottom trawling on seamounts

Now is the time to put an end to
our seamount trawling in the South
Pacific by not renewing permits to New
Zealand flagged bottom trawl vessels:

• The only other country recently
trawling in the South Pacific has not
done so since 2019,

• One previously high seas permitted
trawl vessel is currently suspended
from high seas fishing pending
prosecution, and

• All six of the current high seas
permitted trawl vessels are owned
by companies convicted in the past
year of illegal fishing.
41

Other relevant policy
and legislation
Most corals including groups like
black corals, gorgonian corals, stony
corals and hydrocorals are protected
under the Wildlife Act 1953, and while
it is illegal to deliberately harm or kill
these animals they are ‘allowed’ to be
destroyed as a consequence of deepsea bottom trawling using gear that
is designed to drag across the seabed
and fishing in areas known to contain
seamounts, which are hotspots for
these species.
Continued bottom trawling is
incompatible with Te Mana o te Taiao,
the Aotearoa New Zealand Biodiversity
Strategy,124 which includes the
objectives that:

• “By 2025, the number of fishing-

related deaths of protected marine
species is decreasing towards zero
for all species.”

• “By 2030 the direct effects of

fishing do not threaten protected
marine species populations or their
recovery.”

• “Zero non-target mortality by 2050

and marine fisheries resources are
abundant, resilient and managed
sustainably to preserve ecosystem
integrity.”

124

Department of Conservation, 2020

8

Conclusion

The Deep Sea Conservation Coalition, its member
organisations in Aotearoa New Zealand, and the
52,443 people that have signed our petition, call
on the New Zealand government to finally bring
an end to the destruction of deep sea corals and
other vulnerable marine ecosystems, by banning
bottom trawling on seamounts and similar deep
sea features.

Paragorgia coral on Davidson
Seamount in the Pacific Ocean.
Source: NOAA/MBARI. Flicker
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