Deep-sea mining: fact sheet 5

Deep-sea mining: international
commitments
The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) establishes the legal
framework for deep-sea mining in the international area of the ocean. It gives the International
Seabed Authority (ISA) responsibility for taking measures to ensure the effective protection of
the marine environment from the harmful effects of deep-sea mining (in Article 145).
To this end, it states that the International
Seabed Authority (ISA) should adopt appropriate
rules, regulations and procedures for:
•	the prevention, reduction and control of
pollution and other hazards to the marine
environment;
•	the prevention of interference with
the ecological balance of the marine
environment;
•	the prevention of damage to the flora and
fauna of the marine environment.
Below: deep-sea coral
garden, Swains Island,

Political commitments

•	The 1992 United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development, often
called the Earth Summit, formulated the
precautionary principle. This states that:
“In order to protect the environment, the
precautionary approach shall be widely
applied by States according to their
capabilities. Where there are threats of serious
or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific
certainty shall not be used as a reason for
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South Pacific.

Since the adoption of UNCLOS in 1982, there
have been many developments in international
policy relevant to protecting the marine

environment and biodiversity from the impacts
of activities such as deep-sea mining and deepsea fishing:
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meters depth.
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postponing cost-effective measures to prevent
environmental degradation.” (Principle 15 of
the Rio Declaration)
•	Also in 1992, the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) established the conservation
of biological diversity and the sustainable
use of its components as objectives of the
Convention (Article 1).
•	The 2002 World Summit on Sustainable
Development’s Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation called on States to “Maintain
the productivity and biodiversity of important
and vulnerable marine and coastal areas,
including in areas within and beyond national
jurisdiction ” (Paragraph 32).
•	In 2006, United Nations General Assembly
Resolution 61/105 called on States to prevent
significant adverse impacts on vulnerable
marine ecosystems from destructive fishing
practices, (Paragraph 83) recognizing the

immense importance and value of deep-sea
ecosystems and the biodiversity they contain
(Paragraph 80).
•	In 2011, the Seabed Disputes Chamber of
the International Tribunal for Law of the Sea,
in its Advisory Opinion on seabed mining,
described the precautionary approach as
“an integral part of the general obligation of
due diligence of sponsoring States, which
is applicable even outside the scope of the
Regulations” (Paragraph 131).
•	In 2012, at the United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development (Rio+20), Heads
of State and Government and high-level
representatives committed to protect and
restore the health, productivity and resilience
of the ocean and marine ecosystems, to
maintain their biodiversity and enable their
conservation and sustainable use for present
and future generations. They further called for
“urgent actions that effectively reduce the rate
of, halt and reverse the loss of biodiversity”
(The Future We Want, Paragraphs 158 & 198)
•	In 2015, 196 states adopted the Paris
Agreement with the goal of limiting global
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius. Given the
vital role the ocean plays in climate regulation
– absorbing 25% of CO2 and 93% of the heat
generated by greenhouse gas emissions –
prioritising ocean health will help us achieve
this goal.
•	In 2015, the United Nations adopted the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
which lays out 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). SDG 14 commits States “to
conserve and sustainably use the oceans,
seas and marine resources for sustainable
development”, with target 14.2 committing
States to “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”. At the same time,
SDG 12 reflects a commitment “to ensure
sustainable consumption and production
patterns” and, SDG 8 commits States to
“endeavour to decouple economic growth
from environmental degradation”.
•	In September 2019, the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change released a Special

Fact sheet 5 | Deep-sea mining: international commitments | FEBRUARY 2022

© NOAA Office of Ocean Exploration and Research

Above: Two homolid
crabs holding claws,
approximately 757 meters
depth.

Report on the Ocean and Cryosphere in a
Changing Climate which noted numerous
climatic hazards for the deep sea, including
loss of biodiversity and impacts on the water
column and seafloor key for ecosystem
services like carbon sequestration.
•	The 2020 Leaders’ Pledge for Nature saw 93
countries and the European Union commit
to “reversing biodiversity loss by 2030”. The
Pledge emphasises that “the interdependent
crises of biodiversity loss and ecosystem
degradation and climate change – driven in
large part by unsustainable production and
consumption – require urgent and immediate
global action”.
•	In the 2021 G7 2030 Nature Compact, G7
leaders committed to “halt and reverse
biodiversity loss by 2030”, and pledged
to address “the adverse impact of human
activity on the marine environment”.
•	In 2021, the Glasgow Climate Pact resulting
from COP26 emphasized the “importance
of protecting, conserving and restoring
nature and ecosystems, including [...] marine
ecosystems”, to act “as sinks and reservoirs
of greenhouse gases”. (Paragraph 21)
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Recent reports on the state of the
ocean and biodiversity
•	In May 2019, the Intergovernmental SciencePolicy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES) released a groundbreaking
report1 warning that a million species already
face extinction, many within decades, unless
action is taken to reduce the intensity of drivers
of biodiversity loss”.
•	Also in May 2019, the United Nations
Environment Programme’s International
Resource Panel released its Global
Resources Outlook 20192 which identified
the potential of resource efficiency and
sustainable consumption and production
for decoupling economic growth from
environmental impacts.
•	In August 2021,the Second World Ocean
Assessment cited the risk of irreversible
damage to deep-sea ecosystems and found
that significant concerns exist about loss
of biodiversity and ecosystem services,
including the role of the deep ocean in
climate regulation.3
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International commitments

Above: deep sea lizardfish

Recommendation

observed close to the

Scientists have warned that biodiversity loss
would be unavoidable if deep-sea mining as
currently envisioned is permitted to occur.4
They have warned that most mining-induced
loss of biodiversity in the deep sea is likely to
be permanent and that the notion that “offsets”
can compensate for biodiversity loss is
scientifically meaningless.5
ISA member States have repeatedly
committed, through the 2030 SDGs and
other instruments, to apply the precautionary
approach, halt and reverse the loss of marine

shallow edge of the
species’ depth range.

biodiversity, take action to
restore degraded ecosystems
and build the resilience of
marine ecosystems.
In September 2021,
participants at the IUCN World
Conservation Congress voted
overwhelmingly in favor of a
moratorium on deep-sea mining
and a reform of the International
Seabed Authority. 81% of the
States and 95% of the NGOs
present supported the call.6
In light of these commitments,
States should agree that a
moratorium on deep-sea mining
needs to be in place unless and
until it can be demonstrated
that the marine environment can
be effectively protected from
mining activities and that mining
would not lead to the loss of
biodiversity, cause the degradation of deepsea ecosystems, or compromise the ecological
integrity and resilience of deep-sea and open
ocean ecosystems.
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