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A diverse community of fish (> 200 species)… 

…..some of which of are vulnerable 



A diverse range of habitats and ecosystems… 

Mud Sand 

Bedrock outcrops Biogenic reefs 

…..some of which of are vulnerable 
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With increasing depth the pace of life slows and 

vulnerability to impact tends to increase 
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Vulnerability of species and ecosystems 

generally increases with depth 

•  Fish 

 

– The ‘most vulnerable’ Annex 1 species have core 

depth distributions > 800 m * 

 

– Species diversity and biomass reaches a peak 

between 1000 and 1500 m* 

 

• VMEs 

– Corals and gorgonians: steep slopes, seamounts and 

banks.  Not exclusively deep-water. 

– Deep-sea sponges and sea-pens: sedimentary seabed 

with particular physical conditions, e.g. water mass 

boundary layers. 
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*Campbell, N. et al. 2011. Taxonomic indicators of deep water demersal fish community diversity on the Northeast Atlantic continental slope. ICES J. Mar. Sci.  68, 365-378. 
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Sustainability problems with deepwater 

fisheries 

 

  
• Exploitation of vulnerable fish species 

 

– Orange roughy, deep-sea sharks 

 

• High by-catch and discard rates impacting 

wider fish community 

 

– Chimaeras, sharks, skates, smooth-heads 

 

• Impact on VMEs 

 

– Coral reefs, deep sea sponges, seapens. 

 

 

 

 



3 steps toward making the EU’s deepwater 

fishery sustainable  

1. Regulation and operation of the fishery to achieve 

sustainable stocks 

 

2. Protection of vulnerable marine ecosystems (VMEs)  

 

3. Scientific assessment of the environmental status 

of deepwater ecosystems 

 

 



Toward making the EU’s deepwater fishery 

sustainable - step 1 

• Regulation and operation of the fishery 
 

– Reduce effort and enforce vessel tracking 

– Forbid targeting most vulnerable fish species 

– Forbid wasteful fishing practices 

– Reduce discards of the vulnerable species 

– Develop gear types that reduce impacts on the 

sea-bed 

 



Progress on Step 1 

• Fishing effort reduced 
by 50 % since 2000 

 

• All vessels carry VMS 

 

• Ban on landing of 
orange roughy and 
deep-sea sharks in 
2011 

 

• Ban on gill nets > 600 
m in 2006 

 

• Seasonal closures 
(blue ling) 2009 

 

• Discard reduction and 
gear impact – still in 
an state of R&D 

 

 

Source: STECF 



Step 2 

• Protection of vulnerable marine 

ecosystems (VMEs)  
 

– Protect areas where VMEs are known to be 

present – prohibition of bottom fishing. 

 

– Protect proportional and representative areas of 

deepwater habitat as part of a network of MPAs 

 

– Regulations for fisheries operating in deepwater 

areas to mitigate unexpected encounters with 

VMEs. 



Progress on step 2 

• Protect areas where VMEs are known to be present 

– Special Areas of Conservation (Natura 2000) and NEAFC/EU fisheries 

closures to protect VMEs. ICES WG DEC. 

 

Azores 

Wyville Thomson Ridge/Darwin mounds 

Hatton Bank 

Rockall Bank (5) & Anton Dohrn Seamount 

Edora’s Bank 

Altair and anti-altair Seamounts 

El Cachucho/ Le Danois Bank 

Porcupine Canyons and coral reefs 

> 600, 000 km 2 



Progress on step 2 

• Protect proportional and representative areas of deepwater habitat 

as part of a network of MPAs, e.g. the Scottish MPA network 

Faroe/Shetland Channel (600-1200m) 

West Shetland Sponge belt  (500- 600m) 

Continental slope (600-1800m) 

Hebridean Terrace Seamount 

and slope (500-2000 m) 

Rosemary Bank Seamount (350-2000 m) 

Rockall Hatton Basin (1400 m) 



Progress on step 2 

• Provisions for fisheries operating in deepwater areas. 

 

– Encounter protocols and ‘move-on’ rules developed 

 

– Detailed environmental impact assessments to be carried 

out in any new fishery 

 

– Only NEAFC have developed and adopted such bottom 

fishing regulations.  



Are we there yet? The fish 

• The work of ICES WGDEEP stock assessment suggests a stable 

or improving situation for some species 

 

• Fisheries independent survey data suggests most species stable, 

others showing signs of recovery, but most vulnerable remain at 

low levels. 
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Are we there yet? The habitats 

• Large areas closed and recent research surveys suggests 

significant concentrations of VMEs thriving inside. 

100 m 2 km 



Are these actions sufficient for deepwater 

fisheries to become ecologically sustainable? 

• VMEs are now, or shortly will be, well protected within EU and 
NEAFC regulated waters.  

 

• Several ‘deepwater’ fish could be sustainably harvested; 
these are mainly the shallower species from depths < 800 m.  

 

• The deeper, more vulnerable species, although stable remain 
at low levels, e.g. deepwater sharks.  Until recovery is evident 
they need protection. 

 

• Still the discard problem - fish species diversity and biomass 
reaches a peak between 1000 and 1500 m meaning unwanted 
bycatch will be highest at such depths. 

 

 

 

 



How to manage deep sea fisheries for the 

future? 

• The EC proposes to phase out bottom trawling for 
deep sea species, although not deep sea trawling 
per se. Trawling for species such as for monkfish, 
megrim, hake will be permitted. 

 

• A 10 % bycatch allowance of some deep-sea species 
will be allowed for those vessels 

 

• Would mean there is very little incentive to trawl at 
depths where deep-sea species predominate. 

 

 



Will it  safe-guard VMEs and allow depleted 

deep-sea fish species to recover? 

• VMEs are best protected by spatial management 
measures, i.e. closures, so the proposal cannot be 
expected to have much effect in this respect. 

 

• It may reduce by-catch since the greatest diversity 
and biomass of fish species occur  between 1000 - 
1500m.  

 

• It may allow the most vulnerable fish species to 
recover as they tend to be found at depths < 800 m 
and there would be little incentive to fish these 
depths.  



But it will come at a cost and is there an 

alternative? 

• There are some deep sea species that could be 
harvested sustainably. 

 

• These species tend to be occur above 1000 m – 
forkbeard, black scabbard fish, even blue ling if 
allowed to recover could become a sustainable 
fishery. 

 

• An alternative might be a complete ban on 
commercial fishing at depths > 1000 m. This is 
scientifically justifiable, although problematic for 
management. 



Step 3 – Improve the scientific basis 

•  Assess the environmental status of the 

deepwater ecosystem (MSFD) 

 
– Sufficient data for analytical stock assessment of potentially 

sustainable species – MSY. 

 

– Fishery-independent monitoring of the relative abundance 

of all fish species. Reinstatement of EC DCF funding for 

coordinated deepwater RV surveys. 

 

– Continued research and monitoring of VMEs and the 

deepwater ecosystems of the EU. 

 

– Access to VMS data and better cooperation with industry 
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A 400 million year history 

deserves a future as does a 

sustainable fishing industry. 


