
XIII/3. Options for preventing and mitigating the impacts of some activities to selected
seabed habitats, and scientific and ecological criteria for marine areas in need of
protection and biogeographic classification systems

Life on this planet began in the ocean and as much as 80% of it still lives in the sea. Almost half of the
planet is covered by the international waters of the high seas. These waters beyond the limits of national
jurisdiction are the least regulated and least protected places on Earth. 

In the past, vast tracts of our seas were inaccessible to fishermen and other human activities, providing
natural refuges for many marine species. As a result of developments in modern technology, fishing
trawls, gillnets and longlines are now capable of penetrating depths of 2000-3000 metres. Fish are being
removed at rates far beyond those at which populations are able to renew themselves. As a result populations
of large fish, such as swordfish, tuna, marlin and sharks have plummeted, falling on average to one tenth of
their abundance in the 1950s. Recent data published in the journal Science also shows that more than 40% of
the world’s oceans are heavily impacted by human activities, with few pristine areas remaining1.

Our oceans are not inexhaustible, but vulnerable, complex and finite. Destructive and unsustainable
fishing practices, such as bottom-trawling, as well as illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) fishing,
deep-sea mining and scientific and commercial exploration of deep-sea areas are all threatening
vulnerable marine habitats. Combined with the unpredictable effects of a changing global climate, these
pressures make the outlook bleak for the oceans.

The CBD’s Programme of Work on protected areas requires States to address the shortfall of marine
sites in the global network of protected areas by the end of this year. However, recent figures released by
the MPA Global database,2 housed at the University of British Columbia (UBC), reveal that marine
protected areas cover just 0.65% of the world’s ocean. Less than two years are left before the 2010
deadline by which Parties agreed to significantly reduce the global loss of biodiversity. And in just 4 years
from now, States should have in place a global network of protected and well-managed marine areas
spanning all of the Earth’s seas and oceans. 

With this in mind, we urge Parties attending the 9th Conference of the Parties (COP9) of the
Convention on Biological Diversity to: 

ADOPT the criteria and steps for the identification of marine areas in need of protection in
open ocean waters and deep-sea habitats;
URGE Parties and relevant organisations, including Regional Fisheries Management
Organisations, to cooperate in applying these criteria, using existing political instruments and
the best available scientific knowledge to identify and protect priority areas for conservation,
in particular on the high seas; and
RECOMMEND that states put a process in motion that will address the gaps in high seas
governance and apply the precautionary principle and ecosystem approach to conserve and
protect areas beyond national jurisdiction.

The failure to adopt the scientific criteria and recommended steps for the protection of ecosystems that
cover more than half of this planet by COP9 would seriously undermine and question the CBD’s role and
commitment to the protection of biodiversity. Provided the political will is there, and using the best
scientific data currently available, an effective network of marine reserves can be established
immediately. 

1 http://www.nceas.ucsb.edu/GlobalMarine
2 http://mpaglobal.org
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The Pacific High Seas Enclaves – a case in point

There is already a sound body of scientific information that can be used in conjunction with the proposed
criteria to identify key areas requiring protection. In 2006, Greenpeace practically applied a similar
methodology and modelling system by commissioning a first review of available science, resulting in a
map of marine areas in need of protection. The team of scientists, led by Professor Callum Roberts of the
University of York, UK, identified 25 priority areas for protection.3

Amongst these priority areas are three high seas areas in the Western and Central Pacific,
colloquially known as “donut holes” or “high seas pockets”, are of great ecological importance,
featuring breeding and migratory routes for species such as the leatherback turtle, Yellowfin and
Bigeye tuna. These are also important seamount areas and are rich in seabed resources such as
polymetallic sulphides, polymetallic nodules and cobalt crusts. Sadly, these distinct high seas
areas, which are entirely bound by the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of surrounding Pacific
island nations, are also the scene of rampant overfishing by large-scale industrial fishing vessels
as well as IUU fishing.

The livelihoods of Pacific Island Communities rely heavily on the oceans, and fish are a vital
resource to their economies. However, this basic resource is in peril of being wiped out.
Moreover, although the value of tuna landings is significant, very little of this money trickles
down to the Pacific Island Communities. 

More than 90% of the tuna caught in the region is taken by foreign fleets. It is the same large
powerful fishing nations that continue to ignore the scientific warnings issued by the West and
Central Pacific Fisheries Commission that strong measures are needed to conserve the long-term
sustainability of the tuna stocks. This will end in the collapse of tuna stocks in the Pacific and
puts the future of local industries across the
Pacific coastal States into doubt. 
 
Closing the Pacific high seas enclaves to fishing would
protect ecologically important and fragile open ocean
and deep-sea habitats, and make it significantly
harder for unscrupulous fishing vessels to operate in
the area without being detected. Of course, this does
not preclude the need for other management
measures, such as effort reduction in areas outside
the marine reserve boundaries, but would be a
significant contribution towards protecting biodiversity
in the Western and Central Pacific Ocean and
ensuring sustainable fisheries in the region.

The Pacific Forum Island countries have recognised
the importance of protecting their marine environment.
In 2006, Pacific Leaders issued a Declaration on the
protection of high seas biodiversity from deep-sea bottom trawling, stating the need to “preserve
biodiversity, maintain the integrity of marine ecosystems and minimise the risk of long-term or irreversible
effects of fishing operations” as well as “noting that it is in the mutual interest of all fishing nations active
in the region, and the Pacific Islands, to protect and preserve the marine environment”. More recently, the
2007 Vava’u Declarationalso affirmed the Pacific Island countries’ commitment “to the protection of high
seas biodiversity and the conservation and management of non-highly migratory fish stocks in the Pacific
Ocean”. 

3 C. Roberts et al. (2006), Roadmap to Recovery: A global network of marine reserves. The report presents a design for a global network of high
seas marine reserves, covering 40.8% of the global oceans and including 29 candidate reserves. To achieve these aims the report brought
together many different kinds of biological, physical and oceanographic data. The computer modelling tool Marxan was employed to help design
the network which was refined with advice from over 60 leading marine biologists. http://oceans.greenpeace.org/raw/content/en/documents-
reports/roadmap-to-recovery.pdf). 
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In order to support the Pacific in ensuring the long-term future of their precious marine resources, it is
important that the international community support the introduction of strong management and
conservation measures, in particular the establishment of marine reserves in the region.
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