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Bottom Trawling Causes Significant
Adverse Impacts: Evidence from
Global Seamount Studies

Introduction

The 2026 United Nations’ (UN) Bottom
Fisheries Workshop and Review marks a critical
moment for deep-sea protection. Since 2004, a
series of UN General Assembly resolutions has
called for increasingly comprehensive measures
to safeguard Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems
from damage caused by deep-sea fishing
practices, such as commercial bottom trawling.

Seamounts are recognized internationally

as one such ecosystem due to their rich
biodiversity, ecological importance, and high
vulnerability to disturbance. Yet this same
richness makes them a prime target for
bottom trawlers. Fishing, and bottom trawling
in particular, is the greatest current threat to
seamount ecosystems, according to the UN
Second World Ocean Assessment.

A central question for the 2026 Bottom Fisheries
Review is whether bottom trawling can occur on
seamounts without causing Significant Adverse
Impacts. This briefing paper addresses that
question through a meta-analysis of the existing
evidence from post-trawling recovery studies.

The Scientific Evidence

A meta-analysis of the available scientific
literature identifies documented impacts of
bottom trawl fisheries on at least 68 seamounts
across multiple ocean basins. The studies
encompass features that are currently trawled
and those that have been trawled in the past
but are now closed. Despite differences in the
features’ geography, species composition, and
fishing histories, studies consistently report
similar impacts:

1. Substantial reductions of
habitat-forming corals and sponges

2. Altered community composition
3. Reduced habitat complexity

4. Evidence of persistent ecological
change years to decades after trawling

5. Visual trawling indicators (e.g., coral rubble,
trawl scars, derelict fishing gear)

While some studies report early signs of
recolonization or regrowth of certain

species, none demonstrate recovery of
pre-disturbance ecosystem structure within the
Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) five-
to-20-year timeframe for temporary impacts
(see Box 1). In the longest available time series,
impacts remain evident at least 40 years after
trawling ceased.
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Box 1: Definition of Impacts*

Significant Adverse Impacts are those that cause substantial and non-temporary loss
of biodiversity, habitat, ecosystem structure, or ecosystem function in a manner that:

» Impairs the ability of affected populations to replace themselves;
» Degrades the long-term natural productivity of habitats;

+ Causes significant loss of species richness, habitat or community types
on more than a temporary basis.

Temporary impacts are those from which an ecosystem can recover within five to 20
years, taking into account the characteristics of the affected populations and ecosystems.

* Impacts should be evaluated individually, in combination, and cumulatively.
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Figure 1: Global distribution of seamount studies used to assess recovery from bottom trawling.
Red triangles indicate seamounts that remain open to, or are actively subject to, bottom trawling. Circles
indicate seamounts that were previously trawled and subsequently closed to fishing. The circles’ colors

denote the number of years since trawling ceased, based on the estimated time between the closure and the
observation year reported in the study.
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Key Points

¢ Internationally recognized as Vulnerable
Marine Ecosystems under UN General
Assembly resolutions, seamounts warrant
particular protection given their unique
biodiversity, ecological importance, and
vulnerability to disturbance.

 Fishing, especially bottom trawling,
constitutes the greatest current threat to
seamount ecosystems (UN Second World
Ocean Assessment).

* Areview of all available post-trawling
scientific studies on seamount ecosystems
found evidence of persistent ecological
damage, including loss of habitat-forming
corals and sponges, altered community
structure, and long-term habitat
degradation.

* No published study has demonstrated
recovery of a trawled seamount ecosystem
within the FAO's five-to-20-year threshold
for temporary impacts. Where recovery has
been observed, it has been limited to early
recolonization or juvenile regrowth, even 40
years or more after disturbance.

« Scientific evidence consistently shows
that bottom trawling on seamounts
causes impacts that meet one or more
internationally agreed criteria for Significant
Adverse Impacts (see Box 1).

Figure 2: Contrasting examples of
degraded seamount habitats affected
by bottom trawling (A, B) and healthy,
unimpacted coral communities (C, D).
(A) Trawl marks from a bobbin rig at
Morgue Seamount; (B) Trawl scars at
Yuryaku Seamount; (C) Solenosmilia
variabilis reef at Gothic Seamount; (D)
Mixed community of stony corals and
octocorals at Koko Seamount. Photos
adapted from Clark and Rowden (2009)
and Baco et al. (2019).

Why This Matters for the 2026
UN Bottom Fisheries Review

Current fisheries management measures in
some regions are based on the assumption
that bottom trawling can occur on seamounts
without causing Significant Adverse Impacts.
However, the available scientific evidence does
not support this conclusion.

Under the FAO Deep-Sea Fisheries Guidelines,
impacts of this kind meet the definition of
Significant Adverse Impacts (see Box 1). Since
no study to date has shown recovery within

the Guidelines’ temporary impact timeframe,
seamount bottom trawling should be presumed
to cause Significant Adverse Impacts unless
robust evidence demonstrates otherwise.

‘ Every empirical study that has
examined seamount ecosystems
after bottom trawling has found
impacts that meet one or more
of the FAO criteria for Significant
Adverse Impacts. No study has
demonstrated recovery within the
FAO's five-to-20-year definition
of temporary impacts. ”

Dr. Lissette Victorero
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Recommendations for States and RFMOs

The UN General Assembly has repeatedly committed States and Regional Fisheries Management
Organizations (RFMOs) to prevent Significant Adverse Impacts on Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems,
such as seamounts. Given the evidence outlined above, seamount trawling practices fall short of that
commitment.

States, RFMOs, and the UN General Assembly should:

* Recognize that the available scientific evidence demonstrates that bottom trawling on
seamounts causes Significant Adverse Impacts as defined under the FAO Deep-Sea Fisheries
Guidelines.

¢ Commit to a phased transition away from bottom trawling on seamount ecosystems by 2027
and refrain from authorizing new seamount bottom trawl fisheries.

* Ensure that future UN General Assembly bottom fisheries resolutions explicitly recognize
seamount bottom trawling as incompatible with the objective of preventing Significant Adverse
Impacts on Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems.

* Apply the precautionary approach where evidence is incomplete, recognizing that the absence
of biological data does not reduce the likelihood of Significant Adverse Impacts.

 Prioritize the protection and recovery of seamounts as Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems through
spatial closures and other conservation measures consistent with UN General Assembly
commitments and global biodiversity targets.

Authors:
Dr. Lissette Victorero and Dr. Savannah Goode.

About the DSCC

The DSCC was founded in 2004 in response to international concerns over the harmful impacts of
deep-sea bottom trawling. Today, more than 140 NGOs, fishers’ associations, and law and policy
institutes worldwide are working together under the umbrella of the DSCC to ensure the protection
of vulnerable deep-sea ecosystems. We have two main goals:

* To remove and mitigate the greatest threats to life in the deep sea

* To safeguard the long-term health, integrity and resilience of deep-sea ecosystems

For more information, please contact:
DSCC Global Seamount Campaign Director, Bronwen Golder

bronwen@deep-sea-conservation.org
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