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UNGA SEAMOUNTS AND VMEs
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In 2002, UNGA first called for “urgent” 
consideration of the risks to the biodiversity 
of seamounts and other underwater features 
(57/141; para 56)

Many countries, scientists, DSCC and other 
NGOs called for a moratorium on bottom 
trawling on the high seas to protect 
seamounts

In 2004 first substantive call for action -
UNGA resolution 59/25 - including 
consideration of an “interim prohibition” on 
bottom trawling on seamounts

An agreement was reached in 2006 (61/105) 
and reinforced in 2009 (64/72), grounded in 
key UNFSA provisions as follows:



UNGA RESOLUTIONS 61/105 & 64/72
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States individually and through RFMOs commit to manage 
bottom fisheries in ABNJ to prevent significant adverse 
impacts (SAIs) on VMEs including seamounts & cold-water 
coral ecosystems by

• Conducting prior IAs before bottom fishing is permitted 
(FSA art 5(d))

• Establish precautionary Area Closures to protect VMEs 
(deep-sea habitats and biodiversity) where VMEs are 
‘known or likely to occur’ unless bottom fishing can be 
managed to prevent SAIs (FSA art 5(g), 6.1, 6.2, 6.3(d))

• Ensuring sustainable catch, rebuilding depleted stocks and 
minimizing bycatch/impact of fishing on other deep-sea 
species, in particular vulnerable, threatened or 
endangered species (FSA art 5(f); 5(h))

• Implement a move-on rule

Flag states & RFMOs: Adopt and implement these measures, 
or not authorize bottom fisheries to take place (paragraph 
120 UNGA 64/72, 2009)

Key elements - EIAs and ABMTs, precautionary approach, 
reverse burden of proof



UN Fish Stocks Agreement 
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Reinforces and adapts key provisions for sustainable 
fisheries and biodiversity conservation in the UNFSA

• Article 5(d): Assess impacts of fishing, other human 
activities and environmental factors on species 
belonging to same ecosystem or associated with or 
dependent upon target fish stocks (IAs)

• Article 5(g): Protect biodiversity in the marine 
environment (Biodiversity conservation)

• Articles 6.1-3: Apply precautionary approach to 
protect and preserve the marine environment, 
conserve non-target species, protect habitats of 
special concern (ABMTs; precautionary approach)

• Article 5(f) take measures to prevent overfishing



Trawling on seamounts incompatible 
with growing high-level international 
political commitments & BBNJ Agreement 

HALT AND REVERSE BIODIVERSITY LOSS; PROTECT AND 

RESTORE HEALTH, PRODUCTIVITY, RESILIENCE OF OCEANS

• Rio+20 (2012) – halt and reverse biodiversity loss

• Leaders Pledge to halt and reverse biodiversity loss by 2030 (2021 –

signed by 99 Heads of State)

• 2030 SDGs, SDG 14, Target 2 ‘resilience, restoration of marine 

ecosystems’

• UN Decade of Ecosystem Restoration (2020-2030)

BBNJ Agreement: “An approach that builds ecosystem resilience, 

including to adverse effects of climate change…and also 

maintains and restores ecosystem integrity”
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UNGA DEEP SEA 
FISHERIES 
RESOLUTIONS, 
UNFSA & BBNJ 
INTERTWINED
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The UNGA negotiations on deep-sea bottom fisheries in the 2000s 

helped prompt the start of negotiations on the conservation and 

sustainable use of marine biodiversity in ABNJ (the UN BBNJ working 

group first met in 2026). Focus on IAs and ABMT VME protection

The history of the BBNJ negotiations and the UNGA deep-sea fisheries 

negotiations are intertwined.



UN WORLD OCEAN ASSESSMENTS 
HAVE CONCLUDED: 
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• “The vast majority of deep-water fisheries have been carried out 
unsustainably”

• “…fishing, and in particular deep-water trawling, has caused 
severe, widespread, long-term destruction of these [seamount] 
environments globally”

• “…the widespread destruction of deep-water benthic 
communities due to trawling has presumably reduced their 
ecological and evolutionary resilience as a result of reduced 
reproductive potential and loss of genetic diversity and ecological 
connectivity”

• without understanding connectivity, it is not possible to know 
what and how much is being protected through bottom fisheries 
area closures 

WOA1 (2015) Chapter 51: Biological communities on seamounts 
and other submarine features (>100m height) potentially 
threatened by disturbance:

WOA2 (2021) Chapter 7L: Seamounts and pinnacles
“Fishing, especially bottom trawling, constitutes the greatest 
current threat to seamount ecosystems” 



UN Secretary General’s report  
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Connectivity among VME indicator species, particularly for populations on seamounts, is incredibly 

complex…low genetic diversity can make species less resilient to disturbance and human impacts (para 

24)

Fish biodiversity also increases between depths of 400–1,000 m. (para 26)

Reports note that bottom trawling is linked to rapid declines in both target and non-target species (para 35)

New Zealand and Australia have reported that 231 species and 281 genera of VME indicator taxa, as well 

as some un-named species, have been observed as bycatch in the high seas bottom fisheries in the 

Southwest Pacific and Tasman Sea. NPFC has identified 128 species of fish caught in bottom fishery 

surveys on the Emperor Seamount Chain on the high seas of the North Pacific (para 39) (Note that the 

surveys have been done by commercial bottom trawlers)



OTHER IFBs HAVE CALLED FOR ACTION TO 
PROTECT SEAMOUNTS 
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• CMS COP16 (2026) “prioritize the protection of 

seamount ecosystems from multiple threats 

including…overfishing and destructive fishing 

practices” 

● IUCN WCC (2025) “activate a transition away from 

bottom trawling on seamounts at the UN General 

Assembly” in 2026 

● CBD Decision VII/5 (2004) led to first substantive 

UNGA call for action to prevent destructive fishing 

practices on VMEs including seamounts, cold water 

corals and hydrothermal vents in UNGA resolution 

59/25 (paras 66-71)



UNGA resolution 77/118 
(through resolution 80/109)
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“211. Recognizes the need for further progress with regard 

to obtaining more biological information on the species that 

comprise vulnerable marine ecosystems, including their 

associated and dependent species, the assessment of 

significant adverse impacts on vulnerable marine 

ecosystems, and protecting and conserving biodiversity, 

including beyond vulnerable marine ecosystems

“212. identify and overcome barriers to the implementation 

of the relevant paragraphs of General Assembly 

resolutions… 

"213 (c) To ensure that the precautionary approach is 

applied, including in the utilization of impact assessments to 

inform management decisions and consideration of 

significant adverse impacts on vulnerable marine 

ecosystems, including their associated and dependent 

species”



RECOMMENDATION
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The UNGA should call for a phase-out of bottom trawling on 

seamounts as part of the UNGA review this year:

* The science clearly shows it is not possible to manage bottom 

trawling on seamounts to prevent SAIs on VMEs, including their 

many associated and dependent species and their connectivity, 

about which little scientific information has been obtained, and 

other biodiversity in the marine environment. To conduct proper 

IAs, it could take decades to obtain this information.

* Nor can they be managed to build ecosystem resilience or 

restore ecosystem integrity as called for in numerous political 

commitments and the obligations under the UNFSA & the BBNJ 

Agreement Article 7(h). To the contrary they continue to degrade 

seamount ecosystems and their resilience.

The best way to ”overcome barriers to the implementation of the 

relevant paragraphs of General Assembly resolutions”, and bridge 

this major gap, is to implement paragraph 120 of Resolution 

64/72 to not authorize bottom trawl fishing on seamounts to 

proceed. 

.



THANK YOU
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