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High Seas issues... 
then & now 



The good old days... 

“...for the sea is of so 

vast an extent that it is 

sufficient for all the uses 

that nations can draw 

thence, either as to 

water, fishing, or 

navigation.” 

--Huig de Groot (1583-1645) 



Greatest threats to oceans now: 
  

Increasing players with corresponding pressures… 

Image from Kristina Gjerde, IUCN 



Global shipping / ocean-based pollution 

Source: NCEAS / Halpern et al, Science: 319, 2008 



A forgotten threat to oceans today? 
  

Persistent pollutants 



Calculated  Max. Fish 
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Harvest peak 
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Source:  Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and Seas Around Us Project 

The Spread of Fishing Activity… 



According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) 

28% of global marine fish stocks are overfished, 

depleted or recovering… 

 (and another 52% are “fully exploited”, adding up to 80% overall) 
  

But, for straddling stocks and other high seas fish 

populations, overfished, depleted or recovering 

stocks exceed 60%; i.e. 2x the global average. 

FAO. The state of world fisheries and aquaculture 2008. Rome, Italy: Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; 2009. 

ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/011/i0250e/i0250e01.pdf 



Emerging Issues: deep sea mining 

Nautilus Minerals 



High Seas policy 



The problems of ocean space are closely interrelated 

and need to be considered as a whole  
(Preamble to the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, 1982) 

SeaWiFS Project/NASA  



Two key UN General Assembly Resolutions 

• 61/105 (2006): requires bottom trawling to undergo 

environmental impact assessments and to identify 

“Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems” (VMEs) 

• 64/72 (2009): built on the previous resolution and 

clarified existing fisheries must also undergo an 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). 

 

• 2011: A full review of high seas bottom fishing and 

actions taken by Regional Fisheries Management Orgs 

Jeff Ardron: MSP Tools 



CBD COP9 Decision 20 (2008) 
Annex I: Site Criteria -adopted 

“Ecologically or Biologically Significant Areas” (EBSAs) 

1. Uniqueness / rarity 

2. Special importance for life history of species 

3. Importance for threatened, endangered or 
declining species / habitats 

4. Vulnerability, fragility, sensitivity, or slow recovery 

5. Biological productivity 

6. Biological diversity 

7. Naturalness  

A process to identify EBSAs has 

been agreed to at CBD COP 10 



High Seas science 



The Challenger expedition 
1872–76 

~4700 new species, described over 20+ years 



Census of Marine Life 

~20 000 new species, described over 10+ years 

(not counting the microbes!) 



Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative 
(www.GOBI.org) 



GOBI objectives (abridged) 

• Scientific collaboration process to assist States and 

relevant regional and global organisations to identify 

ecologically significant areas (e.g. the CBD “EBSAs”; FAO 

“VMEs”) 
 

• To provide guidance on how scientific criteria can be 

interpreted and applied 
 

• To assist in developing regional analyses with relevant 

organizations and stakeholders 
 



High Seas  
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 

to date 
 

(excluding fisheries closures and IWC areas protected from whaling) 



1999/2002: Pelagos Sanctuary 
(Mediterranean) 87 500 km2 



Nov. 2009: South Orkney Islands (Antarctica)  
marine protected area (MPA) 

94 000 km2 



Sept. 2010  
 

OSPAR 
High Seas 

Marine 
Protected 

Areas 
 

 285 000 km2  



In discussion: International Seabed Authority 
“Preservation Reference Areas” 



Indicative area comparison I: Polymetallic nodules exploration areas under contract with the Authority 

(blue) and areas reserved for the Authority (orange) in the Pacific Ocean shifted over North America  

USA 

Mexico 



Summary 

• High seas areas account for 64% of the oceans, almost half 

the surface of the planet, 95% of the biosphere… 

• Human uses have intensified in offshore / high seas areas; 

• UN General Assembly and the Convention on Biological 

Diversity have both passed international resolutions to 

protect significant & vulnerable high seas areas; 

• Some high seas MPAs are now being designated; 

• GOBI (Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative) is one 

international scientific response to support further 

protection. 

 

 



Wikipedia.org (public domain) 

Final thought 
Although our science has progressed impressively, 

the time has come to rethink our place in nature 

and the legal assumptions  

that shaped our laws on the high seas… 



Rice & Ardron: CBD MPA Criteria 

Thank you to the many colleagues who have shared 

ideas and slides. Thank you also to ELI for hosting 

this event and inviting me to speak. 

Jeff.Ardron@MCBI.org 


