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Abstract 

 

This Analysis examines the situation in the fishery for deep-sea species in 

the North-East Atlantic. It presents an overview of the legislation for 

management of the stocks and compares the NEAFC management regime 

with the EU regime and the legislation in the coastal states in the North-East 

Atlantic. The note recommends a revision of the list of species that at 

present defines deep-sea fisheries, and a change in EU legislation for 

defining deep-sea fishing vessels. It also encourages coastal states in the 

North Atlantic to build on the measures agreed in NEAFC in national waters. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Aim 

 

The present Analysis provides information on deep-sea fisheries in the North Atlantic, 

historically and up to the present day. It analyses the different national legislation in place in 

the North Atlantic for regulating fishing for or catching of deep-sea species, together with an 

overview of the management measures in place in the North East Atlantic Fisheries 

Commission (NEAFC) and the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO). 

 

The Analysis looks critically at how deep-sea fisheries are defined and grouped, looking for 

an alternative to the present-day definitions used by different organisations. 

 

It reviews how the management measures for deep-sea fisheries, which the Contracting 

Parties of NEAFC have agreed upon in recent years, stand up to international law and 

commitments, especially to the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution 61/105.  

 

The Analysis contains findings and recommendations destined for the Members of the 

European Parliament, and presents data relevant to decision-making.  

 

KEY FINDINGS 

 

 Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and some UN member states have in recent 

years raised concerns over deep-sea fisheries. The activity of some NGOs on the 

issue of deep-sea fisheries, in the UN and other fora, has led to an arguably 

disproportionate focus on these fisheries, to the detriment of dealing with more 

urgent problems affecting world fisheries. 

 

 The vocal deep-sea campaign has influenced states and regional organisations to 

regulate deep-sea fisheries and their environmental impact, but has also arguably led 

to proposals for impractical and superfluous management measures. 

 

 Many NGOs have stated and continue to state that Regional Fisheries Management 

Organizations (RFMOs), hereunder NEAFC and NAFO, have not fulfilled their 

obligations under international law or responded correctly to UNGA Resolutions, 

particularly 61/105. This has been disputed by the RFMOs who point to management 

measures controlling the fisheries, areas closed to bottom fisheries and regulation of 

bottom fishing activities in general. 

  

 Deep-sea fisheries and how to manage them and their impact on vulnerable marine 

ecosystems (VMEs) have been addressed in earnest by the FAO since 2003. 

International Guidelines on the Management of Deep-sea Fisheries in the High Seas 

were endorsed by Committee on Fisheries (COFI) of the Food and Agriculture 

Organisation (FAO) in 2009. 

 

 Based on an analysis of catch data from NEAFC, species on various lists have been 

split into "true" deep-sea species and "quasi" deep-sea species. The latter group 

includes ling, tusk, Greenland halibut and argentines. 

 

 Deep-sea fisheries are not as well researched as most fisheries for which the 

International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) gives advice. The first 

management measures introduced by NEAFC in the early 2000s had to be 



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies 

 

 

8 

 

precautionary. Knowledge of stock structure and stock status has remained limited, 

especially for true deep-sea species. Precise information on location of VMEs has also 

been lacking. However, the last round of advice from the ICES in 2013 points to a 

considerable improvement of the situation. It is, however, not likely that stock 

assessments for all deep-sea stocks to support a Total Allowable Catch (TAC) regime 

will be forthcoming in the foreseeable future. 

 

 It has been suggested that demersal fisheries in areas beyond national jurisdiction 

(ABNJ) have recently declined to very low levels, reducing the risk to target resources 

and associated vulnerable communities. This may be the result of fewer incentives to 

fish in ABNJ for demersal deep-water fishes, and of the implementation of a range of 

management measures in regional and national settings. 

 

 The EU regulates its deep-sea fisheries very differently from the other Contracting 

Parties to NEAFC. This would not be a problem if it was possible to set TACs for the 

stocks exploited in the deep-sea fisheries, but, as indicated by ICES, this may not be 

achievable in the foreseeable future. The other five parties issue deep-sea fishing 

licenses to specific deep-sea vessels. This means that the number of vessels allowed 

to fish for deep-sea species is predictable and transparent. If effort regulation is 

attempted – as done in the NEAFC - the way deep-sea vessels in the EU are defined 

may cause difficulties. 

 

 It is suggested that the EU bring its definition of deep-sea fishing vessels in line with 

the definition other NEAFC Parties use. It is also suggested that both the EU and 

NEAFC take some species off the deep-sea species lists, especially ling, tusk, 

Greenland halibut and argentines. 

 

 The management measures for deep-sea fisheries agreed among the NEAFC 

Contracting Parties can be said, in the light of present-day knowledge, to be 

satisfactory and meeting international requirements. Using NEAFC measures in 

waters under national jurisdictions should be encouraged, making more draconian 

measures such as completely banning deep-sea bottom trawling unnecessary. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Deep-sea fishing – a battleground of international fisheries 

management 

NGOs and some UN member states have in recent years raised concerns over deep-sea 

fisheries. The deep-sea Conservation Coalition was founded in 2004 to address the issue of 

bottom trawling on the high seas in what it saw as the absence of an effective governance 

regime. The coalition is made up of over 70 non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 

fishermen’s organisations and law and policy institutes, all committed to protecting the deep 

sea.1 Together with 27 NGOs, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has 

launched a coalition, the High Seas Alliance. These groups have been particularly active at 

Informal Consultative Process (ICP)2 meetings and other meetings at the UN preparing 

UNGA resolutions on fisheries.  

 

Notwithstanding the legitimacy of advocacy campaigns, the very vocal campaign on deep-

sea fisheries in UN fora may have led to a disproportionate focus on these particular 

fisheries, considering their share of all fisheries, to the detriment of dealing with more 

overarching global fisheries problems. 

 

Most fisheries practitioners see fisheries as a continuum from the deep blue sea, over the 

shelf and coastal areas to the diverse inland areas with small scale fisheries and 

aquaculture, with increasing conflicts between users over space the closer we come to land. 

Some would suggest that the UN General Assembly's understanding is lopsided in overly 

focusing on the deep sea, which would be better dealt with by regional and local 

organisations. 

 

The total impact of all human activities on marine ecosystems should be at the centre of the 

UNGA's concerns, as should ensuring that they are properly controlled to avoid irreversible 

changes of marine ecosystems. 

 

Based on the complex and all-inclusive legal framework of UNCLOS dealing with all human 

activities in the oceans, fisheries have been singled out in separate General Assembly 

resolutions, which over the years have become more and more detailed in prescribing what 

states, and states through RFMOs and other regional arrangements, may do in particular 

fisheries.  

 

This could seem rather surprising. Where a good case for oversight from the UN can be 

made with respect to ocean issues of global nature (climate change, trans-boundary 

pollution, discharges of chemicals, hazardous substances, persistent organic pollutants, oil in 

produced water, radioactive discharges, non-indigenous species and marine litter), the 

impact on the environment from fishing activity is generally local or regional.  

 

Other users of the marine environment have externalities that affect fisheries. Polluters, 

users of fossil fuels, shipping, cable layers, hydrocarbon and other extraction industries, will 

still be able to operate in a polluted ocean with low biodiversity - not so for fisheries. 

Fisheries have to operate in a clean and healthy ocean. The consequences of 

                                           
1 http://www.savethehighseas.org/#sthash.xWcNu4BZ.dpuf  
2 Also referred to as UNICPOLOS 
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mismanagement of fisheries and marine biodiversity primarily affect the fisheries 

themselves.  

 

Deep-sea bottom trawling in areas beyond national jurisdiction is a problem which should be 

eminently manageable if there is political will. The key is to control directly the limited 

number of vessels involved, as has been done by some RFMOs, especially in the North 

Atlantic.  

 

The vocal deep-sea campaign has influenced states and regional organisations to manage 

deep-sea fisheries and their environmental impact, but has arguably  led to cases of 

proposals for impractical and superfluous management. 

 

Many NGOs have alleged that RFMOs (hereunder the NEAFC and NAFO) have not fulfilled 

their obligations under international law or implemented UNGA Resolutions, particularly 

61/105 correctly. This has been disputed by the RFMOs who point to management measures 

controlling the fisheries, areas closed to bottom fisheries and regulation of bottom fishing 

activities in general. 
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1.2. International background for defining deep-sea fisheries 

The management of deep-sea fisheries has been addressed in earnest by FAO since 2003. 

The process can be summarised as follows: 3  

 

The FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) first discussed deep-sea fisheries at its 25th session 

in 2003 and supported the proposal for an international conference on the topic (DEEP-SEA 

2003, New Zealand). In addition, FAO held an Expert Consultation on Deep-sea Fisheries in 

the High Seas in Bangkok in November 2006 that addressed management issues. In 2005, 

the 26th Session of COFI “requested Members and RFMOs, as appropriate, to submit 

information on deep-sea fish catches by species and size composition and fishing effort, 

noting that reporting would need to be on a relatively fine spatial scale to address the 

association of fishing activities with vulnerable marine ecosystems, as well as information on 

any conservation and management measure that may be in place for such fisheries.” 

(Paragraph 88 of the Report of the 26th Session of COFI). The conclusions and 

recommendations of the 2006 FAO Expert Consultation also included these issues. The 27th 

session of COFI in 2007 recommended that FAO continue to address deep-sea fisheries 

issues and develop international guidelines on the management of deep-sea fisheries in the 

high seas. A Workshop on Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems and Destructive Fishing was held in 

Rome (26-29 June 2007) and Draft International Guidelines on the Management of Deep-sea 

Fisheries in the High Seas were prepared at an Expert Consultation (Bangkok, September 

11-14 2007). These reports were submitted to a FAO Technical Consultation in early 2008 

for discussions of the guidelines on policy level and to finalise the document. The guidelines 

were submitted to COFI in 2009 for discussion and endorsement. 

 

The FAO Worldwide Review of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas4 gives this background:  

“The issue of high seas bottom fisheries and their impacts on vulnerable marine ecosystems 

(VMEs) has been the subject of extensive negotiation by UNGA over the course of the past 

several years. 

 

Resolution 61/105 5 on Sustainable Fisheries, adopted by UNGA in December 2006, calls on 

flag states and RFMOs to take action immediately, both individually and through 

RFMOs/Arrangements, to manage fish stocks sustainably and protect VMEs, including 

seamounts, hydrothermal vents and cold-water corals, from destructive fishing practices. 

Furthermore, the Resolution calls on states and RFMOs/Arrangements to manage bottom 

fisheries on the high seas by assessing the impacts of individual bottom fishing activities and 

to prevent significant adverse impacts on VMEs by closing areas of the high seas to bottom 

fishing, where VMEs are known or likely to occur, unless fisheries in these areas can be 

managed to prevent significant adverse impacts and to ensure the long-term sustainability 

of deep-sea fish stocks.”6 

 

The approach outlined in the UNGA Resolution is broadly consistent with currently accepted 

international principles and standards for the management of fisheries on the high seas in 

                                           
3  Report to NEAFC on a FAO Workshop on “Knowledge And Data On Deep-Sea Fisheries In The High Seas” , FAO, 

Rome, November 5-7, by John Gordon, 2007. 
4  FAO 2009: Alexis Bensch, Matthew Gianni, Dominique Gréboval, Jessica Sanders, Antonia Hjort. Worldwide 

review of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas FAO FISHERIES AND AQUACULTURE TECHNICAL PAPER 522, Rev. 1. 
5  United Nations General Assembly Resolution 61/105. Sustainable fisheries, including through the 1995 

Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 

10 December 1982 relating to the Conservation and Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory 

Fish Stocks, and related instruments, paras 80–91.  
6  The 2007 FAO Questionnaire on High Seas Deep-sea Fisheries. 
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conformity with international law as reflected in the United Nations Convention on the Law of 

the Sea of 10 December 1982, as well as those established in international instruments such 

as the 1995 UN Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 relating to the Conservation and 

Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks (the Fish Stocks 

Agreement), and the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries.  

 

Among the most relevant provisions of these instruments are those that call on states to 

prevent overfishing; assess the impacts of fishing on associated and dependent species and 

species belonging to the same ecosystem; minimize impacts on associated and dependent 

species and ensure their conservation; protect habitats of particular concern; and apply the 

precautionary approach widely to protect and preserve fish stocks and the marine 

environment. In addition, the UNGA called on FAO to enhance data collection and 

dissemination; promote information exchange and increase knowledge on bottom fishing 

activities and collect and disseminate information on fisheries-related issues, including the 

protection of VMEs from the impacts of fishing. 
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2. THE PROBLEM OF DEFINING DEEP-SEA FISHERIES 

 

One of the main problems in drafting sustainable management measures for deep-sea 

fisheries is to define these fisheries.  

 

Based on the work in FAO on deep-sea fisheries, the FAO definition can be summarised as 

follows: 

1) Species with low exploitation rates, 

2) Contact with the sea floor, and  

3) Beyond national jurisdiction/on the high seas 

 

To avoid being too restrictive it was recognised that fisheries with at least two of these 

characteristics might be included. This conforms to the definition of a Deep-sea High Seas 

Fishery adopted in the first draft of the International Guidelines prepared by the 2007 

Bangkok Expert Consultation (Section 2; Paragraph 6). It avoids the need to have a specific 

depth definition for deep-sea.7 

 

The FAO Worldwide Review of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas gives this list: 

 

Main target species – trawl fisheries 

Baird’s slickhead , baird’s smoothhead, black scabbardfish, aphanopus carbo, alfonsinos, 

blue ling, leafscale gulper shark, centrophorus squamosus, beaked redfish, orange roughy, 

portuguese dogfish and roundnose grenadier, 

 

Main target species – longline fisheries 

Greenland halibut, deep-sea sharks, ling, tusk, golden redfish (giant redfish),  

 

Main target species – gillnet fisheries 

Hake, monkfish, deep-sea sharks, deep-water and red (or king) crab,  

 

Main target species – other species 

Cardinal fishes, greater forkbeard, blackspot seabream, blackbelly rosefish (bluemouth), 

forkbeards nei, rabbit fish, roughhead grenadier, roughsnout grenadier 

 

The NAFO Conservation and Enforcement Measures (CEM) do not use the term "deep-sea 

fisheries" nor try to define them.  

 

NAFO fisheries catch data show that cod and redfish, (except the pelagic kind of redfish), are 

caught in the range of 200-600m, and Greenland halibut at depths between 700 and 1600m. 

Skates are caught at shallower depths than cod. Thus, it can be said that the true deep-see 

fishery in NAFO is for Greenland halibut.8 

 

NEAFC has since 2004 defined deep-sea fisheries by a list of deep-sea species: 26 fish 

species and 23 shark, ray and rabbit fish species in all ICES Sub-areas, from I to XIV. 

 

                                           
7  Report to NEAFC on FAO Workshop , op cit. 
8  Personal communication. Dr. Ricardo Federizon, NAFO Senior Fisheries Commission Coordinator 
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Table 1. NEAFC list of deep-sea species 

Species: fishes 
Species: sharks, rays, rabbit 

fishes 

Baird’s smooth head Iceland catshark 

Risso’s smooth head Gulper shark 

Blue antimora (Blue hake) Leafscale gulper shark 

Black scabbard fish Black dogfish 

Greater silver smelt Portuguese dogfish 

Alfonsinos Longnose velvet dogfish 

Tusk Rabbit fish (Rattail) 

Deep-water red crab Frilled shark 

Conger eel Kitefin shark 

Roundnose grenadier Birdbeak dogfish 

Black (Deep-water) cardinal fish Greater lantern shark 

Bluemouth  Velvet belly 

Orange roughy Blackmouth dogfish 

Silver roughy (Pink) Mouse catshark 

Silver scabbard fish  Bluntnose six-gilled shark 

Eelpout Large-eyed rabbit fish  

Roughhead grenadier  Sailfin roughshark) 

Blueling Round skate 

Ling Arctic skate 

Common mora Norwegian skate 

Spiny Scorpionfish Straightnose rabbitfish 

Red seabream Knifetooth dogfish 

Forkbeards Greenland shark 

Wreckfish  

Greenland halibut  

Small redfish   

 
Source: Annex 1 B), NEAFC Scheme of Control and Enforcement. Regulated Resources of Deep-Sea Species, 

http://www.neafc.org/scheme/annexes/annex1b 
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Figure 1.  Tentative distribution of deep-sea species, gears and structures in the 

NE Atlantic 

 
 

Source: NEAFC 2009 NEAFC Fisheries Status report 1998-2007, edited by Kjartan Hoydal, 

http://firms.fao.org/firms/fishery/478/en 

 

ICES, the main scientific adviser for fisheries in the North-East Atlantic, has defined deep-

sea fisheries as fisheries that take place in depths greater than 200 m. ICES has in practice 

established a list of species/stocks, which are assessed by an Expert Group (WGDEEP) and 

advised on by ICES ACOM. This list includes most of the species on the NEAFC list, as ICES 

in its Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with NEAFC accepts the NEAFC list.  

 

In the report from the ICES WGDEEP Expert Group for 2013, the following list of deep-sea 

species is used as basis for information and advice: 
 

Alfonsinos  

Blue ling  

Black scabbard fish  

Bluemouth  

Deep water cardinal fish  

Greater forkbeard  

Moridae  

Orange roughy  

Rabbitfishes  

Roughhead grenadier  

Roundnose grenadier  

Red (=blackspot) seabream  

Sharks, various 

Silver scabbardfish  

Smoothheads  

Wreckfish  

Deep-water red crab 

Lesser silver smelt  
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In 2003, ICES statistical areas and divisions which crossed the borderlines between areas 

under national jurisdiction and those beyond were split along the borderlines. (see Annex 1). 

The landing figures given by ICES WGDEEP are not split according to the new divisions at 

present. Catches reported to NEAFC for 2012 are split between areas under national 

jurisdiction and those beyond.  

 

To approach the question of what constitutes deep-sea fisheries in the North Atlantic, 

catches of deep-sea species reported to NEAFC under the Scheme of Control and 

Enforcement have been analysed. The species reported have been categorised according to 

their productivity as described Annex II and III of the FAO report from the Expert 

Consultation on Deep-Sea Fisheries in the High Seas in Bangkok of 21-23 November 2006. 
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Figure 2. Grouping deep-sea species according to productivity 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Source: FAO Fisheries Report No. 838 FIEP/R838 
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This Analysis suggests that the deep-sea lists developed by FAO, NEAFC and ICES should be 

reconsidered and the high productivity species taken out of the list. These species should be 

managed like other demersal species in mixed fisheries. Particularly ling and tusk, which 

really are as much shelf species as slope fishes, and the semi-pelagic argentines could well 

be taken out of the deep-sea species group, together with Greenland halibut. These four 

species constitute the largest part of the deep-sea landings reported by WGDEEP for 

northern parts of the North-East Atlantic.  
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3. A REVISED LIST OF TRUE DEEP-SEA SPECIES 

 

Based on this a revised list of deep-sea species is proposed.  

 

The high productive species ling, tusk, Greenland halibut and semi-pelagic argentines are 

taken out. This reduces the landings of deep-sea species dramatically in most areas as 

shown in the landings in Annex 2. Logically, Baird’s slickhead, forkbeard, greater forkbeard, 

common mora and red sea-bream should also be taken off the list, but that is less 

important, because these species do not yield significant catches in most areas. 

 

On the basis of the NEAFC list, we can suggest a modified fish species list: 

 

Table 2.  Revised list of deep-sea species 

Remaining on the list Taken off the list 

 Tusk 

Deep-water red crab  

Conger eel  

Roundnose grenadier  

Black (Deep-water) cardinal fish  

Bluemouth (Blue mouth redfish)  

Orange roughy  

Silver roughy (Pink)  

Silver scabbard fish   

Eelpout  

Roughhead grenadier   

Blue ling  

 Ling 

Common mora  

Spiny Scorpionfish  

 Red (blackspot) seabream 

 Forkbeards 

Wreckfish  

 Greenland halibut 

Small redfish   
 

Source: Own modification of Annex 1 B) to the NEAFC Scheme of Control and Enforcement. Regulated Resources of 

Deep-Sea Species. 

 

This leaves 20 fish species on the list plus the 23 species list of sharks, rays and rabbit 

fishes (chondrictyes or cartilaginous fishes) already in the list. (See Table 1, supra) 
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4. DEVELOPMENT OF THE DEEP-SEA FISHERIES IN THE 

NORTH-EAST ATLANTIC 

 

Papers at the NAFO Symposium on deep-sea Fisheries in Varadero, Cuba in 2001, especially 

Gordon et al. 12, the FAO Worldwide Review of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas13 and the 

ICES WGDEEP report14 give overviews of the development of the of deep-sea fisheries from 

the 1960s to the present day. Especially Gordon et al. give a detailed description of the 

fishing areas, their characteristics and fisheries that took place up to the turn of the century. 

 

Longlining for the black scabbardfish (Aphanopus carbo) around the Madeira Islands goes 

back at least to the nineteenth century.  

 

Other fisheries developed along the continental margins of the North-West Atlantic and the 

Mid-Atlantic and Reykjanes Ridges, later along the continental margins of Europe. 

 

The Soviet Union had a large exploratory effort for deep-sea species in the 1960s and 

1970s. In 1973, large aggregations of roundnose grenadier (Coryphaenoides rupestris) were 

discovered over the northern part of the Mid-Atlantic Ridges. Up to 30 000 tonnes were 

landed annually in a combined pelagic and bottom trawl fishery. This fishery continued up to 

the early 1990s. However, the effort varied in the later years. 

 

After the extension of the national fisheries zones in 1977, some vessels that lost 

opportunities in traditional shelf fisheries sought opportunities in deeper waters. The UK and 

Germany invested in exploratory fisheries on a large scale, and France had major 

commercial operations in the 1980s. 

 

Commercial fisheries for alfonsino took place international waters at the end of the 1970s on 

the southern parts of the Mid-Atlantic Ridges, but have been sporadic since. A number of 

other fisheries were conducted in the 1970s with the Soviet Union as the main player in 

international waters, for example on the Bill Bailey, Lousy, Hatton and Rockall Banks.  

 

A fishery for blue ling on the MAR and Hatton Bank and Rockall Area was developed by 

German trawlers in the 1970s, and French trawlers in the mid- to late 1970s. At that time, 

species such as roundnose grenadier, black scabbardfish and deep-sea sharks were 

discarded. 

 

French and Faroese trawlers developed an orange roughy (Hoplostethus atlanticus) fishery in 

the early 1990s. The fishing grounds were mainly located in waters under national 

jurisdiction, on seamounts such as the Hebrides Seamounts and along the continental 

margin. Some fishing grounds were also located in international waters on the MAR and on 

the Hatton and Rockall Banks. Maximum catches occurred in the mid-1990s but then 

declined in most areas.  

 

 

                                           
12  2001, Gordon A.D.M, Bergstad, O.A., Figuerido, I. and Menezes, G. : Deep-Water Fisheries of the Northeast 

Atlantic. I. Desription and Current Trends. J. Northw.Atl.Fish Sci.,Vol. 31:137-150. 
13  FAO 2009: Alexis Bensch, Matthew Gianni, Dominique Gréboval, Jessica Sanders, Antonia Hjort. Worldwide 

review of Bottom Fisheries in the High Seas FAO FISHERIES AND AQUACULTURE TECHNICAL PAPER 522, Rev. 1 
14  ICES. 2013. Report of the Working Group on Biology and Assessment of Deep-sea Fisheries Resources 

(WGDEEP), 14–20 March 2013, Copenhagen, Denmark. ICES CM 2013/ACOM:17. 963 pp. 
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There are indications that demersal deep-sea fisheries in ABNJ in recent years have declined 

to very low levels, reducing the risk of target resources and associated vulnerable 

communities. This may be the result of fewer incentives to fish in ABNJ for demersal 

deepwater fishes, and of the implementation of a range of management measures in 

regional and national settings. 

4.1. Scientific advice from ICES on deep-sea15 fisheries 

The NEAFC Convention Article 14 states that "NEAFC shall seek advice from ICES" and all 

coastal and fishing states in the North-East Atlantic also do so. 

 

The unavailability of the necessary knowledge about deep-sea species, fisheries and VMEs 

has been a problem for managers. When NEAFC closed the first areas to fisheries in 2004, 

this was in many respects on a precautionary basis, because the there was not the 

necessary advice from ICES. 

 

Information on fisheries and landings is given by ICES for the following ICES Areas, Sub-

areas and Divisions. 

 

Table 3.  ICES Areas Sub-areas and division 

Stocks and Fisheries in ICES Areas 

The Iceland and Greenland Sea   Mainly Va 

The Norwegian and Barents Sea I & II 

Off the Faroe Islands Mainly Vb 

The Celtic Sea VI & VII 

The North Sea  III & IV 

The South European Shelf VIII 

The Oceanic North-East Atlantic 
XII (c,a1),XIIb,XIVb2 

 

Source: own compilation 

 

Information available from ICES to the management authorities in the 2000s is summarised 

below: 

 

Table 4.  Reported deep-sea fishing activity and species, taken as reviewed by 

ICES. 

COUNTRY 2003 2004 SOURCE AND COMMENTS 

Norway  12 vessels (longliners), 

292 fishing days. Total 

catch: 901 t, of which 

31t on mid-Atlantic Ridge 

taken by 4 vessels.  

4 vessels (longliners), 

172 fishing days. Total 

catch: 409 t, of which 

8t on mid-Atlantic 

Ridge taken by 1 

vessel.  

Norwegian Directorate of 

Fisheries. Catches also 

include redfish and 

Greenland halibut.  

Russia  2 trawlers, 55 fishing 

days. Total catch: 573 t, 

of which 537t on Mid-

Atlantic Ridge taken by 1 

vessel.  

2 trawlers and 2 

longliners, 116 fishing 

days. Total catch: 853 

t, of which 414t on 

Mid-Atlantic Ridge 

taken by 1 vessel.  

Russian Federal Research 

Institute of Fisheries and 

Oceanography; Knipovich 

Polar Research Institute 

 

                                           
15 ICES uses the term “deep water” for the deep-sea. 
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COUNTRY 2003 2004 SOURCE AND COMMENTS 

Spain  Hatton Bank only, 26 

trawlers, 1500 fishing 

days  

On mid-Atl. Ridge: 1 

Vessel (Bottom 

longliner). 54 fishing 

days. Total Catch 80 t. 

On Hatton Bank: 26 

trawlers, 1500 days  

Catches also include 

redfish. Hatton Bank 

landings given in present 

report.  

Faroe Islands  No fishing activity this 

year  

1 trawler, 82 fishing 

days. Total catch 653t  

Ministry of Fisheries and 

Foreign Affairs. Catches 

include deep-sea species 

only.  

France  Fishing activity in 

international waters 

resulted in catches of 

619t of roundnose 

grenadier, 210t of blue 

ling 45t of orange roughy 

and 24t of black scabbard 

fish. These represent 11, 

7, 11 and 1% of the total 

national catches of these 

species.  

Although preliminary 

catch data per ICES 

sub-areas and division 

where available, 

detailed catch per 

rectangles was not 

updated and did not 

allow to allocated 

catches to EEZ and 

international waters.  

Logbook data  

Ireland  1 longliner (13 Days at 

sea), 2 trawlers (65 days 

at sea) in Area XII . Total 

Catch: 145t  

1 trawler (38 days at 

sea) in Area X. Total 

Catch: 34t.  

Irish Department of the 

Marine logbook data.  

Iceland  18t (XIV), 1 vessel, in 

May. Catch: Redfish, 

tusk, roundnose 

grenadier, smoothheads, 

sharks and Greenland 

halibut.  

No fishery for deep-sea 

species.  

Icelandic Directorate of 

fisheries  

Portugal  2 vessels (both using 

longlines and bottom 

gillnet) with deepwater 

licences are operating in 

subareas VI, VII, XII and 

XIV. 330 days of fishing 

days per vessel. Total 

landing of the two 

vessels: 864t  

2 vessels (both using 

longlines and bottom 

gillnet) with deep-sea 

licences are operating 

in subareas VI, VII, XII 

and XIV. 330 days of 

fishing days per vessel. 

Total landing of the 

two vessels: 912t  

Portuguese Directorate of 

Fisheries  

United 

Kingdom 

(E&W)  

Negligible  Negligible  UK Department 

for Environment 

Food & Rural Affairs 

Others  No data received  No data received   
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Species 
ICES 

Subarea/division 

Assessment 

type and final 

year of data 

Salient features 

Indicators of 

stock status 

Concerns / 

comments 

Ling (Molva 

molva)  
IIa,IVa,V,VI and VII  

Catch curves in 

late 1990s. 

Preliminary 

age-based 

assessment for 

Vb. Trends in 

CPUEs. 2003.  

Average Z very 

high in late 

1990s. Survey 

indices declining 

in Va. Commercial 

CPUEs in other 

areas.  

Continued limited 

provision of data 

from some major 

fisheries. Length 

and age data 

series still 

inadequate for 

analytical 

assessments.  

Blue ling 

(Molva 

dypterygia)  

I-XII and XIV  Indicative 

holistic 

assessment for 

V, VI & VII 

based on CPUE 

data. 2003  

Strong decline in 

CPUE. CPUEs 

probably not 

reliable as stock 

indicators due to 

fishing on 

aggregations.  

Fishing on 

spawning 

concentrations 

implies that CPUE 

trend may 

underestimate 

the stock trends 

and should be 

treated with 

caution.  

Tusk (Brosme 

brosme) 

IIa,IVa,V,VI Catch curves in 

late 90s and 

trends in 

CPUEs: CPUE 

series truncated 

in mid-1990s. 

2003  

Historical CPUE 

data show strong 

decline over the 

past decade in 

most areas. 

Trends in most 

recent years 

uncertain 

Length and age 

data series still 

inadequate for 

analytical 

assessment. 

Greater Silver 

Smelt  

(Argentina 

silus) 

Mainly 

IIa,III,V,VI,VII 

No recent 

assessment 

2003 

Available CPUEs 

from IIIa and Vb 

not indicative of 

stock 

development 

Decline in 

landings in recent 

years has been 

observed for all 

ICES divisions, 

except Div. IIa 

Orange 

Roughy 

(Hoplostethus 

atlanticus) 

Mainly VI, VII, X and 

XII 

No 

assessments. 

CPUE data only. 

2003 

Strong 

fluctuations in 

CPUE. Due to the 

aggregational 

behaviour of this 

species CPUEs are 

not readily 

indicative of stock 

density. 

The fluctuations 

in CPUE may 

reflect both 

fluctuations in 

fish density on 

successively 

exploited 

aggregations. 

Recent high 

landings in VII 

are unlikely to 

sustainable 

Roundnose 

Grenadier 

(Coryphaenoid

es rupestris) 

 IIIa,V, VI VII and 

XII. Data mainly 

from V,VI & VII  

Preliminary 

age-based 

assessment for 

stock in V,VI & 

VII indicates 

declining stock. 

Preliminary 

acoustic 

assessment for 

XII. 2003  

No clear trends in 

CPUEs for IIIa, V, 

VI, VII. Russian 

CPUEs for XII & 

XIV, 1975-2003, 

declining  

Requirement for 

age data. 

Number of large 

fish declining. 

Discard data 

should be 

collected. Full 

review of data for 

area XII and X 

needed. Mis-

reporting 
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Species 
ICES 

Subarea/division 

Assessment 

type and final 

year of data 

Salient features 

Indicators of 

stock status 

Concerns / 

comments 

suspected in XII 

(Hatton Bank).  

Black 

Scabbardfish 

(Aphanopus 

carbo) 

Mainly V,VI,VII,VIII 

and IX 

ASPIC model. 

CPUE data 

Consistent decline 

in CPUE in V, VI 

and VII, but 

increase in 2002 

for VI and VII. 

CPUE in IXa stable 

Stock structure 

unknown 

Information on 

reproductive 

tactics and 

dynamics is 

needed 

Golden Eye 

Perch 

(Beryx 

splendens) 

Mainly X No assessment 

because of lack 

of satisfactory 

data 2003 

 Concern about 

sequential 

depletion an 

underreporting 

from 

international 

waters 

Red 

(blackspot) 

Seabream 

(Pagellus 

blennoides) 

Mainly X and IX. 

Residual in VI, VII, 

VIII 

No assessment 

because of lack 

of satisfactory 

data 2003 

 Stock structure 

unknown 

Information on 

reproductive 

tactics and 

dynamics is 

needed 

Greater 

forkbeard 

(Phycis 

blennoides) 

All areas but mainly 

VI, VII VIII and IX 

No assessment 

Because of lack 

of satisfactory 

data 2003 

CPUE data not 

used because 

landings statistics 

may include 

landings of Morids 

and concerns 

about bycatch 

species 

Mainly bycatch 

Deepwater 

sharks mainly 

Centroscymnu

s coelolepis 

and 

Centrophorus 

squamosus  

Entire ICES area  CPUE trends 

only  

All available CPUE 

data show 

declines. Stocks 

depleted  

Declines in CPUE 

more pronounced 

in the northern 

area. This is 

where most of 

the catch comes 

from  

Kitefin shark 

Dalatias licha  

Mainly X  Production 

model  

Stock depleted  No longer a 

target fishery. 

Bycatches 

possible in other 

fisheries  
 

Source: NEAFC 2006 Performance Review Panel Report of the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission  
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The situation with respect to information and advice has improved considerably, and in the 

latest advice from ICES in 2013,17 there is scientific advice on vulnerable deep-water 

habitats in the NEAFC Regulatory Area: 

 

ICES has advised that new data are available on the presence of VMEs in the NEAFC 

Regulatory Area. ICES has advised NEAFC that new closures to bottom fisheries or a revision 

of existing closure boundaries in the following five areas would enable the protection of the 

following VMEs: 

  

Northwest Rockall Bank;  

 

Southwest Rockall Bank;  

 

Hatton–Rockall Basin;  

 

Hatton Bank;  

 

Josephine Seamount; 

 

and has also provieded an assessment of the list of VME indicator species and elements: 

  

1)  Taxa should be considered by habitat type and/or at the taxonomic level of family rather 

than listing all the likely species that would be indicators of VMEs in the NEAFC 

Regulatory Area (RA). A table of relevant families and habitat types is provided.  

 

2)  Three maps of VME elements in the NEAFC RA at depths less than 2 000 m, including the 

Mid-Atlantic Ridge, the Rockall–Hatton area, and isolated seamounts, are provided. 

Canyon-like features and steep flanks and slopes are known only from the Mid-Atlantic 

Ridge and the Rockall–Hatton area. There is not sufficient information to map all knolls.  

 

3)  There are only five known or inferred vent sites within the NEAFC RA. The vent sites, 

other than the one inferred site on the Reykjanes Ridge, are below 2 000 m depth and 

are not likely to be impacted. 

 

  

                                           
17 ICES Advice 2013, Book 1 1.5.5.3 Special request, Advice June 2013. 
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5. DEEP-SEA FISHERIES MANAGEMENT MEASURES 

AGREED BY THE CONTRACTING PARTIES IN NEAFC 

 

The Contracting parties of NEAFC agreed in the 2000s on a suite of management measures 

to regulate the deep-sea fisheries and their impact on biodiversity and habitats. It should be 

noted that there has been almost full consensus on these measures. 

 

Map 1. NEAFC Regulatory Area 

 
Source: NEAFC, http://archive.neafc.org/about/ra.htm 

 

The mandate of NEAFC is to regulate the Regulatory Area, RA, (orange areas). There are 4 

“sub-areas of the RA. Listed from then North, they include: 

 The Arctic Ocean 

 The “loophole” in the Barents Sea 

 The “Banana Hole “in the Norwegian Sea 

 The large area south of Iceland with the Reykjanes and the Mid-Atlantic Ridges. 

 

However, the NEAFC Scheme of Control and Enforcement applies in some respects to the 

whole Convention Area. Contracting Parties can also agree to management measures that 

also apply to EEZs. 

 

Historical and present-day lists of these measures can be found on the NEAFC website18. The 

NEAFC suite of deep-sea management measures includes: 

 Fishing mortality on the relevant species, controlled by effort limitation. 

 Protection of VMEs. 

 Gear regulations (i.e. banning gillnets below 200 m) 

 Bottom fishing regulations, which define existing and new fishing areas. 

 Large areas closed to bottom fishing to protect VMEs. 

 

                                           
18 http://www.neafc.org/measures 
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5.1. Freezing of effort at a reduced level:  

In 2002 NEAFC introduced a temporary measure to freeze the fishing effort in fisheries for 

species inhabiting deep waters. Lack of data and information about the state of these stocks 

made management by TACs impossible. Curbing the rise in effort, therefore, was an obvious 

solution to avoid rise in fishing mortality. Subsequently, this was amended to freeze effort at 

a level that did not exceed 65 per cent of the highest level of deep-sea fishing for the 

relevant species in previous years. Today, the effort is calculated as aggregate power, 

aggregate tonnage, fishing days at sea or number of vessels which participated.  

5.2. Protection of sharks 

All Contracting Partis must prohibit vessels flying their flags in the Regulatory Area from 

directed fishing for deep-sea sharks.  

Contracting Parties have been encouraged to take conservation measures with equal effect 

within waters under their national jurisdiction.  

  

The NEAFC deep-sea sharks list includes the following list of species:  

 

Table 5.  NEAFC deep-sea sharks list 

Scientific name Common name 

Centrophorus granulosus  

Centrophorus squamosus  

Centroscyllium fabricii  

Centroscymnus coelolepis  

Centroscymnus crepidater  

Dalatias licha  

Etmopterus princeps  

Apristuris spp  

Chlamydoselachus anguineus  

Deania calcea  

Galeus melastomus  

Galeus murinus  

Hexanchus griseus  

Etmopterus spinax  

Oxynotus paradoxus  

Scymnodon ringens  

Somniosus microcephalus 

Gulper shark  

Leafscale gulper shark  

Black dogfish  

Portuguese dogfish  

Longnose velvet dogfish  

Kitefin shark  

Greater lanternshark  

Iceland catshark  

Frilled shark  

Birdbeak dogfish  

Blackmouth dogfish  

Mouse catshark  

Bluntnose six-gilled shark  

Velvet belly  

Sailfin roughshark (Sharpback shark)  

Knifetooth dogfish  

Greenland shark. 
 

Source: NEAFC 

 

In addition, NEAFC has adopted special measures for Cetorhinus maximus, - basking shark, 

Squalus acanthias – spurdog and Lamna nasus – porbeagle. 

5.3. Deep-sea fish species protection 

There are specific measures for:  

 

Orange roughy. Fishery is banned for this species in ICES Sub-areas V, VI and VII. Only 

vessels that have participated in fisheries for orange roughy in areas other than V, VI and 

VII can participate, and the total catch per Contracting Party must not exceed 150 tonnes. 
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Blue ling is protected by a seasonal ban. It is banned to fish blue ling on the spawning 

grounds South of Iceland from 15 February to 15 April. 

 

A TAC for Roundnose Grenadier on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge has been set at 1 350 tonnes.  
 

5.4. Gear restrictions 

Unregulated use of gillnets in deep water is potentially damaging to deep-water stocks, due 

to excessive soak times and consequent high discard levels and due to the long term impact 

of lost or abandoned gears. Therefore, vessels operating in the NEAFC Regulatory Area after 

1 February 2006 were not allowed to deploy gillnets, entangling nets or trammel nets at any 

position where the charted depth is greater than 200 metres. All such nets had to be 

removed from the NEAFC Regulatory Area by 1 February 2006. 

5.5. Protection of VMEs, closures 

Most of the North Atlantic fisheries take place in the EEZs. Only the areas less deep than 

2 000m are potential bottom fishing areas (Fig. 1), as most fisheries do not go deeper than 

1 500m.  

 

There are no deep areas in the RA in the Barents Sea and no demersal deepwater fisheries 

in the Norwegian Sea RA. Therefore, NEAFC has focused its measures on the large area 

south of Iceland, which includes the Mid-Atlantic ridge.  

 

NEAFC has acted on the protection of VMEs with the following measures: 

 

 In 1999, an effective Scheme of Control and Enforcement was established. 

 In 2004, NEAFC closed four seamounts close to the Mid–Atlantic and one larger area 

south of Iceland. 

 In 2005, NEAFC closed areas on the Hatton Bank and in the Rockall area west of the 

British Isles to protect deep-water corals. 

 In 2007, NEAFC adopted measures against ghost fishing. 

 

Following a thorough review of the need for protection of VMEs in the NEAFC RA, a proposal 

to extend the area closures, especially on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge (MAR) was adopted in 

2009. It banned the use of fishing gear which is likely to make contact with the seafloor 

during the normal course of fishing operations, in parts of the Northern MAR Area, the 

Middle MAR Area (Charlie-Gibbs Fracture Zone and sub-Polar Frontal Region) and the 

Southern MAR Area. 

 

The closures on the Hatton bank and in the Rockall area have been regularly amended, 

following advice from ICES. In 2013, it was agreed to close the Edora Bank, south west of 

the Hatton Bank. In addition to the closures, NEAFC Contracting Parties have identified 

“existing” fishing areas.  

 

The draft FAO International Guidelines for the Management of Deep-sea Fisheries in the High 

Seas in paragraph 43bis reads as follows: “Risk assessments referred to in paragraph 43 (vi) 

above should take into account, as appropriate, differing conditions prevailing in areas where 

deep-sea fisheries are well established and in areas where deep-sea fisheries have not taken 

place or only occur occasionally”.  
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Based on the foregoing, NEAFX has outlined in its bottom fishing regulations19 “existing 

fishing areas” where bottom fishing has taken place, and “new fishing areas” where bottom 

fishing has not taken place. The Contracting Parties, submitted comprehensive maps of 

existing fishing areas in 2008. Mapping of trawling activity was given priority. Maps were 

based on VMS data and/or other available geo-reference data showing where bottom fishing 

activities had been conducted in at least two years within a reference period from 1987 to 

2007.  

 

In most instances, there is not enough research or data to identify VMEs in “new fishing 

areas”. To reduce the risk to VMEs to a minimum, these areas are closed to normal 

commercial bottom fisheries with standard fishing permits, and are only authorised under 

the strict conditions laid down in the NEAFC Exploratory Bottom Fisheries Protocol. Vessels 

authorised under this protocol must have an observer on board. Observers collect data in 

accordance with the Vulnerable Marine Ecosystem Data Collection Protocol. 

 

NEAFC has regularly amended the move-on rule on basis of new evidence. For both existing 

and new fishing areas, an encounter with primary VME indicator species is defined as a catch 

per set (e.g. trawl tow, longline set, or gillnet set) of more than 30 kg of live coral and/or 

400 kg of live sponge. These thresholds are set on a provisional basis and may be adjusted 

as experience is gained in the application of this measure. When there is an encounter the 

move-on rule has to be applied. 

 

The extent of the protection of VMEs in its Regulatory Area can be gauged by the closures 

and the size of the new fishing areas: 

 

Table 6. Overview of the coverage of deep-sea bottom fishing measures 

 

Source: NEAFC, 2009. Additional information from the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) to the 

Secretary-General of the UN on actions taken pursuant to paragraphs 83-84 of resolution 61/105 

 

 

                                           
19  Rec na 2011: Consolidated text of all NEAFC recommendations on regulating bottom fishing as Amended by 

Recommendation 12 2013.    http://www.neafc.org/measures 

Section of NEAFC Reg. Area 
Existing 

Fishing A. 

New 

Fishing 
Area Closures 

 sq km sq km sq km % sq km % 

S. of Iceland 4 900 000 42 500 4 502 200 91.9 355 300 7.3 

Norwegian Sea 326 000   326 000       

Barents Sea 71 000 71 000         

Arctic Ocean 275 000   275 000       

Closures as % of Fishable Area    
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Map 2.  Fishable areas (below 2 000m), closed areas and existing fishing areas 

in the section of the NEAFC Regulatory Area between Iceland and 

Azores, the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and the Hatton Bank-Rockall Area.  

 

Source: 2014 Bergstad and Høines, Institute of Marine Research, Norway 

5.6. Control end enforcement 

In 1999, the NEAFC Commission introduced a Control and Enforcement Scheme for 

Contracting Party fishing vessels operating in the NEAFC Regulatory Area, including a 

satellite monitoring system (VMS). Data received by national Fisheries Monitoring Centres 

(FMCs) are retransmitted to a central database at NEAFC Headquarters. Inspection services 

are able to automatically access real-time data on vessel positions in the Regulatory Area, 

24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

 

The Scheme has virtually stopped IUU fishing and the level of NEAFC inspections in the 

Regulatory Area is on par with the level of inspections in most jurisdictions. 

5.7. Deep-sea stock coastal state group? 

The usual way for NEAFC to deal with stocks that straddle areas under national jurisdiction 

and areas beyond national jurisdictions has been that groups of Coastal States decide on 

measures to limit fishing mortality (TACs, effort levels, gear regulations, area closures) and 

on allocations between the Parties. The Coastal States’ agreements are then tabled in NEAFC 

and eventually brought under the NEAFC umbrella, especially the NEAFC Scheme of Control 

and Enforcement and catch reporting. No coastal state group has been established for the 

deep-sea species.  
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There are no internationally agreed criteria defining who is a Coastal State, but intuitively, 

the coastal states for the deep-sea resources in the NEAFC Convention area on the 

continental slopes south of Iceland and west of the Faroe Islands, the British Isles, France, 

Spain and Portugal - and would thus be the EU, the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Iceland. 

 

The major straddling stocks regulated by NEAFC  - in some cases with measures applying to 

the full range of the stocks in the Convention Area and in others applying only to the fishery 

in the NEAFC Regulatory Area - are fisheries for pelagic redfish, herring, blue whiting, 

mackerel, haddock and a variety deep-sea species. In 2006, the NEAFC performance review 

panel was satisfied that the legal framework established by the Convention properly and 

comprehensively encompassed the relevant international instruments or at least their parts 

relevant to NEAFC operations. It found that the Convention had laid a proper foundation for 

the future management of fisheries in the North-East Atlantic. It was, however, a 

considerable concern to the Panel that the Contracting Parties to the Convention (or wider 

Coastal States) in many instances were unable to take the necessary steps toward 

effectively implementing the Convention by reaching agreed allocation arrangements in key 

fisheries. Lack of progress in this regard underpins many of the concerns and areas for 

improvement identified by the Panel, such as increasing transparency in some key 

management processes.21 

 

The coastal state model has worked for a number of fisheries in the NEAFC Convention Area. 

The Panel has urged NEAFC to make every effort in resolving outstanding allocation issues in 

an enduring way. This would pave the way for a change in NEAFC’s approach to 

management, moving away from management driven by annual ad hoc negotiations 

amongst Coastal States towards management driven by transparent objectives and 

implementation processes. NEAFC has been deemed to have much unused capability to 

assume greater responsibility for carrying out this role.  

 

  

                                           
21  NEAFC 2006 Performance Review Panel Report of the North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission, NEAFC. 

www.neafc.org/system/files/performance-review-final-edited.pdf  
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6. NATIONAL LEGISLATION IN PLACE IN THE NORTH 

ATLANTIC 

 

The legal regime in the Contracting Parties of NEAFC is based on: 

 

 national legislation 

 the Common Fisheries Policy of the European Union (EC, 2002)  

 the Communication from the European Commission on Implementing Sustainability in 

EU Fisheries through Maximum Sustainable Yield (EC, 2006) 

 the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (EC, 2008) 

 the Norwegian Marine Resources Act (Lovdata, 2008 (Lov om forvaltning av 

viltlevande marine ressursar)), 

 ICES Advice 201 

 the Russian Federal Law on Fisheries and conservation of biological resources in the 

waters. N 166  

 P3 20/12/2004  

 the Icelandic Fisheries Management Act (No. 38, 15 May 1990)  

 the Faroe Islands Commercial Fisheries Act (Løgtingslóg nr. 28 um vinnuligan 

fiskiskap frá 10. mars 1994) 22 

 

In 2005, NEAFC Contracting Parties reported on their management of deep-sea fisheries, 

with the information summarised in table 5 below.  

 

Table 7.  Information by NEAFC Contracting Parties on national implementation 

of NEAFC measures on deep-sea fisheries. 

                                           
22 2 ICES Advice 2012, Book 1 

Contracting 

Party 

Implementation 

Method 

Reference 

period for 

effort limit 

Definition of 

authorisation 

Measure of reduction in 

effort 

The EU 

Estonia 

Poland 

Limit on fleet 

capacity and 

effort, kilowatt-

days, in 

Convention Area. 

TACs for main 

commercial 

species. 

1998-2000; 

vessels 

having caught 

over 10t/year 

for old 

member 

states. 2000-

2002 for new 

member 

states  

Any vessel with 

more than 

100kg of deep-

sea species on 

board 

10% reduction compared 

with 2003 in kilowatt-days 

for vessels licensed to deep-

sea fishing, no increase in 

the number of vessels and 

aggregate power and volume 

compared to 1998-2000. 

2000-2002 for new member 

states 

Denmark (in 

respect of the 

Faroe Islands)  

Limit on fleet size. 1995-2000 

under 

consideration. 

The number of 

vessels 

permitted to fish 

for deep-sea 

species frozen 

at 1995 level. 

Basic effort data from  

processed logbooks form the 

basis for reducing effort by 

30%. The reference period 

will stretch back to the mid-

1990s. A level of 300 fishing 

days for 2005 is indicated. 

Denmark (in 

respect of 

Greenland) 

Not presently 

fishing in the NRA 

No track 

record 

N/A The lack of track record 

should not exclude vessels 

from participating in this 

fisheries in the future 
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Source: NEAFC Deep-sea Working Group  27-28 April 2005 

 

The information in the table shows that the Faroe Islands, Iceland, Norway and the Russian 

Federation have had similar management systems, operating closed lists of deep-sea fishing 

vessels. Furthermore,  the Faroe Islands, Norway and the Russian Federation allocate fishing 

days to meet the requirement of reducing the effort of vessels directed at deep-sea species. 

The EU has issued special deep-sea fishing permits for vessels which landed more than 10 

tonnes of any mixture of the deep-sea per trip in relevant years. Total effort has been 

restricted in the following way: Member States must calculate the aggregate power and the 

aggregate volume of their vessels which, in any one of the years 1998, 1999 or 2000, 

landed more than 10 tonnes of any mixture of the deep-sea species. These aggregate values 

must be communicated to the Commission. 

 

This means, in effect, an open list of deep-sea vessels.24 The definition is too broad, 

including many vessels with only marginal catches of deep-sea stocks. 

 

Within the EU, there has been growing awareness that the measures taken so far have not 

effectively solved the main problems of the fishery.25 

 

In a consultation and reflection document of December 200926, the Commission stated that 

while the access regime did not curb the directed fishing effort as requested by scientific 

bodies, such steps were subsequently undertaken by transposing NEAFC resolutions on 

allowable directed fishing effort into Community law.  

  

                                           
24  Council Regulation (EC) No 2347/2002 of 16 December 2002 establishing specific access requirements and 

associated conditions applicable to fishing for deep-sea stocks 
25  Brussels, 19.7.2012 COM(2012) 371 final 
26  Review of the Council regulation (EC) No 2347/2002, DG Mare/C2/Secember 2009 

Iceland TACs for main 

commercial 

species 

1999-2000 

under 

consideration 

National system 

of authorisation 

 

As of April, no application for 

licence for the year 2005 

had been received  

Norway Days-at-sea for a 

limited fleet in the 

NRA 

1998-2002; 

vessels 

having caught 

over 5t/year. 

A licence system 

allowing vessels 

to catch any 

quantity of 

deep-sea 

species listed in 

Annex 1B of the 

Scheme 

Fishing days for 17 

Norwegian long line vessels 

allowed to fish for deep-sea 

species had been reduced by 

30% to 547 fishing days in 

2005 

Russian 

Federation 

Days-at-sea for a 

limited fleet in the 

NRA 

1970-2003 A licence system 

allowing vessels 

to catch any 

quantity of 

deep-sea 

species listed in 

Annex 1B of the 

Scheme 

30% reduction in directed 

effort of the highest level in 

the reference period leading 

to 641 fishing day for 

roundnose grenadier, 67 for 

alfonsinos and 175 for blue 

ling in 2005 
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7. COMPARING DEEP-SEA FISHERIES AND MANAGEMENT 

MEASURES IN FORCE IN THE EU WITH OTHER 

NATIONAL AND REGIONAL FISHERIES JURISDICTIONS 

IN THE NORTH ATLANTIC  

 

If we define deep-sea fisheries as fisheries for true deep-sea species, (see proposed revised 

supra), it can be stated that the importance of deep-sea fisheries, especially in international 

waters, has decreased in recent years, and is today marginal in national fisheries.  

 

An analysis of landings data reported to NEAFC in 2012, where catches of ling, tusk, 

argentines and Greenland halibut have been taken out of the deep-sea species landings, 

supports this.  

 

Table 6 shows that “true deep-sea” species represent nearly two-thirds of all the “broad-

definition" deep-sea catches in the EU.  

 

Table 8. True and quasi deep-sea species, catches reported to NEAFC in 2012 

CPs 
True deep-

sea species 

Quasi- deep- 

sea species 

% true deep-

sea species 

  tonnes tonnes   

Faroe 

Islands 1 992 25 363 7.3 

Greenland 11 5 153 0.3 

EU 23 643 10 201 64.8 

Iceland 5 272 39 836 11.6 

Norway 1 137 52 140 2.1 

Russia no data  no data   
 

Source: NEAFC, op cit. 

 

The NEAFC data also make it possible to estimate what part of the catches is taken in 

different fishing areas in the NE Atlantic. The NEAFC Contracting Parties report catches in 

the following fishing areas: 5 National EEZs, Jan Mayen, the Svalbard protection zone and 

the NEAFC Regulatory Area in general. 

 

The catches for 2012 are preliminary, but should give reasonable estimates of distribution in 

different fishing areas. Both true deep-sea species and quasi deep-sea species are included 

in the figures in table 7. 
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Table 9.  Catches reported to NEAFC in 2012 by Contracting Party and fishing 

area. (No data reported for the Russian Federation-).  
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Faroes           

% 88.5 0.4 0.0 10.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6 100.0 

Greenland           

% 4.1 95.6     0.3         100.0 

EU           

% 0.0 13.4 69.1 0.0 1.7 0.0 0.2 0.0 15.7 100.0 

Iceland           

% 0.1 0.0 0.0 99.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.7 100.0 

Norway           

% 1.0 1.7 12.6 0.9 78.6 0.5 1.0 0.1 0.1 100.0 
 

Source: NEAFC, op cit. 

 

Deep-sea fisheries in the 5 northern fisheries jurisdictions in the NEAFC Convention area can 

be described as follows: 

 

Greenland: No real deep-sea fishery 

Iceland: By-catches of deep-sea species, no dedicated deep-sea fishery. 

The Faroe Islands: One vessel with a licence to fish deep-sea species in international 

waters. Fisheries for true deep-sea species in the Faroese EEZ and on the Hatton Bank have 

declined to next to nothing.  

Norway: No real deep-sea fishery. 17 licenses for longlining for ling and tusk 

Russian Federation: Only a limited number of longlining licenses. 

 

It should be noted that deep-sea fisheries do not receive subsidies in the five countries 

referred to above. Iceland and the Faroe Islands operate a system of areas closed to 

fisheries in their own waters, mainly for trawl fisheries, seasonally or permanently closed. 

There are also areas closed to protect corrals. Norway has closed a number of areas to 

protect corrals. 

 

The Contracting Parties of NEAFC: 
 

 
Denmark (in respect of the Faroe Islands & Greenland)  

 European Union  

 Iceland  

 Norway  

 Russian Federation  
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have been able to agree on a full suite of NEAFC measures for regulating the deep-sea 

fisheries and their environmental impact. This suite fulfils requirements under international 

law and instruments and should pave the way for a level playing field for fishermen from all 

the Contracting Parties. There is, however, a marked difference between the national 

regulations of the 4 Northern Contracting Parties of NEAFC, and EU provisions.  

7.1. EU approach to managing deep-sea fisheries  

The EU introduced access arrangements for deep-sea fishing vessels in 2002 27 

 

The other five parties have issued specific licenses to deep-sea vessels. This means that the 

number of vessels allowed to fish for deep-sea species is stable and predictable. There is no 

uncertainty about what is a deep-sea fishing vessel. 

 

The EU access regulation stipulates that all vessels that capture more than 10 tonnes of 

deep-sea species in a year have to have a deep-sea fishing permit; otherwise their catch of 

deep-sea species will be limited to 100 kg per fishing trip. The total capacity of vessels 

holding deep-sea fishing permits is restricted to the aggregate capacity of the vessels that 

fished more than 10 tonnes of deep-sea species in any of the years from 1998 to and 

inclusive of 2000 (2000 – 2003 for the new Member States).  

 

In 2005, effort limitations were introduced in Council Regulation (EC) No 2270/2004: effort 

limitations and associated conditions for the management of stocks. 

 

Each Member State has had to ensure that from 2005 the fishing effort levels, measured in 

kilowatt-days absent from port, by vessels holding deep-sea fishing permits do not exceed 

90% of the fishing effort deployed by its vessels in 2003 on trips when deep-sea fishing 

permits were held and deep-sea species, as listed in Annex I and Annex II to Council 

Regulation (EC) No 2347/2002 (excluding greater silver smelt) were caught. 

 

This kind of regulation makes it difficult to follow how many vessels are really engaged in 

deep-sea fisheries. This would not be so much of a problem if it were possible to set TACs 

for the stocks exploited in the deep-sea fisheries, but as indicated by ICES this may not be 

achievable in the foreseeable future. Also, if effort regulation is attempted – as done in 

NEAFC - the way deep-sea vessels in the EU are defined makes it difficult to use this 

approach. 

 

From the data in Annex 2, it can be concluded that the only Contracting Party of NEAFC with 

a fishery for true deep-sea species of any significance is the EU. 

 

  

                                           
27 Council Regulation (EC) No 2347/2002 
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8. MANAGEMENT MEASURES IN PLACE IN NAFO 

 

As described earlier, NAFO does not use the term of “deep-sea fisheries”. They do, 

therefore, not have any specific management measures aimed a deep-sea species list. 

Greenland halibut, which is fished at considerable depth, is managed as other demersal 

fisheries. 

 

NAFO has, however, measures in place to protect VMEs. These measures are similar to 

NEAFC measures. They are based on advice received from the Scientific Council. The 

measures can be found on the NAFO website.28 Map 3 below represents this data.  

 

NAFO has identified 18 areas within its Convention area as being vulnerable to bottom 

contact gears and has subsequently closed the areas to bottom fishing. NAFO has also 

delineated existing bottom fishing areas (footprint), in response to the United Nations 

General Assembly (UNGA Res. 61/105, paragraph 83) request for RFMOs to regulate bottom 

fisheries that cause a significant adverse impact on vulnerable marine ecosystems.  

 

The areas closed to bottom fishing in NAFO’s Convention area are marked in green on 

Map 3: NAFO Area Closures. 

 

Map 3. NAFO Area Closures 

 
 

Source: http://www.nafo.int/fisheries/frames/fishery.html 

 

                                           
28 http://www.nafo.int/fisheries/frames/fishery.html 
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The rules on encounter with corals and sponges are similar, but not identical with the NEAFC 

rules.  

 

For both existing bottom fishing areas and unfished bottom areas, an encounter with 

primary VME indicator species is defined as a catch per set (e.g. trawl tow, longline set, or 

gillnet set) of more than 7 kg of sea pens, 60 kg of other live coral and 300 kg of sponges. 

These thresholds are set on a provisional basis and may be adjusted as experience is gained 

in the application of this measure. 
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9. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION. POLICY MEASURES 

SUGGESTED TO THE COMMITTEE ON FISHERIES OF 

THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 

 

It has been generally acknowledged that managing fishing pressure in deep-sea fisheries 

with TACs is not possible. There is only a small proportion on the current list of deep-sea 

species which have available analytical assessments on which TACs can be based. Most of 

these are high production species, which it is suggested to take off the list. 

 

Recommendation 1: It is recommended that both NEAFC and EU review their lists of deep-

sea species and consider only retaining true deep-sea species. A list that excludes high 

productivity species, but maintains medium and low productivity species, which are of 

special concern, is proposed below: 
 

Risso’s smooth head 

Blue antimora (Blue hake) 

Black scabbard fish 

Alfonsinos 

Deep-water red crab 

Conger eel 

Roundnose grenadier 

Black (Deep-water) cardinal fish 

Bluemouth (Blue mouth redfish) 

Orange roughy 

Silver roughy (Pink) 

Silver scabbard fish  

Eelpout 

Roughhead grenadier  

Blue ling 

Common mora 

Spiny Scorpionfish 

Wreckfish 

Small redfish  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This leaves 20 fish species on the list plus the 23 species list of sharks, rays and rabbit 

fishes (chondrictyes or cartilaginous fishes) already in the list. (See section 6.2, supra) 

 

Recommendation 2: It is recommended that the EU re-consider its definition of vessels 

fishing for deep-sea species, and the corresponding fishing permits. A closed list only 

including vessels which have a proven track record fishing for deep-sea species should be 

established. This would make it possible to follow the genuine deep-sea vessels and estimate 

effort levels for individual vessels as well as aggregated group levels. 

 

Recommendation 3: Where there are problems with by-catches of unwanted species, it is 

recommended that the EU consider closing affected areas on the basis of on advice from 

ICES. Closed areas have been effective in protecting VMEs. Properly designed, they can 

protect species caught as by-catch. 

 

Recommendation 4: Iceland, the Faroe Islands and the EU may consider creating a coastal 

state group for deep-sea fisheries. 
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ANNEX 1.  REPORTING CATCHES BY ICES SUB-DIVISIONS 

IN ANBJ AND EEZS. NEW ICES SUB-DIVISIONS 

AGREED IN 2003. 

 
 

ICES Sub-divisions covering various areAreas of the NEAFC Regulatory Area. 

Regulatory Area Barents Sea:  Ia 

Regulatory Area Norwegian Sea:  IIa1, IIb1 

Regulatory Area Atlantic Ocean:  Xa1, Xb, XIIc, XIIa1, XIIb and XIVb1 
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ANNEX 2.  CATCHES REPORTED TO NEAFC FOR 2012 BY CONTRACTING PARTIES AND 

EEZS 

Preliminary data  

NEAFC 

Contracting 

Party 

Fish species 

Fishing 

Zones 

-> 

Faroes Greenland The EU Iceland Norway 
Jan 

Mayen 

Barents 

Sea 
Russia 

Regulatory 

Area gen 
Total 

The Faroe Islands True deep-sea species 

  Blue Ling    1 061     218           1 279 

  Black Scabbardfish  414               12 426 

  Black (Deep-Water) Cardinal Fish                  10 10 

  Deep-Water Red Crab  109                 109 

  Orange Roughy                  141 141 

  Roundnose Grenadier  15               12 27 

Total      1 599 0 0 218 0 0 0 0 175 1 992 

The Faroe Islands Quasi- deep-sea species 

  Ling    4 954 1   810           5 765 

  Tusk    3 195 32   1 202           4 429 

  Greater Silver Smelt  12 248                 12 248 

  Greenland Halibut  2 209 77   628     2 5   2 921 

Total      22 606 110 0 2 640 0 0 2 5 0 25 363 

                         

Greenland True deep-sea species                       

  Roundnose Grenadier    11               11 

Total      0 11 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 

Greenland  Quasi- deep-sea species                       

  Ling    119       3         122 

  Tusk    103       1         104 

  Greenland Halibut  1 5 153     13         5 167 

 

EU  True deep-sea species                       

  Baird's Smooth head      240           181 421 

  Alfonsinos        9             9 

  Blue Ling      1 2 580           56 2 637 
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  Bluemouth (Blue Mouth Redfish)      2 148           11 2 159 

  Black Scabbardfish      7 152           1 7 153 

  Black Dogfish      1             1 

  Rabbit Fish (Rattail)      283           2 285 

  Conger Eel        9 272           13 9 285 

  Portuguese Dogfish      1             1 

  Longnose Velvet Dogfish      2             2 

  Birdbeak Dogfish      1             1 

  Eelpout        2             2 

  Black (Deep-Water) Cardinal Fish      25             25 

  Mouse Catshark      1             1 

  Forkbeards        1 130           6 1 136 

  Gulper shark      2             2 

  Leafscale Gulper Shark      2             2 

  Silver roughy (Pink)      4             4 

  Deep-Water Red Crab      59           83 142 

  Orange Roughy      30             30 

  Sailfin roughs hark (Sharpback shark)      1             1 

  Straightnose rabbitfish      1             1 

  Roughhead Grenadier (Rough Rattail)    1 7           1 135 1 143 

  Common Mora      96             96 

  Arctic Skate        4             4 

  Roundnose Grenadier    30 1 334           80 1 444 

  Blondnose Six-Gilled Shark      1             1  

  Red (Blackspot) Sea bream      192           1 193 

  Kitefin shark      2             2 

  Silver scabbard fish (cutless fish)      352           229 581 

  Blackmouth Dogfish      6             6 

  Knifetooth Dogfish      5             5 

  Spiny (deep-sea) scorpion fish      4             4 

  Wreckfish        201           2 203 

Total      0 32 25 150 0 0 0 0 0 1 800 26 981 

               

EU   Quasi- deep-sea species                       
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  Greater Silver Smelt      9             9 

  Ling        8 650   534       14 9 198 

  Tusk        422   34         456 

  Greenland Halibut    4 488 271   18   52   143 4 972 

Total      0 4 488 9 352 0 586 0 52 0 157 14 635 

 

Iceland  True deep-sea species                       

  Baird's Smooth head        21           21 

  Blue Ling          4 206           4 206 

  Black Scabbardfish        367           367 

-  Black Dogfish        3           3 

  Rabbit Fish (Rattail)        3           3 

  Portuguese Dogfish        4           4 

  Eelpout          1           1 

  Greenland shark        19           19 

  Orange ~oughy        16           16 

  Roughhead Grenadier          17           17 

  Roundnose Grenadier          81           81 

  

Small redfish (Norway 

haddock)          534           534 

Total      0 0 0 5 272 0 0 0 0 0 5 272 

Iceland  Quasi- deep-sea species                       

  Greater Silver Smelt  32     9 290         55 9 377 

  Ling          10 695 1         10 696 

  Tusk          6 343           6 343 

  Greenland Halibut        13 508 6     6 245 13 765 

Total      32 0 0 39 836 7 0 0 6 300 40 181 

             

Norway  True deep-sea species                       

  Blue Ling    15 4 140 2 158     5 5 324 

  Rabbit Fish (Rattail)        35   114   3     152 

  Forkbeards    5   414 1 110   2     532 

  

Roughhead Grenadier (Rough 

Rattail)      12     53     4 4   

  Roundnose Grenadier      1 1   5           
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Greater Lanternshark/Velvet 

Belly            13           

  Blackmouth Dogfish            31           

Total      20 17 590 3 484 0 5 9 9 1 008 

Norway  Quasi- deep-sea species                       

  Greater Silver Smelt            11 741 262       12 003 

  Ling    296   4 908 248 10 161   101 13 13 15 727 

  Tusk    236 29 215 217 10 617   163 20 20 13 432 

  Greenland Halibut      856 992   8 876   249 5   10 978 

Total      532 885 6 115 465 41 395 262 513 38 33 52 140 

             

 



 




