
Azores protects deep sea hydrothermal vents

SUMMARY
The Regional Government of the Azores is setting an important 
precedent and is accelerating action to protect the marine resour-
ces of the N.E. Atlantic by conserving deep sea hydrothermal vents 
with their unique and fragile life forms. 

The designation and management of the Lucky Strike and Menez 
Gwen hydrothermal vents as marine protected areas (MPAs), is 
recognised by WWF, the conservation organisation, as a Gift to 
the Earth (GttE) - a globally signicant action which demonstrates 
environmental leadership and promotes future conservation suc-
cess.

The Regional Government of the Azores is acting ahead of inter-
national agreement on criteria for conservation of offshore marine 
features in need of protection, and goes beyond the requirements 
of the EU Habitats Directive. This is also the rst in a proposed 
network of ecologically representative MPAs for the N.E. Atlantic. It 
links to, and supports, WWF’s campaign to reform the EU Common 
Fisheries Policy by helping to accelerate the creation of new MPAs 
in the region where offshore wildlife and habitats need to be pro-
tected from harmful shing practices.

EXTREME ENVIRONMENTS - UNIQUE AND FASCINA-
TING FAUNA
Only recently known to science, offshore hydrothermal vents are 
spectacular features in the ocean. They are huge geysers spewing 
hot, mineral-rich water from the volcanic sea oor. As seawater 
penetrates cracks in the Earth crust and comes into contact with 
the magma, it is superheated. When the hot water meets the cold 
ocean water, some of its dissolved minerals precipitate to build 

the high vent structures through which water is ejected. The con-
tinuously owing water plays an important role in regulating the 
chemical composition of the oceans. Hydrothermal vents are found 
on mid-ocean ridges, often at great depths. Each vent eld, and 
even each individual vent, boasts a fauna of its own, seemingly 
due to the unique chemical composition of the ejected water. They 
host ecosystems that are entirely new to science, and their unvei-
ling has prompted a new view on how life on Earth rst may have 
evolved. Individual hydrothermal vents are, however, very limited 
in size and their ecosystems are fragile.

Two sites:

The Lucky Strike hydrothermal vent eld is one of the largest 
known hydrothermal areas in the oceans and was discovered in 
1993. It encompasses 21 active chimneys covering about 150 
square kilometres at a depth of 1,700 metres. Its fauna comprises 
66 species described to date and is dominated by dense beds of 
mussels which host polychaetes and symbiotic bacteria. The bacte-
ria derive energy from the vent uids and make possible the exis-
tence of life independent of sunlight at these depths.

The Menez Gwen vent eld lies at a much shallower depth, 850 
metres. Its relatively young age gives an excellent opportunity to 
monitor the early stages of hydrothermal vent activity and thus 
yield new knowledge on the development of vents and their asso-
ciated animal communities. The vent uids are the least toxic of 
the sites along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, and make it possible for 
non-endemic deep sea species to live here. The fauna is also here 
dominated by mussels, but these are overgrown with mats of bac-
teria.
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The Lucky Strike lies at 1,700 metres and hosts a dense population of 
deep sea mussels (Bathymodiolus azoricus). Within these live endosymbio-
tic bacteria, who use sulphur in the vent uids for primary production, as 
opposed to that of green plants, who are using sunlight. ©ATOS/Ifremer

The Menez Gwen lies at 650 metres, and has the least toxic efuents of the 
vent areas along the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. This makes it possible for deep sea 
species to nd a living space here, such as this scavenging crab (Chaceon 
afnis). ©ATOS/Ifremer



THE CONSERVATION BENEFITS 
Marine offshore features and ecosystems suffer from ever-
increasing pressure by various human activities, but the necessity 
for legal protection of these environments has not yet gained high 
priority on the political agenda in most countries. Scientic expedi-
tions have studied the Mid-Atlantic Ridge for several years and the 
Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen areas have been the subjects of 
a number of scientic explorations. Their proximity to land and rela-
tively shallow location, for deep sea features, make the sites 
easy to access. Presently, the largest threat to these fragile eco-
systems comes from uncoordinated and unregulated research 
activities. But there is also concern for the growing interest in 
deep sea tourism, oil and gas exploration, bioprospecting and deep 
sea mining, which all must be regulated not to harm this fascina-
ting and outstanding environment.

THE GIFT TO THE EARTH  
After concerns rst expressed by scientists involved in biological 
surveys of the vent elds, the Regional Government of the Azores 
initiated the procedure to designate the Lucky Strike and Menez 
Gwen vent elds as MPAs under Azorean legislation.  Implementa-
tion is envisaged for the spring of 2003. WWF is pleased to reco-
gnise this decision as a Gift to the Earth, its highest recognition 
for conservation achievement. The protection of these extraordi-
nary environments is a very important step towards conserving 
fragile and unique deep sea habitats, and the creation of an effec-
tive management plan could be used as a blueprint in efforts to 
manage similar environments elsewhere in the deep seas.

The initiatives of concerned scientists (InterRidge) to develop plans 
for voluntary management, and of the Regional Government of the 
Azores to protect the vent elds, together set a unique precedent 
in creating the rst deep sea MPA in the N.E. Atlantic. WWF sup-
ports the work of the 15 Contracting Parties to the Convention for 
the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlan-
tic (OSPAR) to establish an ecologically coherent network of well-
managed MPAs in the N.E. Atlantic. The Regional Government of 
the Azores’ decision to protect the Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen 
sites makes way for the rst offshore deep sea MPAs under this 
framework.

RELEVANCE TO THE TARGETS OF THE WWF’S ENDAN-
GERED SEAS PROGRAMME
One of the Endangered Seas Programme’s global targets is to 
increase the spread of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) to cover ten 
per cent of the world’s oceans by 2020, and to establish ecologi-
cally representative networks of MPAs. The establishment of the 
Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen vent elds as MPAs is an important 
step towards achieving these targets. This is especially signicant 
as it is the rst offshore site designation in a proposed network of 
MPAs in the N.E. Atlantic maritime area. It is also a move towards 
acknowledging the importance of protecting the deep seas from 
unregulated human activities. The deep seas is a relatively new 

The GIFT TO THE EARTH is WWF’s highest award for a glo-
bally signicant conservation achievement, which addresses 
WWF’s conservation priorities by:

ü Advancing conservation of biodiversity, especially forest, 
freshwater and marine ecosystems, or enhancing the pros-
pects for survival of threatened species

ü Addressing global threats posed by climate change, toxic 
chemicals and unsustainable use of resources such as timber, 
freshwater and sheries.

Contacts:
Rob Soutter, +41 22 364 9290, rsoutter@wwnt.org
Stéfane Mauris, +41 22 364 9289, smauris@wwnt.org

Visit www.panda.org/gtte

concern to conservation, and this commitment is a valuable exam-
ple of action to regulate human use of and impacts to the exotic 
and little known environments of the deep seas.

MARINE GIFTS OF THE FUTURE...
Gifts to the Earth provide international recognition of, and support 
for, globally signicant conservation actions such as the protection 
of the Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen hydrothermal vents in the 
Azores. Future Endangered Seas Programme Gifts are planned for 
Mozambique, Argentina, Vietnam, Australia and the N.E. Atlantic 
Shelf Ecoregion.

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
Contacts:
Stephan Lutter, North East Atlantic Programme, 
lutter@wwfneap.org, Tel. +49 421 65846-22

Websites & Others:
WWF Endangered Seas Programme:  www.panda.org/endangeredseas
WWF North East Atlantic Programme: www.wwfneap.org
Regional Secretariat of Environment - 
Govt of the Autonomous Azores Region: www.sra.raa.pt
University of the Azores -
Dept of Oceanography and Fisheries: www.horta.uac.pt
InterRidge:   www.intridge.org
OSPAR Convention:   www.ospar.org

Deep water vehicles such as the Victor are the only means to get down to 
the depths of the hydrothermal vent elds. ©ATOS/Ifremer

A map showing the distribution of the hydrothermal vents southwest of 
the Azores on the mid-Atlantic ridge (indicated by white stars). The Azores 
islands are shown as unshaded areas.   -   Source: InteRidge


