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WWF urges the European Union to take action against seamount
exploitation

Hamburg, Germany - WWF, the conservation organization, urges governments to halt the current unregulated
exploitation leading to the inevitable disturbance and decline of unique oases of the ocean called seamounts.

Lack of data on the rapidly increasing human impacts on offshore seamounts in the North East Atlantic
threatens to make this important and diverse habitat slip off the European governments’ priority list for
conservation. But there is enough evidence of the importance of seamounts to oceanic fisheries and
biodiversity, as well as of the fragility of the ecosystems they host, to motivate their immediate protection and
adequate management. Today, WWF along with several partners, launch the OASIS project (Oceanic
Seamounts: an Integrated Study), funded by the European Commission. OASIS will study the function,
biodiversity and ecology of two chosen North East Atlantic seamounts in EU waters, as well as their
contribution to the ecology of the surrounding ocean.

“This is the first European seamount study integrating physical, biogeochemical and biological research and
aiming directly at the application of scientific results on the management of these unique oceanic
ecosystems,”  said Bernd Christiansen, scientific coordinator of OASIS.

Never breaking the surface of the ocean, offshore seamounts are unknown to most people. Seamounts are
productive oases in the ocean, hosting dense aggregations of deep-sea fishes, such as the much sought-after
but vulnerable orange roughy. As fish catches dwindle in shallow waters, this wealth makes them an
increasingly attractive target for the escalating offshore deep sea fishing industry, in the North East Atlantic
and world-wide. But management of deep-sea fish stocks is in its infancy and attempts to regulate deep-sea
fisheries are insufficient. The International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) has cautioned
against the overfishing of stocks by introducing drastic catch reductions and placing a temporary ban on the
use of bottom-trawling gear in sensitive deep sea areas.

Last year, the forum dealing with biodiversity issues at OSPAR (the Convention for the Protection of the
Marine Environment of the North East Atlantic) placed seamounts on its priority list of threatened species and
habitats of regional concern, in order to develop measures for their conservation. However, scientists from
ICES now recommend OSPAR withdraws seamounts from this list, due to lack of scientific data on actual
threats.

WWF calls on OSPAR to apply the precautionary principle and include seamounts in the OSPAR list of
habitats needing urgent special protection measures. WWF also urges the European Union to prevent
unregulated deep sea fishing on seamounts by enforcing effective measures, until further data has been
collected on the impact of trawling and other fishing methods on these sensitive and important ocean features.

”Lack of data is not reason enough to exclude seamounts from the OSPAR priority list,” said Stephan Lutter,
Director of WWF’s North East Atlantic Programme. “We cannot afford to wait for enough scientific evidence
to accumulate when many seamounts already today are visited by fishing vessels using destructive fishing
methods that rapidly can deplete commercially important fish species and destroy seamount habitats for ever.”

WWF believes that the European Union and OSPAR signatory countries should follow the good example of
Australia, New Zealand and Canada, who recently took the first steps towards protecting seamounts in their
offshore waters, despite little available data evidencing human impact.
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"To restore the balance in the oceans, there is an urgent need to create marine protected areas for offshore, as
well as coastal, marine environments. Governments must take action now to regulate human activities and
prevent further loss of vital marine resources and the relatively unknown but fragile deep sea heritage," said
Simon Cripps, Director of WWF’s international Endangered Seas Programme.

For further information:
Stephan Lutter, North-East Atlantic Programme, WWF International. Tel: +49 421 658 46 22. E-mail:
lutter@wwfneap.org
Dr. Bernd Christiansen, University of Hamburg. Tel: +49 40 428 38 66 70. E-mail: bchristiansen@uni-hamburg.de

Notes to editors:
• Seamounts are underwater offshore mountains at least 1,000 metres high, whose summits do not break the

surface. Rising from the abyssal plains adjacent to volcanic ridges in all oceans, hundreds of thousands of
seamounts are estimated world-wide. Special current conditions at and around seamounts trap myriads of
small organisms living in the open ocean, creating the basis for a rich abundance of fish and
invertebrates,. This in turn makes the waters an attractive breeding and feeding ground for oceanic fish,
which visit the seamount area in vast numbers. Seamounts are also thought to act as stepping stones for
the spreading of oceanic and continental shelf species otherwise prevented by large distances of deep
open ocean.

Seamount habitats are very sensitive to the physical impact of trawls being dragged along their sides, and
to the removal of key species by commercial fisheries. Many species at seamounts grow very slowly and
some reproduce first at the age of thirty years or more. This slow growth and the fact that seamounts are
isolated from each other and extend only over small areas, mean that seamount habitats and animal
populations recover from disturbances only over long time periods, by sporadic recolonization from
nearby seamounts and continental shelf areas. Where this is not possible, excessive removal of seamount
species may lead to their local extinction.

• The partners in the OASIS project are: University of Hamburg, Germany; National University of Ireland,
Galway, Ireland; University of the Azores, Portugal; University of Liverpool, UK; Universidad de Las
Palma de Gran Canaria, Spain; University of Rostock, Germany; Southampton Oceanography Centre,
UK; WWF International, North-East Atlantic Programme; and Friedrich-Alexander University Erlangen,
Germany.

• For more information on the ICES advice on deep sea fisheries, please consult:
ICES ACFM (2000) Answer to EC request for advice on Deep Sea Fisheries Management.
ICES (2001) Answer to Special Request on the Management of Deep-water Species . Cooperative
Research Report No. 246. www.ices.dk/committe/acfm/comwork/report/2001/oct/Deep-sea-request.pdf
see also www.ices.dk/marineworld/deepseafish.asp

•  F o r  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  O A S I S  p r o j e c t ,  p l e a s e  s e e :
http://www.ngo.grida.no/wwfneap/Projects/Reports/Oasis_Newsletter_1.pdf



Oceanic Seamounts: An Integrated Study
Project proposal submitted to EU FP5

Project news:

The start of OASIS is coming
closer - the kick-off project
meeting is scheduled to take
place 11-12 November 2002
in Hamburg.

Overall goal:

The project OASIS aims at
describing the functioning
characteristics of seamount eco-
systems.

OASIS‘ holistic approach to investigate
seamount ecosystems integrates hydrograph-
ic, biogeochemical and biological information. Based on two case studies,
OASIS will yield an advanced mechanistic understanding of the processes
characterizing seamount ecosystems, and their influence on the surrounding
ocean. The scientific results, condensed in a conceptual ecosystem model,
will be applied to outline a model management plan as well as site-specific
management plans for the seamounts investigated.

Partners:

Universität Hamburg Dr. Bernd Christiansen coordination; biology
National University of Ireland,

Galway Dr. Martin White physical oceanography
IMAR -DOP, Univ. Azores Prof. Ana Martins biology

University of Liverpool Dr. George Wolff biogeochemistry
Universidad de Las Palmas de

Gran Canaria Prof. Javier Arístegui biology, phys. oceanogr.
Universität Rostock Prof. Gerd Graf biogeochemistry

SOC/NERC, UK Dr. Brian Bett biology
WWF International

NE Atlanic Programme Stefan Lutter dissemination, conserv.
Friedrich-Alexander-Universität

Erlangen Prof. Andre Freiwald biology, geology

Contact: Dr. Bernd Christiansen bchristiansen@uni-hamburg.de
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Universität Hamburg,
Institut für Hydrobiologie und Fischereiwissenschaft
Zeiseweg 9, D-22765 Hamburg, Germany
Tel. +49 40 42838-6686, Fax +49 40 42838-6696



OASIS

Objectives

The primary goal of OASIS, to provide an holistic, inte-
grated assessment of seamount ecology, will be achieved
by addressing the following main objectives.

Objective 1: To identify and describe the physical forcing
mechanisms effecting seamount systems

This objective addresses the hydrographic processes that
control the circulation, mixing and exchange of fluid in
the vicinity of seamounts. These are key requirements for
an understanding of the biogeochemical and biological
processes, and they are essential for the design of an
effective biogeochemical and biological sampling strate-
gy.

Objective 2: To assess the origin, quality and dynamics of
particulate organic material within the water column
and surface sediment at seamounts.

The organisms below the euphotic zone depend, with a
few exceptions, on (particulate) organic material that has
been produced in the surface ocean. During its descent to
the seafloor this material is altered in many ways, for
example by ingestion and egestion by pelagic animals, by
microbial degradation or aggregate formation. Within
the benthic mixed layer, sedimentation and resuspension
will strongly influence the availability of this material. All
these processes will affect the nutritional value of the
organic matter for organisms living at or close to the
seafloor.

Objective 3: To describe aspects of the biodiversity and the
ecology of seamount biota, to assess their dynamics and
the maintenance of their production.

Seamounts often accommodate enhanced stocks of com-
mercially valuable species. Several hypotheses exist
regarding how these stocks are maintained, e.g. by trap-
ping of particles in Taylor columns, by enhanced primary
production due to upwelling, or by trapping of the verti-
cally migrating deep scattering layer fauna. This objective
will address the major faunistic groups (zooplankton,
micronecton, benthos and fish) at seamounts and their
interactions, with special emphasis on the bottom mixed
layer fauna.

Objective 4: Modelling the trophic ecology of seamount
ecosystems.

Under this objective, the growing body of information
will be synthesized in a continuously updated conceptual
ecosystem model, which will provide a common plat-
form for the presentation of the primary scientific results
of the project. In addition, the full OASIS dataset will

feed into a mass-balanced trophodynamic model, based
on the ECOPATH suite.

Objective 5: Application of scientific knowledge to practi-
cal conservation.

This objective acknowledges the critical need for the
timely input of appropriate scientific advice to the devel-
opment of marine policy. Policy makers and advisors as
well as other stakeholders require applicable results in
the form of easy-to-use products. The design of scientifi-
cally sound and practicable management plans is the
most difficult but essential part of the implementation of
protected areas. Drawing on the scientific results of the
project, OASIS will act as an interface to practitioners.
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Study sites

Time table (preliminary)

Start of project November 2002
Project meeting November 2002
Pilot cruise on R.V. Poseidon March 2003
Project cruise R.V. Discovery Summer 2003
Project cruises R.V. Archipelago Summer 2003
Project cruise R.V. Meteor January 2004

Name

Location

Summit depth

Features

Human impacts

Sedlo Seamount

40°25‘N/26°55’W

600 m

Summit below winter

mixed-depth layer, but with-

in the range of vertically

migrating fauna.

Not yet exploited but hosts

a population of commercial-

ly valuable orange roughy

(Hoplostethus atlanticus).

An exploratory fisheries sur-

vey by a South African fish-

ing vessel was performed in

2000.

Seine Seamount

33°50‘N/14°20’W

45 m

Summit reaches well into the

winter mixed-depth layer and

into the euphotic zone.

Although no detailed informa-

tion is readily available, this

seamount is undoubtedly

impacted by deep-sea com-

mercial fisheries.



Oceanic Seamounts: An Integrated Study
A project funded by the European Commision
contract No EVK3-CT-2002-00073-OASIS
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Project news:

The European Commission signed the contract, and the official start of OASIS was
December 1, 2002. OASIS will be part of the Biodiversity Cluster of EU projects. A
first project meeting was held in Hamburg (see below).

The OASIS consortium agreed to set up a position statement about seamount,
regarding their ecological significance and their actual and potential threats (page 3)

Participants of the Hamburg meeting

From left to right: Sabine Christiansen, Stefanie Schmidt, Martin White, Jessica
Lindström-Battle, Mario Rui Pinho, Telmo Morato. George Wolff, Tim Beck, Brian
Bett, Ricardo Santos (kneeling), Bernd Christiansen, Barbara Springer, Dave Billett,
Nina Jaeckisch, Bettina Martin, Kostas Kiriakoulakis, Birte Matthiessen, Ana
Mendonça, Javier Aristegui, Felix Jose, Robert Turnewitsch.

Universität Hamburg,
Institut für Hydrobiologie und Fischereiwissenschaft
Zeiseweg 9, D-22765 Hamburg, Germany
Tel. +49 40 42838-6670, Fax +49 40 42838-6696

Contact: Dr. Bernd Christiansen bchristiansen@uni-hamburg.de
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First project meeting held:

OASIS held its first project meeting in Hamburg on November
11–12, 2002. Here follows an extract of discussed topics.

Project timetable

A few dates have been set, particularly for cruises:
December 1, 2003 start of OASIS
March 20 – April 1, 2003 Poseidon project cruise
May 14 –June 20, 2003 Discovery project cruise
July 2003 ROV training on Thalassa
August 25–30, 2003 Deep-Sea Biology Symposium in

Coos Bay, Oregon, USA
Nov 11 – Dec. 6, 2003 Meteor project cruise
November 30, 2005 end of project
A first stakeholder workshop is scheduled for April 2003. The
workshop will focus on seamounts in relation to fisheries.
The OASIS website will be launched in January 2003
(www.rrz.uni-hamburg.de/OASIS)

Work packages
To achieve the objectives of the OASIS project, work has been
divided in five work packages (WP). These were presented and
methods for sampling and analysis, as well as dissemination of
results, public outreach and stakeholder involvement, were dis-
cussed. Here follows a list of tasks to be carried out in each
work package and the responsible institution:

WP1: Characterisation of topographical and hydrographical
properties. Responsible: NUIG

1. Detailed mapping by Seabeam and review of known
hydrography of study sites. Responsible: UHH
2. 3D current field measurements. Responsible: NUIG, in
collaboration with IMAR/DOP
3. Satellite imagery of SST and ocean olour in seamount
study regions. Responsible: IMAR/DOP
4. BML structure and vertical turbulent diffusion
measurements. Responsible: NUIG
5. Process modelling. Responsible: ULPGC

WP2: Influence of kilometre-scale seafloor topography on water-
column biogeochemistry. Responsible: ULIV

1. Integrated sampling at the topographic features.
Responsible: ULIV, URO
2. Primary production, export production, and water-
column remineralisation rates. Responsible: ULPGC
3. Organic matter composition, provenance and quality.
Responsible: ULIV
4. Influence of kilometre-scale seafloor topography on par-
ticulate material fluxes in benthic mixed and nepheloid lay-
ers. Responsible: URO

WP3: Seamount biota Responsible: SOC
1. Interaction of the “deep scattering layer” with seamount
topography. Responsible: UHH.
2. Dynamics of the benthic mixed layer community around
seamounts. Responsible: UHH
3. Standing stock and distribution of benthos on and

around seamounts. Responsible: SOC
4. Seamount fish and fisheries. Responsible: IMAR/DOP
5. Trophic pathways in seamount communities.
Responsible: UHH

WP4: Seamount ecosystems: Integration, modelling and manage-
ment. Responsible: IMAR/DOP

1. The functional ecology of seamount systems. Responsi-
ble: IMAR/DOP and consortium
2. Contribution to the understanding of seamount
biodiversity and zoogeography. Responsible:
IMAR/DOP,FAU and consortium
3. Development of an “Offshore MPA Tool Box” and site-
specific management plans for the investigated seamounts.
Responsible: IMAR/DOP and WWF

WP5: Developing a common understanding of seamount ecosys-
tems, their conservation and sustainable use. Responsible: WWF

1. Public information, education
2. Stakeholder involvement
3. Dissemination of scientific results in political bodies,
contribution to decision-making process

WP6: Co-ordination and management of the project.
Responsible: UHH

1. Co-ordination and project management
2. Data management

OASIS position statement

WWF pointed to ongoing political processes of relevance to
the project and highlighted the importance of feeding the
scientific results, but also expert advice into the political deci-
sion making processes. On the occasion of a debate about
whether seamounts in the North East Atlantic are to be con-
sidered as being under immediate threat and/or decline in the
OSPAR maritime area, WWF asked whether the OASIS
consortium could agree to give a position statement on this
issue. It was discussed how far OASIS as group of scientists
should make a political statement and indicated that science
has to be independent from policy. However, due to the
holistic approach including the practical outcome of the
project in the form of recommendations on seamount MPA
designation and management at the study sites, an OASIS
position about seamounts regarding their ecological signifi-
cance and their actual and potential threats was agreed as well.

Cruises

There will be three major OASIS cruises in 2003.
1. Poseidon, March 20 – April 1, 2003. This will be a pilot

cruise for the project and focus on Seine Seamount. The
cruise will include studies on the hydrography, biogeochemis-
try and pelagic (zooplankton and primary production) biolo-
gy.

2. Discovery, May 14 –June 20, 2003. This cruise will be the
first OASIS project cruise and will cover all disciplines, except
fish(eries), at both study sites.

3. Meteor, Nov 11 – Dec. 6, 2003. The second OASIS project
cruise will have a programme similar to the Discovery cruise.

In summer 2004, a fish survey will be conducted by the
Azoran research vessel Archipelago. Further cruises are
planned for 2004 and 2005.



Seamounts are underwater offshore mountains rising from the
abyssal plains in all oceans. Special current conditions create a
unique environment at each seamount and provide the basis
for an abundance of fish and invertebrates, making the waters
important breeding and feeding grounds for vast numbers of
pelagic and demersal fish.

Many species at seamounts grow very slowly and some fish
reproduce first at the age of 25 years and more and reach a
maximum age of more than 100 years1. Due to their isolated
locations in the open ocean, seamounts have been found to
host a high level of endemism2 and local populations of fish.
These factors make seamount ecosystems very sensitive to dis-
turbance from human activities.

As seamounts are rich in fish and other natural resources, they
provide lucrative fishing grounds and potential mining sites for
metals, etc. Plummeting fish stocks in shallower waters now
push fishing fleets further out at sea, and offshore seamount
fish stocks are already being exploited by several NE Atlantic
fleets3. Due to lack of governance of the high seas, management
of seamounts in international waters is non-existent, causing
the destruction of habitats and decline in fish populations.

The dragging of trawls over seamounts and the removal of
large parts of resident fish populations have negative conse-
quences for the biodiversity of seamounts and other under-
water environments in various parts of the world. In New Zea-
land, for example, there is evidence of decline in fish stocks
associated with seamount fishing4, and in the NE Atlantic, large
areas of cold water coral reefs have been destroyed by trawling5.
When unregulated, even smaller-scale fishing can disturb these
sensitive environments, such as in the Azores, where artisanal
fishing at seamounts has caused the decline in important fish
stocks6.

Today, due to lack of well-funded research, little is known of
seamount ecosystems in the NE Atlantic, as well as of the
impact of human activities upon these unique oceanic ecosys-
tems. The OASIS project (OceAnic Seamounts: an Integrated
Study), funded by the European Commission, is the first Euro-
pean seamount study integrating physical, biogeochemical and
biological research.
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Sustainable fisheries are dependent upon well-functioning
ecosystems. In order to ensure a sustainable fishery and viable
fishing communities, an ecosystem-based management
approach is crucial for seamounts and other important oceanic
ecosystems, regulating human activities and ensuring a sustain-
able exploitation of marine resources. One of the scopes of
OASIS is therefore to produce comprehensive and science-based
management guidelines for seamounts in deep sea areas.

Finally, until we know more about these fragile ecosystems and
the long-term impacts of fishing and other human activities, we
in the OASIS group believe that it is necessary to apply the pre-
cautionary principle to seamounts to ensure their necessary
protection and management.

References
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A. Age determination and growth of orange roughy
(Hoplostethus atlanticus): a comparison of annulus
counts with radiometric ageing. Canadian Journal of
Fisheries and Aquatic Science 52, 391-401 (1995).

2. de Forges, B. R., Koslow, J. A. & Poore, G. C. B. Diversity
and endemism of the benthic seamount fauna in the
southwest Pacific. Nature 405, 944-947 (2000).

3. Gordon, J. D. M. Deep-water fisheries at the Atlantic
Frontier. Continental Shelf Research 21, 987-1003 (2001).

4. Clark, M. Fisheries for orange roughy (Hoplostethus
atlanticus) on seamounts in New Zealand. Oceanologica
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Links to other projects

There is already a strong link to the MAR-ECO initiative
(Patterns and processes of the ecosystems of the Northern
mid-Atlantic). Part of OASIS will be one element of the MAR-
ECO component project PN2, Interactions of mesopelagic and
bathypelagic fauna with the benthopelagic community associ-
ated with MAR seamounts/slopes. It was suggested to include
the MAR-ECO coordinator in the OASIS stakeholder advisory

board to strengthen this collaboration.

Representatives from OASIS will attend the second MAR-ECO
planning workshop in January 2003 to investigate opportuni-
ties for further collaboration.

The OASIS statement



No. 2, page 4newsletter

Universidad de Las Palmas de Gran Canaria,
Spain (ULPGC)

Javier Aristegui jaristegui@dbio.ulpgc.es

National Environmental Research Coun-
cil, Southampton Oceanography Centre,
UK (NERC)

Dave Billett dsmb@soc.soton.ac.uk

Universität Hamburg, Germany (UHH) Bernd Christiansen bchristiansen@uni-hamburg.de

World Wide Fund for Nature, North East
Atlantic Programme (WWF)

Sabine Christiansen christiansen@wwfneap.org

Friedrich-Alexander Universität Erlangen,
Germany (FAU)

Andre Freiwald freiwald@pal.uni-erlangen.de

Instituto do Mar/Departamento de
Oceanografia e Pescas,
Universidade dos Açores, Portugal
(IMAR/DOP)

Ricardo Santos ricardo@dop.horta.uac.pt

Universität Rostock, Germany (URO) Barbara Springer bmspringer@web.de

National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland
(NUIG)

Martin White Martin.White@nuigalway.ie

University of Liverpool, UK
(ULIV)

George Wolff wolff@liverpool.ac.uk

Participating institutions in OASIS and contact points

Disclaimer: The authors are solely responsible for this
newsletter. It does not represent the opinion of the
Community and the Community is not responsible for
any use that might be made of data appearing therein.




	Oasis_Newsletter_1.pdf
	Sheet #1
	Sheet #2

	Oasis newsletter 2.pdf 1
	Sheet #1
	Sheet #2
	Sheet #3
	Sheet #4


