
This advice was provided in  September 2005 to both

NEAFC and the EC. Fig. 1 indicates all available

information on the presence of cold-water corals, in

particular Lophelia pertusa, on Rockall Bank. 

Due to its glacial history and the high current velocities

occurring along many of the slopes, in particular the

northwestern and northeastern slopes are a prime

habitat for growth of structure forming cold-water

corals and a rich associated fauna. Scientific records

dating back to before trawling activities commenced

indicate the wide-spread occurrence and habitat

forming nature of the communities dominated by

Lophelia. Recent investigations of the southeastern and

southwestern slopes confirm the importance of

carbonate mounds (often made up of ancient coral

remainders) providing a range of habitats to host a large

array of benthic communities, dominated by coral

communities in various stages of development (from

alive to coral rubble).
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For information, contact:
Stephan Lutter
WWF North-East Atlantic Marine Ecoregion Programme
Magdeburger Str. 17, D-20547 Hamburg, Germany
Phone: +49 40 530200-122, Fax: +49 40 530200-112
E-mail: lutter@wwfneap.org

New information on Rockall and Hatton
Background
In September 2005, ICES ACE advised the

North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission

(NEAFC) and the European Commission that

several areas on Rockall Bank are in particular

need for fisheries management measures

removing the immediate threat to species and

habitats from bottom-touching gear. However,

neither NEAFC during their annual meeting in

November, nor the European Council in its

December meeting considered the advice and

decided upon appropriate measures. Since

1998, WWF has indicated the Rockall Bank as

a particularly vulnerable area with respect to

the impact of fishing on benthic habitats.

However, there is great concern , too, about

the fisheries impact on the deep-water fish

community and stocks, discarding, bycatch

and incidental take in mixed fisheries.

Following the ICES ACFM advice 2005,

WWF therefore called for a complete

cessation of deep-water fishing. WWF calls

on OSPAR to reinstate its concerns about

harmful fishing impacts on the 

sensitive habitats of Rockall and Hatton 

Bank to NEAFC and the 

European Commission, and ask for the

implementation of measures according to the

objectives of an ecosystem-

based approach to management.

ICES advice on Rockall
Spurred by the concerns

raised by WWF, OSPAR

2004 addressed a letter

to NEAFC in which

OSPAR states “that

action is desirable […]

to protect the Lophelia

pertusa reefs on the

western slopes of the

Rockall Bank from the effects of

bottom trawling.” NEAFC 2004

then requested ICES to provide „advice on

appropriate boundaries of any closure of areas where

cold-water corals are affected by fishing acitivities“.
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Fig. 1:  ICES ACE advice provided to NEAFC and the
European Commission indicating appropriate boundaries of
any closure of areas where cold-water corals are affected by
fishing acitivities.  



ICES indicates a number of areas where sufficient evidence for

cold-water coral occurrence exists,  and where fishing pressure

either seems to be low, or will have to be minimised in order to

conserve the remaining corals. The areas proposed therefore

partly mirror a compromise between relatively low presence of

fishing vessels (no displacement of fishing effort to be expected,

upper part of Fig. 1) and the need for recovery areas where good

scientific records coincide with currently intensively fished areas

lower part of Fig. 1). 

New information on Rockall Bank corals 
During the UK geological survey 2005, in particular the

northeastern and eastern slopes of Rockall Bank were

investigated by an extensive video transsect of 1900 metres

crossing the edge of the east Rockall Bank  from 440 - 680 m

depth.  The survey confirmed the pre-trawling scientific evidence

of the occurrence of cold-water coral habitats, coral mounds and

the likely presence of cold-water corals as inferred from 500 kHz

soundings in both the northeastern and the northwestern areas

selected by ICES for conservation measures.

The cruise report states: „Mixed sand with stones, cobbles and

rocks with presence of pencil urchins (Cidarids) were observed

throughout the length of the transect. The transect across Rockall

Bank with the 500 kHz sidescan sonar provided stunning

imagery.  Many types of habitat were mapped including outcrop,

ploughmarks, sand and gravel sheets and low dunes, and many

probable coral reef and potential ‘colonies’similar to the Darwin

Mounds, on both the western and eastern flanks of Rockall Bank

were imaged, though they lie within a narrow depth window

between of 350 m and about 200 m“.

In the framework of the EU-funded HERMES project, a Dutch

cruise targeted the southeastern margin of Rockall Bank in 2005,

delivering approx. 60 new locations for live scleractinian corals

of the genera Lophelia, Madrepora and Desmophylla. About a

hundred different sponges were discovered, even a carnivorous

species. Among the stranger animals were completely spherical

starfish, barnacles with one mobile valve, scaled sea cucumbers

and a 'parasitic' sponge on living Lophelia.

ICES advice on Hatton
In relation to the proposal for the protection of vulnerable deep-

water habitats by Norway 2004 (NEAFC AM2004/28),  NEAFC

has requested ICES: „To provide information on the distribution

of cold-water corals on the Hatton Bank“. ICES compiled all

available evidence for the occurrence of cold-water corals on

Hatton Bank and found the records to be well within 
the boundaries of the area proposed by Norway (Fig. 2).

New information on Hatton Bank corals
As on Rockall Bank, soundings and video imaging collated by

the UK geological survey 2005 provided stunning evidence of the

obviously wide-spread occurrence of highly diverse cold-water

coral communities, dominated by Lophelia pertusa, with

numerous anemones, pencil urchins, red holothurians, white erect

sponges, coral rubble on sediments.  

Gillnet and ghost fishery 
Since the mid-1990s, a fleet of up to 50 vessels have been

conducting a gillnet fishery on the continental slopes to the West

of the British Isles, North of Shetland, at Rockall and the Hatton

Bank. The fishery is conducted in depths between 200 and 1200

meters, with the main target species being monkfish and deep-

water sharks. ICES 2005 advised zero catch for deep-water

sharks, including bycatch because the stocks had totally

collapsed. Discarding is tremendous: the total amount of nets

constantly fishing at the same time by the fleet is conservatively

estimated at between 5800 and 8700 km and the vessels leave

their gear fishing whilst they land their fish. The total amount of

loss and discarding of nets is not known, although anecdotal

evidence suggests that up to 30 kms of gear are routinely

discarded per vessel per trip. The percentage of the catch that

was discarded varied between 54 and 71% per fleet (average

fleet 19 km) with an average 65% of the monkfish being

discarded. Further to the impact of the „normal“ fishery, this

wasteful fishery is supposed to change the ecosystem, deplete

sensitive species, favour scavengers and increase the pressure on

benthic ecosystems by littering the seafloor.

Action required
WWF calls on Ireland, the UK, EC and NEAFC  to reduce the

risk to vulnerable deep-water habitats and species from harmful

fishing activities by implementing management measures,

including MPAs and closed areas, as a matter of urgency .
Text: Sabine Christiansen
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Fig. 2:  ICES ACE advice provided to NEAFC and the European
Commission indicating cold-water coral occurrences on Hatton Bank. 


