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Date of adop)on: 16 October 2025 

Ref. R-08-Ej.19(2025-2026)/WG2  

Background 

The Long Distance Advisory Council (LDAC) provided recommenda/ons to the European Commission 
(EC) on the North East Atlan/c Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) for the first /me in 2024 (R-02-Ej.18 
(2024-2025)/WG2). These recommenda/ons were published on 20 September 2024, in advance of the 
NEAFC par/es’ informal mee/ng on Management and Science (the alterna/ve format of their 
Permanent CommiUee on Management and Science [PECMAS], aUended by its “like-minded” par/es 
i.e. without The Russian Federa/on). The aim for this year was to do the same, so that the Commission 
can use the LDAC recommenda/ons at the informal PECMAS mee/ng in London on 8-9 October While 
/me constraints did not allow for this advice to be ready on /me for the informal PECMAS mee/ng, 
the LDAC highlights that it contains a series of important recommenda/ons for the EC to take on board 
in advance of the annual mee/ng.  
 
The last three years have been challenging for NEAFC, due to the poli/cal situa/on following the 
Russian aggression on Ukraine, which have created barriers to the work. Most commiUee and working 
group mee/ngs have been cancelled, affec/ng the quality and speed of NEAFC. However, Par/es 
nevertheless found ways of keeping the NEAFC processes func/oning through maintaining most of the 
mee/ngs among like-minded par/es.   
 
Despite this context, NEAFC took some important steps in the last two annual mee/ngs towards beUer 
considering environmental and ecosystem trends in its management and decisions. NEAFC progressed 
toward implemen/ng an ecosystem approach to fisheries management (EAFM), including by 
evalua/ng various opera/onal approaches with guidance from the Interna/onal Council for the 
Explora/on of the Sea (ICES). NEAFC also reported protected boUom-fishing areas as Other Effec/ve 
area-based Conserva/on Measures (OECM), becoming the first regional fisheries management 
organiza/on (RFMO) to report an OECM beyond na/onal jurisdic/on to the Conven/on on Biological 
Diversity (CBD). In 2025, addi/onal efforts will con/nue, including with a dedicated mee/ng to further 
advance the development of EAFM opera/onal objec/ves.   

  

https://ldac.eu/images/LDAC_Advice_NEAFC_2024_20Sept.pdf
https://ldac.eu/images/LDAC_Advice_NEAFC_2024_20Sept.pdf


 

LDAC Advice in prepara/on of NEAFC 44th Annual Mee/ng (11-14 Nov2025) 

Technical considera.ons and Recommenda.ons on selected themes 

 
1. Management of the stocks in NEAFC 
 

Introductory remarks 

The LDAC acknowledges the remit of the Pelagic Advisory Council (PelAC) to provide advice on fishing 
opportuni/es and technical measures for small pelagic stocks under NEAFC management and the need 
to strengthen dialogue and coordina/on with PelAC on these topics. In the future the LDAC could 
consider a joint recommenda/on with PelAC on certain aspects of shared interest; provide advice on 
demersal and deep-sea species not under the remit of the PelAC or the NWWAC (in the case of 
haddock); and/or comment on broader interna/onal governance aspects related to the func/oning 
and performance of NEAFC as an RFMO. 

Recommenda1ons 

1.1. The LDAC notes the poor management of the three large pelagic stocks (Northeast Atlan/c 
mackerel, Atlanto-scandian [AS] herring and blue whi/ng) by coastal states, including persistent failure 
to agree on shares leading to current overfishing, the unilateral sefng of inflated quotas by some 
par/es and a lack of progress on agreeing management plans/LTMS. The LDAC urges the EC to quickly 
find an arrangement with other coastal states that brings fishing back to sustainable limits for these 
stocks, which is an obliga/on under the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). 

1.2. The EC is encouraged to take a leading role in addressing the cri/cal issue of overfishing. This 
should be achieved by proposing to other contrac/ng par/es to NEAFC the agreement of fair and 
reasonable sharing arrangements as well as other appropriate management tools for the relevant 
stocks to prevent unsustainable fishing prac/ces. Overfishing not only threatens the health of our 
marine ecosystems but also undermines the long-term viability of the fishing industry. By collabora/ng 
on the crea/on of robust measures, NEAFC par/es can ensure that Total Allowable Catches (TACs) are 
set in line with sustainable prac/ces and that unilateral ac/ons that inflate quotas are effec/vely 
managed. 
 
In this regard, it is strongly recommended that the European Commission make full use of the 
amended measures addressing non-sustainable fishing prac/ces by non-EU countries on shared fish 
stocks of common interest. 
 
Furthermore, the EC should advocate for the establishment of comprehensive conflict dispute 
resolu/on mechanisms (DRM) within NEAFC. These DRMs would provide a structured approach to 
resolving disputes and ensuring that all par/es adhere to agreed-upon sustainability standards.  
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By working together with other contrac/ng par/es, the EC can help develop a framework that 
promotes equitable and sustainable fisheries management.  
 
1.3. The LDAC believes that long-term management strategies (LTMS) are an essen/al tool for the 
management of most of the NEAFC area’s small pelagic and demersal stocks, and a facilita/ng element 
to improve the governance of these stocks, as is acknowledged by all NEAFC par/es. The aim of LTMS 
is to shii the management approach from short term reac/ve decision-making to more automated 
decision rules that can achieve longer-term objec/ves for a fishery. LTMS should have an integrated 
approach considering all human economic ac/vi/es other than fishing such as deep sea mining, 
underwater cables, commercial transports, etc. They represent an ideal mechanism for managers to 
start implemen/ng an EAFM by incorpora/ng ecosystems and climate-related considera/ons in the 
discussion, for example around the selec/on of objec/ves for the LTMS. 
 
PelAC is already ac/ve in this work and as a recent example, the LDAC supports the recommenda/ons 
of the July 2025 PelAC input following the publica/on of the Benchmark for mackerel. In this advice, 
the PELAC recommends “the Commission, and like-minded Coastal States, to drai a management 
strategy evalua/on (MSE) request that would inves/gate the inclusion of ecosystem considera/ons, 
rebuilding, and the consequences of implementa/on errors in a long-term management strategy 
(LTMS). Considera/on should be given to sefng clear opera/onal objec/ves and incorpora/ng 
ecosystem considera/ons, including climate robustness and resilience tes/ng, and exploring further 
impact of preda/on and the role of mackerel in the ecosystem”.  
 
The LDAC also supports the idea put forward by PELAC of incorpora/ng the risks related to not having 
shared arrangements (and thus TAC overshoots) embedded in the LTMS through undertaking a MSE 
process for these stocks that would generate scenarios that visualise the impacts of current TAC 
overshoots (implementa/on errors).  
 
1.4. The Coastal States consulta/ons and arrangements laid out as an informal sefng are not fit for 
purpose for transparent and adequate decision-making within the NEAFC Conven/on area. The lack of 
sharing arrangements and the current situa/on of fishing at unsustainable levels provides evidence for 
this. The LDAC wishes to contribute to the discussions on how the EU and other par/es can improve 
the func/oning of the Coastal States’ consulta/on informal process and of NEAFC with respect to the 
management of the pelagic fish stocks. 

The LDAC also notes that, in its role as the current chair of the mackerel and blue whi/ng consulta/ons, 
the EU has proposed that NEAFC observer rules should also apply for Coastal States consulta/ons, 
thereby formalising access to these mee/ngs. As a result, coastal States agreed on informal guidelines 
on September 2025 for NEAFC observers par/cipa/ng in plenary mee/ngs. The LDAC strongly supports 
the introduc/on of basic observer rules in the Coastal States consulta/ons  and the idea of gran/ng 
NEAFC observers the right to par/cipate in  these consulta/ons.    

https://www.pelagic-ac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/2425PAC80-PelAC_MAC_benchmark_advice.pdf
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2. Governance of NEAFC and performance review 
 
2.1. Improving governance and stakeholder engagement in policy making 
 
Recommenda1ons 
 
2.1.1. Unlike for other RFMOs, the EC does not have a formal stakeholder consulta/on process in place 
for NEAFC. The LDAC would like to see a more formalized consulta/on process, similar to those in place 
for Northwest Atlan/c Fisheries Organiza/on (NAFO) or Interna/onal Commission for the Conserva/on 
of Atlan/c Tunas (ICCAT). A suggested first step would be to call for a separate technical mee/ng in 
prepara/on of the Annual Mee/ng in late September/early October when the mandate of the EC is 
being nego/ated to exchange views on key agenda items. This should not hamper the possibility for 
MARE staff to aUend and exchange views at the mee/ng of LDAC WG 2 in October, considering that 
the LDAC is a legi/mate consulta/ve body that provides advice in wri/ng to the Commission. The LDAC 
also requests to meet the EC for preparing NEAFC intersessional mee/ngs other than the Annual 
Mee/ng, such as PECMAS or relevant Working Group mee/ngs. In terms of follow-up, the EC is advised 
to make further efforts in communica/ng the mandate provided by MS once agreed and how the 
stakeholders’ advice (including the LDAC) is considered. 
 
2.1.2. The LDAC is pleased to note that important progress has been achieved in rela/on to observer 
access, including for the Working Group on Future Development of NEAFC (WG-FDN) and for the 
Collec/ve Arrangement. However, par/cipa/on in NEAFC is generally hampered in prac/ce by the 
requirement of annual obliga/on to apply for observer status, which adds an extra bureaucra/c 
burden, par/cularly for smaller organisa/ons. The LDAC suggests extending the dura/on of observer 
status to a period of /me similar to what is in place in other RFMOs, i.e. 5-10 years. The LDAC 
encourages the EU to raise this point with other delega/ons ahead of the next NEAFC Commission 
mee/ng and in the relevant working groups. 
 
2.1.3. One key CommiUee that is s/ll totally closed to observers is the Permanent CommiUee on 
Monitoring and Compliance (PECMAC). The LDAC urges NEAFC to consider gran/ng observers access 
to PECMAC, as is the case in many other RFMOs, excluding topics where confiden/ality of nego/a/ons 
is required. The LDAC notes in par/cular the growing importance of compliance monitoring in rela/on 
to achieving well-func/oning spa/al management regimes (see sec/on 4 of this advice) and considers 
that stakeholders could contribute construc/vely to PECMAC’s role in ensuring the effec/veness of 
benthic protec/on measures and other biodiversity-focused instruments.  
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2.2. NEAFC Performance review 

Introductory remarks 

NEAFC was expected to undertake a third performance review in 2024. The Terms of Reference have 
been agreed by the par/es with the aim of a report in 2025. A key point of this performance review is 
that it will address governance issues like the current mismanagement and overfishing by coastal 
states of the three pelagic stocks, as well as the lack of transparency and inclusiveness regarding NEAFC 
decision making. However, progress stalled, and no decision has so far been taken on designa/ng 
panelists for the review panel.  
 
In rela/on to governance, there is the outstanding issue in the Barents Sea on the role of the joint 
Norway-Russian Commission which is the decision-making body in rela/on to stocks/areas that fall 
under the remiUance of the NEAFC. Another example is the situa/on of redfish in the Irminger Sea, 
where Russia sets unilaterally its own TAC. 
 
Recommenda1ons 
2.2.1. The LDAC urges the Commission and other NEAFC Par/es to accelerate the process of launching 
a performance review, no/ng that the last NEAFC performance review was published more than ten 
years ago, in 2014. The LDAC would like to highlight that regular performance reviews are considered 
by UN bodies like the FAO CommiUee on Fisheries (COFI) and the Review Conference of the UN Fish 
Stocks Agreement (in its 2023 recommenda/ons) as one of the key tools to foster and improve 
compliance of RFMOs.  
 
Also, the LDAC regrets the consequences this could have on the /me other RFMOs put into their 
performance review and recommends to introduce new tools allowing to have a leverage when the 
RFMO is not comple/ng its obliga/ons. 
 
2.2.2. One of the key ques/ons is how EU stakeholders in general, and the LDAC in par/cular, would 
fit in the consulta/on process of the NEAFC performance review. Given that the par/cipa/on of the 
LDAC and formula/on of specific recommenda/ons are usually channeled via and submiUed to the 
European Commission, we would like to ask for a dedicated mee/ng on this subject with the 
Commission, depending on the /ming agreed by NEAFC, with the possibility of extending the invita/on 
to the designated independent experts panel, if possible. 
 
2.2.3. The performance review should address the func/oning of the Northeast Atlan/c fisheries 
management bodies in light of the chronic failure of the ad hoc coastal states consulta/ons to manage 
the large pelagic stocks sustainably.  The performance review must address the issue of the separa/on 
of management of the same pelagic species between a high seas RFMO (NEAFC) and an informal inter-
party forum (Coastal States).  

https://nammco.no/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/neafc__pr-2015.pdf
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Urgent changes to the pelagic species governance regime are needed, both to resolve immediate 
concerns around the failure by the Coastal States to secure sharing arrangements for key species, and 
to ensure management stability in face of changing poli/cal and environmental condi/ons, like the 
impacts of climate change on these stocks and fisheries. 
It must be noted that the last performance review already concluded that management of the large 
pelagic stocks should be integrated into a single forum. The LDAC calls the new performance review to 
go beyond repea/ng this same conclusion and iden/fy specific barriers to this needed change and 
make recommenda/ons to overcome these barriers. 

2.2.4. Finally, the LDAC calls for NEAFC members to be ready to make use of the recommenda/ons 
that will be produced by the performance review. This is par/cularly relevant in a context where 
NEAFC, as the other RFMOs, needs to be proac/ve in the face of emerging new priori/es in ocean 
governance, such as under the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) and the UN 
Agreement on Marine Biological Diversity of Areas Beyond Na/onal Jurisdic/on (BBNJ). These 
interna/onal agreements necessitate more adap/ve governance, wherein responsibili/es for 
sustainable use and biodiversity protec/on are beUer integrated and decisions are made more 
coherently across sectoral management bodies. 

 

3. Progress towards an Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management through 
inclusion of ecosystem considera)ons/ecological objec)ves  

Introductory remarks 

NEAFC has made significant progress toward implemen/ng an ecosystem approach to fisheries 
management, beginning in the early 2000s with measures to protect vulnerable marine ecosystems 
(VMEs), including, where it revealed necessary, closing certain areas to boUom fishing, and with 
prohibi/ng directed fisheries on deep-sea sharks and rays. While NEAFC has not yet developed a 
comprehensive ecosystem approach framework like its neighbouring RFMO the Northwest Atlan/c 
Fisheries Organiza/on (NAFO), it is taking steps by reques/ng scien/fic advice from ICES and exploring 
opera/onal biodiversity and ecosystem objec/ves. NEAFC also benefits from collabora/on with the 
Conven/on for the Protec/on of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlan/c (OSPAR), which 
oversees broader environmental protec/on in the Northeast Atlan/c. One of OSPAR’s objec/ves under 
its 2030 Environment Strategy is to have a regional ecosystem-based approach that includes all sectors.  

The ICES advice on approaches to opera/onal ecosystem objec/ves was presented at the 2024 annual 
mee/ng and the par/es agreed to dedicate an addi/onal day of PECMAS in October 2025 to discussing 
it. The advice analyses five proposed approaches to developing opera/onal objec/ves to deliver an 
EAFM. These are referred to by ICES as offering a wide range of complexity, effec/veness and relevance 
to NEAFC.  

https://www.ices.dk/news-and-events/news-archive/news/Pages/NEAFC_EAFM.aspx
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The advice presents “risk-based” approaches such as those used by Australian fisheries management 
organisa/ons, an approach used by the United States (ecosystem state indicators), by the European 
Union (Marine Strategy Framework Direc/ve) and by NAFO (the ecosystem approach roadmap). 

In this context, the LDAC is following with interest the ongoing work of NEAFC on EAFM approaches to 
define ecosystem and biodiversity objec/ves; the work undertaken under the OSPAR-NEAFC Collec/ve 
Arrangement to develop a cross-sectoral ecosystem-based approach; and the discussion on long-term 
management strategies (LTMS) as a vehicle for EAFM. 

 
Recommenda1ons 

3.1. The LDAC notes that NEAFC has made important progress at the two last Annual Mee/ngs towards 
an EAFM, by reques/ng ICES to provide advice on different approaches regarding the defini/on of 
ecosystem and biodiversity objec/ves. The LDAC supports this pathway as a way to implement EAFM. 
However, the LDAC note that fishery is the only human ac/vity considered in the advice and 
recommend, in order to have a more holis/c approach, to take into account all human ac/vi/es before 
sugges/ng new fishing management measures. 

3.2. Regarding ICES advice assessing five approaches to indicate which opera/onal ecosystem 
objec/ves should be priori/zed, the LDAC recommends that NEAFC aims to achieve the appropriate 
balance between feasibility and ambi/on among the data-based approaches its par/es select from 
those suggested by ICES. The par/es must ensure that this discussion results in meaningful objec/ves 
and tangible ac/ons for the approach chosen, with a focus on implementa/on, as well as consistency 
with exis/ng frameworks such as OSPAR (see 3.4 below).  

3.3. The LDAC encourages the NEAFC par/es to explore further the different approaches outlined by 
ICES during their one-day mee/ng back-to-back with the October PECMAS mee/ng and acknowledges 
that this workshop is open to external contribu/ons, in order to inform the Par/es’ decisions on a 
favoured approach. 

3.4. NEAFC also commiUed to enhancing its collabora/on with OSPAR. One of OSPAR’s cross-cufng 
objec/ves, as stated in its 2030 Environment Strategy, is to develop a prac/cal approach for regional-
scale ecosystem-based management to strengthen ecosystem resilience to climate change and to 
safeguard the marine environment, its biodiversity and ecosystem services. The LDAC advises that 
whatever op/on is chosen by NEAFC par/es regarding an EAFM, it should be compa/ble and coherent 
with the broader aim of a cross-sectoral ecosystem-based approach for the Northeast Atlan/c Region.  

3.5. Other key issues are being addressed through the Collec/ve Arrangement, like spa/al 
management through the development of a joint narra/ve on OECMs (see our recommenda/ons on 
spa/al considera/ons below) and the consequences of the UN Agreement on the Conserva/on and 
Sustainable Use of Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond Na/onal Jurisdic/on (BBNJ Agreement).  
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At the January 2025 Collec/ve Arrangement mee/ng, as a next step aier the joint narra/ve on OECMs, 
OSPAR suggested that OSPAR and NEAFC start working together to develop a collabora/ve 
management plan for OSPAR MPAs, through forming a task group to work on a case study, the OSPAR 
North Atlan/c Current and Evlanov Sea Basin (NACES) MPA. The LDAC supports this ini/a/ve of 
exploring the collabora/ve management implica/ons of designated MPAs in ABNJ through case studies 
such as the NACES MPA. More clarity and a beUer understanding of the implica/ons of MPA 
designa/on for fisheries bodies such as RFMOs is key in the context of the forthcoming entry into force 
of the BBNJ Treaty. The ini/a/ve of poten/al collabora/ve management plans under the Collec/ve 
Arrangement could help explore more concretely how fisheries ac/vi/es and biodiversity protec/on 
intersect in the context of new MPA designa/ons. The LDAC therefore requests that the European 
Commission support this approach, while ensuring full respect for the non-undermining principle. 

 

4. Spa)al measures for conserva)on of habitats and species 

4.1. Vulnerable marine ecosystems (VMEs) 

Introductory remarks 

The United Na/ons General Assembly (UNGA) resolu/on 61/105 (2006) requested RFMOs to, in 
accordance with the precau/onary approach and ecosystem approaches, assess whether boUom 
fishing ac/vi/es would have significant adverse impacts (SAIs) on vulnerable marine ecosystems 
(VMEs) and ensure that proper conserva/on and management measures are put into place to prevent 
such impacts. It also requested RFMOs to close areas to boUom fishing where VMEs (including 
seamounts and cold-water corals) are known to occur or are likely to occur (based on the best available 
scien/fic informa/on) and ensure that such ac/vi/es do not proceed unless conserva/on and 
management measures have been established to prevent SAIs on VMEs. Following a review of the 
implementa/on of UNGA Resolu/on 61/105, the UNGA Resolu/on 64/72 (2009) emphasized that 
impact assessments are to be conducted in accordance with the FAO Guidelines criteria. In addi/on, 
this resolu/on requested RFMOs and flag states to ensure that vessels do not engage in boUom fishing 
un/l such assessments have been carried out. 
 
As a result of the 2011 review of the implementa/on of the UNGA resolu/ons 61/105 (2006) and 64/72 
(2009) by RFMOs, UNGA Resolu/on 66/68 (2011) called for the strengthening of the procedures for 
carrying out assessments to take into account individual, collec/ve and cumula/ve impacts. It also 
encouraged RFMOs to consider the results available from marine scien/fic research, including those 
obtained from seabed mapping programmes concerning the iden/fica/on of areas containing VMEs 
and to adopt proper conserva/on and management measures, including closures. A review of the 
implementa/on of these UNGA resolu/ons provisions will be held in 2015 by the General Assembly. 
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Iden&fica&on and protec&on of VMEs in NEAFC RA 

The iden/fica/on and protec/on of VMEs through VME Closed Areas (VME-CAs) has become a well-
developed policy in NEAFC, with monitoring, control and surveillance mechanisms to ensure 
compliance and a robust scien/fic peer review process carried out by ICES. The role of ICES is to provide 
scien/fic and technical advice underpinning VME candidate areas and to regularly monitor the 
biological effec/veness of these areas. As a result, ICES has produced advice on areas where VMEs are 
known to occur or are likely to occur in EU waters and also provides recurring annual advice on the 
presence of VMEs in NEAFC waters and as described above, NEAFC has protected mul/ple VME areas 
since 2008. 

The NEAFC VME-CAs were brought under a single management instrument in 2014 (Rec 19: 2014) and 
this instrument also commits the par/es to review its implementa/on on a five-year basis. The last 
itera/on of this review was in 2024. 

 
Iden&fica&on and protec&on of VMEs in NAFO RA 

NAFO makes an explicit dis/nc/on between: “VME indicator element" and "VME indicator species". 
This dis/nc/on is laid out in NAFO’s Conserva/on and Enforcement Measures (NCEM): 

- “VME indicator element" refers to topographical, hydro physical or geological features which 
poten/ally support VMEs, as specified in Part VII of Annex I.E. This includes seamounts, canyons, 
knolls, Southeast Shoal and Steep flanks > 6.4º. Specifically, the annex men/ons the Fogo, 
Newfoundland, Corner Rise, and New England seamounts, located in the Regulatory Area (Figure 1), 
as physical indicators of VMEs.  

The seamount areas qualify as Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems in rela/on to high seas fisheries, 
according to Criteria developed by FAO in the Interna/onal Guidelines for the Management of Deep-
sea Fisheries in the High Seas (FAO 2009) (FAO Guidelines). These areas meet the following VME 
criteria: uniqueness or rarity; life-history traits of component species; and func/onal significance of 
the habitat. Moreover, summits and flanks of seamounts are listed in the FAO Guidelines as examples 
of features that poten/ally support vulnerable species groups or communi/es. These areas are 
currently protected from significant adverse impacts from boUom fishing ac/vi/es under NAFO’s VME 
measures provided by Ar/cle 17.1 of the 2025 NAFO Conserva/on and Enforcement Measures. 

- “VME indicator species" refers to species that signal the occurrence of vulnerable marine ecosystems, 
as specified in Part VI of Annex I.E. This includes large-sized sponges, small gorgonians, large 
gorgonians, sea pens, erect bryozoans, stony corals, etc. 

BoUom fishing closures to protect seamount VME were first established in NAFO in 2007. Management 
measures are included in Ar/cle 17.3 of the NAFO Conserva/on and Enforcement Measures.  

https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/NEAFC_request_on_vulnerable_marine_ecosystems_in_the_NEAFC_Regulatory_Areas_in_relation_to_the_NEAFC_5-year_review_of_Recommendation_19_2014/27101119?file=49507005
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/NEAFC_request_on_vulnerable_marine_ecosystems_in_the_NEAFC_Regulatory_Areas_in_relation_to_the_NEAFC_5-year_review_of_Recommendation_19_2014/27101119?file=49507005
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 In 2012, 2014, 2015 and 2021 following advice from NAFO Scien/fic Council, revisions to the 
seamount VME closure boundaries were introduced increasing the overall area and biomass of VMEs 
protected in the NRA.  

Current closures to boUom fishing ac/vi/es are subject to review every 5 years. Previous reviews 
conducted in 2014 and 2021 verified the con/nued presence of VME and their con/nued protec/on 
through boUom fishery closure measures. The next full review of the NAFO VME boUom fishing 
closures (including the seamounts closures) is expected in 2027. 

 
Recommenda1ons for NEAFC VMEs 

4.1.1. The LDAC note that various interpreta/ons of VME or VME indicator exist in RFMOs and EU 
regula/ons. It also no/ces that technical issues of some VME detec/on process (e.g. size of the c-
square, buffer zone size, data defini/on, “likely to occur” VME robustness, stakeholder engagement, 
etc. of the deep-sea regula/on) have been no/fied but never addressed. In line with the general 
orienta/on of simplifica/on, the LDAC recommends that a specific ICES advice is issued reviewing the 
various VME detec/on process with the aim to rec/fy, simplify and homogenize the method to address 
VME detec/on. In line with the ICES advice released in September 2024 on the revision of VME 
detec/on in NEAFC, this revision should considerer an update of VME indicators. The LDAC consider 
this to be a key star/ng point for improving VME management. 
 
4.1.2.The LDAC notes that UNGA Resolu/on 61/105 and subsequent resolu/on texts require the 
closure of areas where VMEs, including seamounts, “are known to occur or likely to occur” and that 
the current approach of ICES to VME iden/fica/on with regard to the “likely to occur” commitment 
could be improved. The LDAC notes that other deep-sea RFMOs - most notably NAFO – consider any 
seamount features to be VMEs or VME indicator elements where VMEs are likely to occur. It also notes 
the evolu/on of iden/fica/on and protec/on of VME between 2006 and 2023 (see images below).  
 
This growing trend reflects both improved scien/fic survey capacity, the precau/onary criteria applied 
by RFMOs and good management of boUom fishing ac/vi/es. In light of this growing trend and the 
impact it has on fisheries, the LDAC suggests that the EU support a case-by-case analysis to evaluate 
whether the defini/on of protected area through VMEs addi/ons answer the environmental 
protec/on purpose while taking in considera/on the socio-economic impacts it is going to generate. 
To con/nue the improvement of considera/on of “likely to occur”, the LDAC recommends the need to 
seek robust advice on of areas where VMEs are “likely to occur” in future ICES advice on this topic. 
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Several iden/fied seamounts exist in the NEAFC Regulatory Area. Some have been closed to boUom 
fishing; others remain open to boUom fishing. The LDAC notes the strong scien/fic basis suppor/ng 
the occurrence of VMEs on Josephine Seamount and that protec/on measures would be in line with 
numerous interna/onal commitments including UNGA Resolu/on 61/105.  The LDAC equally notes 
that fishery ac/vity, already under diverse regula/ons, s/ll occurs on the Josephine Seamount, and 
that closure would have a socio-economic impact. On this basis, the LDAC to advises that the EU 
request NEAFC to seek specific advice rela/ng to the status of Josephine Seamount as a VME, in line 
with NEAFC’s designa/on of seamounts as VME indicator features, and the FAO guidelines calling for 
case by case assessments of areas that have VME characteris/cs exemplified by seamounts. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

LDAC Advice in prepara/on of NEAFC 44th Annual Mee/ng (11-14 Nov2025) 

4.2. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and Other EffecIve ConservaIon Measures (OECMs) 
under the CBD Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework 

Introductory remarks 

All NEAFC par/es are signatories to the GBF and, as such, are commiUed to contribute to the 
achievements of its 4 goals for 2050 and 23 targets for 2030. Several targets present specific obliga/ons 
for RFMOs, including the sustainable, safe and legal use of wild species, applying an ecosystem 
approach (Target 5), the sustainable management of wild species that benefits people (Target 9) and 
the substan/al increase in the applica/on of biodiversity-friendly prac/ces in areas under fisheries 
management (Target 10). 
 
Much poli/cal aUen/on has been paid to the “30 by 30” Target 3: the effec/ve conserva/on and 
management of 30% of marine and coastal areas through “ecologically representa/ve, well-connected 
and equitably governed systems of protected areas and other effec/ve area-based conserva/on 
measures”. Where these areas should be, how they should be managed and the extent to which 
sustainable use should be permiUed in them, has been a challenging discussion within the global 
community. The BBNJ Agreement will provide a mechanism for the designa/on of high seas MPAs and 
the NEAFC Conven/on Area already hosts several such MPAs designated through OSPAR. 
 
The LDAC warns about the importance of well ar/cula/ng the coming implementa/on of the BBNJ 
Agreement with the binding mandates and opera/onal frameworks of RFMOs. The BBNJ presents a 
valuable opportunity to improve protec/on of marine biodiversity in areas beyond na/onal 
jurisdic/on, and its success will depend on the complementarity of its measures and not undermining 
exis/ng regional fisheries management regula/ons and efforts. To avoid duplica/on, inefficiencies, or 
regulatory gaps, it is essen/al that BBNJ mechanisms build on and reinforce the science-based 
decision-making processes and scien/fic exper/se already in place in RFMOs.  
 
RFMOs have a key role to play in high seas spa/al protec/ons. They can contribute fisheries regula/ons 
that support the conserva/on objec/ves of MPAs and can evaluate whether their own area-based 
fisheries measures (ABFMs) conform to the GBF defini/on and criteria of an OECM (and can therefore 
be considered contribu/ons to GBF Target 3). The candidacy of ABFMs as OECMs present challenges 
around sites that host overfished stocks and/or industrial-scale fishing, sites that protect biodiversity 
features on the seabed but not in the water column and sites where the only sectoral use that is 
directly managed is fisheries.  

In 2025, NEAFC was the first RFMO to report to the CBD OECMs in areas beyond na/onal jurisdic/on. 
This came aier NEAFC par/es agreed in 2023 to recognise its VME Closed Areas (VME-CAs) as OECMs 
and to inform the CBD of this decision.  
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In 2024, they also decided to take more /me to consider some of its restricted boUom fishing areas 
(RBFAs) as candidate OECMs regarding their ability to achieve in situ biodiversity/ecosystem benefits 
as long as no boUom fishing ac/vi/es occur. The par/es also discussed MPA management at the 
Collec/ve Arrangement, agreeing to consider how to prac/cally collaborate on iden/fying new 
designa/ons and more effec/vely managing exis/ng designa/ons.  
 
Recommenda1ons 

4.2.1 The LDAC recommends that EC asks all NEAFC par/es to con/nue contribu/ng ac/vely to the 
spa/al protec/on of biodiversity in the Regulatory Area through MPA designa/on when they reveal 
being the right tool, MPA management, OECM designa/on and OECM recogni/on. All appropriate 
future site designa/ons should be considered in line with guidance from the CBD and Member State 
competencies.  
 
The BBNJ must collaborate with all relevant mul/lateral and sectoral bodies in delivering appropriate 
management to support the objec/ves of these sites to ensure that any new measure is coherent and 
complementary, rather than undermine the effec/veness of the exis/ng interna/onal bodies and 
commitments. 
 
4.2.2. The LDAC recommends that EC asks all NEAFC par/es to maintain clear conformity with CBD 
Decision 14/8 in both how candidate OECMs are iden/fied and evaluated and how the process of 
iden/fica/on and evalua/on is conducted (no/ng the CBD’s own guidance that “It is important that 
other effec/ve area-based conserva/on measures be documented in a transparent manner”). 
 
4.2.3. The LDAC notes that NAFO is the only other RFMO to consider benthic protec/on measures as 
OECMs and that they have only considered strictly closed areas (i.e. VME-CAs) as poten/al candidates 
and have not considered other benthic measures (i.e. RBFAs). Considering the numerous and diverse 
fisheries management already in place, the LDAC urges the need to progress on OECM designa/on not 
only considering strictly closed area. When the management in an area is considered insufficient to 
get the OECM status, ICES should advise on what management measures could be effec/ve to deliver 
in situ sustained biodiversity benefits in that area, in line with CBD decision 14/08. 
 
Regarding the poten/al candidacy of RBFAs as OECMs, LDAC recommends that EU asks all NEAFC 
par/es to carefully consider the outcomes of the ICES advice regarding the biodiversity benefits 
delivered by the RBFAs based on the polygons iden/fied above 1,400 m isobar. The ICES advice shows 
that these 14 depth-delineated sub-sets of the RBFAs (“lilac polygons”) have biodiversity benefits as 
ar/culated by the CBD guidance.  
  

https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/NEAFC_request_on_whether_ICES_advice_of_2023_on_the_long-term_biodiversity_ecosystem_benefits_of_NEAFC_s_restricted_bottom_fishing_areas_also_applies_to_14_defined_polygons_in_NEAFC_Regulatory_Area_RA_1_and_RA_2/27101086?file=49507158
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/NEAFC_request_on_whether_ICES_advice_of_2023_on_the_long-term_biodiversity_ecosystem_benefits_of_NEAFC_s_restricted_bottom_fishing_areas_also_applies_to_14_defined_polygons_in_NEAFC_Regulatory_Area_RA_1_and_RA_2/27101086?file=49507158
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The advice also says that these benefits will exist “so long as no boCom fishing ac&vi&es occur. Any 
boCom fishing in the polygons may preclude them from sa&sfying sustained governance for long-term 
biodiversity benefits”.  Considering this, while discussing the poten/al designa/on of these 14 RBFAs 
as OECMs, NEAFC par/es should analyze if they answer NEAFC recommenda/on 19:2014 (amended 
by recommenda/on 10:2021) on VME detec/on process in order to also classify them as VME closed 
areas if it’s the case. This would give these areas stricter protec/on from poten/al ac/vi/es than 
RBFAs, in line with the requirements of CBD Decision 14/08.  
 
4.2.4. Two key OSPAR MPAs – the Josephine Seamount MPA (designated in 2010) and the NACES MPA 
(designated in 2021) – are without any site-specific fisheries management measures. LDAC 
recommends that EU asks to all NEAFC par/es to commission ICES to explore the most appropriate 
measures to ensure the delivery of these sites’ conserva/on objec/ves (as defined by OSPAR). The 
BBNJ Agreement requires collabora/on between RFMOs, and Regional Seas Conven/ons (RSC) and 
these sites present a perfect opportunity to show global leadership as this Agreement has been already 
ra/fied and will enter into force in January 2026 nears ra/fica/on.  
 
 
4.3. Fisheries measures that can achieve CBD Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) targets 
 
Recommenda1ons 

4.3.1. Although the GBF was adopted as a package, the LDAC perceives that there is an overly heavy 
focus on target 3 which risks weakening the implementa/on of other relevant targets. The LDAC 
believes that other GBF targets, and in par/cular targets 5, 9 and 10, are also important as they bring 
new responsibili/es for fisheries managers, allowing the sector to contribute to hal/ng and reversing 
biodiversity loss. 
 
4.3.2. Fisheries-specific guidance on these targets, and indicators to help gauge progress, are s/ll in 
development, and urgently needed to help fisheries managers take the necessary steps to meet the 
targets. The LDAC is of the view that a concrete step for fisheries managers to progress on these targets 
is to evaluate progress towards exis/ng commitments and available tools such as the exis/ng body of 
knowledge on ecosystem-based fisheries management. 
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4.4. Deepsea mining in North AtlanIc waters 
 
Introductory remarks 

As indicated in the recent joint LDAC-NWWAC-PELAC-SWWAC advice on this maUer1, the LDAC notes 
that the risks of deep sea mining for fisheries are alarming. Several studies have documented the 
significant nega/ve impacts that DSM could have on marine ecosystems, including fisheries. Sediment 
plumes in different parts of the water column, noise pollu/on, and discharge from mining vessels could 
severely impact commercial species, in par/cular to highly migratory and widely distributed stocks 
such as tropical tuna, as noted in recent studies in the Pacific (van der Grient and Drazen, 2021; Amon 
et al., 2023). These ac/vi/es pose a threat not only to the species directly affected but also to the 
broader food webs and ecosystem services on which sustainable fisheries depend (Drazen et al., 2021).  

Recommenda1ons 

4.4.1. The LDAC urges the European Commission to stay firm in their posi/on to DSM to avoid taking 
premature steps into deep-sea mining, the risks of irreversible harm to marine ecosystems and long-
term disrup/ons to fisheries being too great.  

4.4.2. The LDAC reiterates its calls for a moratorium on DSM un/l robust scien/fic evidence can 
demonstrate that it will not nega/vely impact marine ecosystems or jeopardise the livelihoods of those 
who depend on the sea, including fisheries. The precau/onary principle must guide our decisions. By 
priori/sing the reduc/on of mineral demand, the reuse of materials and the implementa/on of circular 
economy strategies, the EU should focus on enhancing compe//veness through truly sustainable and 
responsible prac/ces.  

 
5. Climate change considera)ons for decision making 

Introductory remarks 

NEAFC par/es, based on a proposal from the United Kingdom (UK), adopted at the 2023 Annual 
Mee/ng a resolu/on that calls on par/es to “discuss how best integrate climate change science in the 
NEAFC decision-making processes as to beCer mi&gate, prepare for and respond to climate change 
impacts including through adapta&on measures that can ensure ecosystem resilience”. 
  

 
1 h#ps://ldac.eu/images/EN_LDAC-NWWAC-PELAC-SWWAC_Advice_on_DSM_and_Fisheries_4Nov2024.pdf  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351299399_Potential_spatial_intersection_between_high-seas_fisheries_and_deep-sea_mining_in_international_waters
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-023-00016-8
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-023-00016-8
https://www.pnas.org/doi/epdf/10.1073/pnas.2011914117
https://ldac.eu/images/EN_LDAC-NWWAC-PELAC-SWWAC_Advice_on_DSM_and_Fisheries_4Nov2024.pdf
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Recommenda1ons 

5.1. The LDAC calls the EC to ask all NEAFC par/es to deepen exis/ng coordina/on and undertake new 
ini/a/ves that prepare for future climate condi/ons and their effects. These efforts should include the 
use of adap/ve management tools, par/cularly long-term management strategies, which should be 
considered as “climate adapta/on strategies” and incorporate them, where possible, into the fisheries 
they manage to beUer an/cipate and inform decisions on the poten/al effects of future climate 
scenarios on target species. In this regard, the EU must consider broader implica/ons for quota 
alloca/on while safeguarding EU historical fishing rights. 
 
5.2. As a concrete step to progress on this topic, the LDAC recommends that the EC encourages all 
NEAFC Par/es to examine the report produced by the FAO Deep-Sea Fisheries Project which reviews 
the incorpora/on of climate change into the work of NEAFC, and in par/cular discuss the 
implementa/on of the “roadmap for the inclusion of climate change impacts in the work of NEAFC to 
support the implementa/on of the Climate Change Resolu/on”, which is included in this report. 
 

-END- 

https://www.neafc.org/system/files/AM_2024-16_DSF_Project_Climate-change-report.pdf

