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SCIENTIFIC CRITERIA FOR IDENTIFYING ECOLOGICALLY OR BIOLOGICALLY SIGNIFICANT MARINE AREAS IN NEED OF
PROTECTION IN OPEN-OCEAN WATERS AND DEEP-SEA HABITATS 1/

Criteria Definition Rationale Examples Consideration in application
Uniqueness or | Areacontainseither (i) e Irreplaceable Open ocean waters Risk of biased-view of the
rarity unique (“theonly oneof its | ¢ L osswould mean the Sargasso Sea, Taylor perceived uniqueness depending
kind"), rare (occurs only in probable permanent column, persistent on the information availability
few locations) or endemic disappearance of polynyas. Scale dependency of features such

species, populations or
communities, and/or (i)
unique, rare or distinct,
habitats or ecosystems;
and/or (iii) unique or
unusual geomorphological
or oceanographic features

diversity or afeature, or
reduction of the
diversity at any level.

Deep-sea habitats
endemic communities
around submerged atolls;
hydrothermal vents; sea
mounts; pseudo-abyssal
depression

that unique features at one scale
may betypical at another, thus a
global and regional perspective
must be taken

Special
importance for
life-history

Areasthat are required for
apopulation to survive and
thrive.

Various biotic and abiotic
conditions coupled with
species-specific

Areacontaining: (i)
breeding grounds,
spawning areas, nursery

Connectivity between life-history
stages and linkages between areas:
trophic interactions, physical

stages of physiological constraints areas, juvenile habitat or transport, physical oceanography,
species and preferences tend to other areas important for life history of species
make some parts of marine | life history stages of . . ]
regions more suitable to species; or (ii) habitats of Sourcesfor | nfo_r mation | r)cl uge:
particular life-stages and migratory species 9. r_emotg Sensing, satellite
functions than other parts. (feeding, wintering or tracking, historical catph a_\nd by-
- - catch data, vessel monitoring
resting areas, breeding,
moulting, migratory system (VMS) data.
routes). Spatial and temporal distribution
and/or aggregation of the species.
u Referred to in paragraph 1 of annex |l to decision V111/24.
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Criteria Definition Rationale Examples Consideration in application
Importance for | Areacontaining habitat for | To ensure the restoration Areas critical for Includes species with very large
threatened, the survival and recovery of | and recovery of such species | threatened, endangered or geographic ranges.
endangered or | endangered, threatened, and habitats. declining species and/or In many cases recovery will
declining declining species or area habitats, containing (i) require reestablishment of the
species and/or | with significant breeding grounds, speciesin areas of its historic
habitats assemblages of such spawning areas, nursery range.
Species. areas, juvenile habitat or Sources for information include:
other areasimportant for e.g. remote sensing, satellite
life history stages of tracking, historical catch and by-
species; or (ii) habitats of catch data, vessel monitoring
migratory species system (VMS) data.
(feeding, wintering or
resting areas, breeding,
moulting, migratory
routes).
Vulnerability, | Areasthat containa The criteriaindicate the Vulnerability of species Interactions between vulnerability
fragility, relatively high proportion degree of risk that will be e Inferred from the to human impacts and natural

sensitivity, or
slow recovery

of sengitive habitats,
biotopes or speciesthat are
functionally fragile (highly
susceptible to degradation
or depletion by human
activity or by natural
events) or with slow
recovery.

incurred if human activities
or natural eventsin the area
or component cannot be
managed effectively, or are
pursued at an unsustainable
rate.

history of how species
or populations in other
similar areas
responded to
perturbations.

e Speciesof low
fecundity, slow
growth, long time to
sexual maturity,
longevity (e.g. sharks,
etc).

e Specieswith
structures providing
biogenic habitats, such

events

Existing definition emphasizes
site specific ideas and requires
consideration for highly mobile
species

Criteria can be used both in its
own right and in conjunction with
other criteria.
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Criteria

Definition

Rationale

Examples

Consideration in application

as deepwater corals,
sponges and
bryozoans; deep-water
Species.

Vulnerability of habitats

Ice-covered areas
susceptible to ship-
based pollution.
Ocean acidification
can make deep-sea
habitats more
vulnerable to others,
and increase
susceptibility to
human-induced
changes.

Biological
productivity

Area containing species,
populations or communities
with comparatively higher
natural biological
productivity.

Important rolein fuelling
ecosystems and increasing
the growth rates of
organisms and their capacity
for reproduction

Frontal areas
Upwellings
Hydrothermal vents
Seamounts polynyas

Can be measured as the rate of
growth of marine organisms and
their populations, either through
the fixation of inorganic carbon by
photosynthesis, chemosynthesis,
or through the ingestion of prey,
dissolved organic matter or
particul ate organic matter

Can beinferred from remote-
sensed products, e.g., ocean colour
or process-based models
Time-series fisheries data can be
used, but caution is required
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Criteria Definition Rationale Examples Consideration in application
Biological Area contains Important for evolutionand | e  Sea-mounts Diversity needsto be seenin
diversity comparatively higher maintaining the resilience of | ¢  Fronts and relation to the surrounding
diversity of ecosystems, marine species and convergence zones environment
habitats, communities, or ecosystems e Cold coral Diversity indices are indifferent to
species, or has higher communities species substitutions
genetic diversity. e Deep-water sponge Diversity indices are indifferent to
communities which species may be contributing
to the value of the index, and
hence would not pick up areas
important to species of special
concern, such as endangered
species
Can beinferred from habitat
heterogeneity or diversity asa
surrogate for species diversity in
areas where biodiversity has not
been sampled intensively.
Naturalness Areawith acomparatively | e To protect areaswith Most ecosystems and Priority should be given to areas

higher degree of
naturalness as aresult of
the lack of or low level of
human-induced disturbance
or degradation.

near natura structure,
processes and functions
e To maintain these areas
asreference sites
e Tosafeguard and
enhance ecosystem
resilience

habitats have examples
with varying levels of
natural ness, and the intent
isthat the more natural
examples should be
selected.

having alow level of disturbance
relative to their surroundings

In areas where no natural areas
remain, areas that have
successfully recovered, including
reestablishment of species, should
be considered.

Criteria can be used both in their
own right and in conjunction with
other criteria.
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FAO (2009) INTERNATIONAL GUIDELINES FOR THE MANAGEMENT OF
DEEP-SEA FISHERIES IN THE HIGH SEAS

Identifying vulnerable marine ecosystems and assessing significant adverse

impacts

42. A marine ecosystem should be classified as vulnerable based on the characteristics that it
possesses. The following list of characteristics should be used as criteria in the identification of
VMEs.

i. Uniqueness or rarity — an area or ecosystem that is unique or thatcontains rare species
whose loss could not be compensated for bysimilar areas or ecosystems. These include:

« habitats that contain endemic species;
« habitats of rare, threatened or endangered species that occuronly in discrete areas; or
* nurseries or discrete feeding, breeding, or spawning aress.

ii. Functional significance of the habitat — discrete areas or habitats that are necessary for
the survival, function, spawning/reproduction or recovery of fish stocks, particular lifelO
history stages (e.g. nursery grounds or rearing areas), or of rare, threatened or endangered
marine species.

iii.  Fragility — an ecosystem that is highly susceptible to degradation by anthropogenic
activities.

iv. Life-history traits of component species that make recovery difficult — ecosystems that
are characterized by populations or assemblages of species with one or more of the
following characteristics:

« dow growth rates,

« |ate age of maturity;

« low or unpredictable recruitment; or
* long-lived.

V. Structural complexity — an ecosystem that is characterized by complex physical
structures created by significant concentrations of biotic and abiotic features. In these
ecosystems, ecological processes are usualy highly dependent on these structured
systems. Further, such ecosystems often have high diversity, which is dependent on the
structuring organisms.

Examples of potentially vulnerable species groups, communities and habitats, as well as features
that potentially support them are contained in the Annex.
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