
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8 March 2021 

 

Hon David Parker 

Minister of Oceans and Fisheries 

Parliament Buildings  

Wellington 

 

Dear Minister 

Protecting the sea floor from bottom trawling impacts under the Fisheries Act 1996 

The Royal Forest & Bird Protection Society (Forest & Bird), Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC), 

Environment and Conservation Organisations of New Zealand (ECO), Greenpeace Aotearoa, LegaSea, 

New Zealand Sports Fishing Council, Our Seas Our Future and WWF-NZ request that you develop a 

sustainability measure under section 11 of the Fisheries Act 1996 to address the impacts of bottom 

trawling.  We are providing you with this request in advance of a public call for regulation of bottom 

trawling that we intend to make during Sea Week.  

You are entitled to regulate bottom trawling because section 11 empowers you to set a sustainability 

measure for an area, taking into account (inter alia) the effects of fishing on the aquatic environment.   

Moreover, under section 11(3) you are empowered to limit areas where a stock can be caught and 

fishing methods by which a stock can be caught. 

Bottom trawling causes catastrophic damage to the seafloor.  Published research by NIWA (February 

2019) looked at the impact of bottom trawling on undersea mountains in the sea off the Chatham 



Islands. The research found barren deserts where once there had been diverse deep-sea ecosystems. 

Seabed habitats were found to be completely destroyed at between one and ten trawls at a site.  In the 

last 12 months alone, 29 species of coral have been trawled up in nets in New Zealand waters. 

Further published research by Florida State University and Texas A&M University shows that after 30 

years without trawling recovery slowly begins with fragments of coral left behind after bottom trawling 

starting to regrow. 

Entire protected coral habitats are allowed to be destroyed because it's officially considered 

unintended. There is nothing unintended about rolling huge heavy nets across the seabed smashing 

everything in their way. 

Continued bottom trawling is incompatible with Te Mana o te Taiao, the Aotearoa New Zealand 

Biodiversity Strategy, which includes the objectives that:  

 By 2025, the number of fishing-related deaths of protected marine species is decreasing 

towards zero for all species   

 By 2030 the direct effects of fishing do not threaten protected marine species populations or 

their recovery 

 Zero non-target mortality by 2050 and marine fisheries resources are abundant, resilient and 

managed sustainably to preserve ecosystem integrity 

Furthermore, New Zealand has committed in Aichi Target 6 that by 2020 “fisheries have no significant 

adverse impacts on threatened species and vulnerable ecosystems” and committed in Sustainable 

Development Goal 14 to Target 14.2 that “By 2020 sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal 

ecosystems to avoid significant adverse impacts…”. 

The current Benthic Protection Areas are inadequate forms of protection as they are not representative, 

do not protect all vulnerable undersea habitats and are primarily located in areas that are too deep or 

are otherwise of little interest to fishing. 

Accordingly, we ask you to implement four actions within the sustainability measure to first prevent 

further degradation of seafloor habitats and second to enable their recovery.  With the universal 

adoption of GPS on vessels these measures would now able to be enforced. The actions sought are to 

Protect seamounts and similar features 

All seamounts and similar features within New Zealand waters should be protected from bottom 

 trawling.  This is to prevent further harm to sensitive and diverse marine ecosystems and to 

 ensure that those that are unharmed remain so. 

Freeze the footprint 

Fishers should be limited to bottom trawling within existing recently trawled areas, with a 2006 

baseline, that are not seamounts or similar features.  This is to prevent damage to unfished 

areas of seafloor habitats.  Freezing the footprint to 2006 will protect areas that have not yet 

been damaged by trawling or that may be recovering and are therefore likely to have significant 

biodiversity values.  A 2006 footprint would align the measure with the equivalent measure 

outside New Zealand’s EEZ under SPRFMO. 



Adopt a move-on rule 

Fishers should be required to move 5 nautical miles out of an area (move on rule) when a trawl 

damages coral or other vulnerable marine ecosystem.  There is international best practice to 

draw from as move-on rules are becoming normal practice in international fisheries 

management. 

Phase out bottom contact 

There should be a phase-out period after which trawl gear is no longer permitted to touch the 

seafloor and associated marine life such as corals and sponges.  This could be achieved by 

setting a rule that, by 2030, trawl gear must be maintained at a height above the sea floor that 

prevents damage from occurring. The height agreed for Benthic Protected Areas is 100m above 

the seafloor. Establishing a date for phasing out of bottom contact would create a strong 

incentive for New Zealand fishers, scientists and technologists to innovate. The phase-out period 

would be in addition to closed areas. 

Taken together the first three measures would largely limit further damage to the sea floor from bottom 

trawling to areas already damaged and the fourth would create a longer-term pathway to recovery. 

These measures would go some way towards implementing New Zealand’s obligations to ensure 

compatibility of conservation and management measures with those implemented by South Pacific 

Regional Fisheries Management Organisation, under Article 4 of its Convention. 

We look forward to discussing this proposal with you. Your staff can contact Geoff Keey (021 423 497), 

strategic advisor, Forest & Bird for further information and to arrange a meeting. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

Kevin Hague   Karli Thomas  Cath Wallace & Barry Weeber 

Forest & Bird   DSCC   ECO 

 

 

 

 

Russel Norman   Sam Woolford  Bob Gutsel 

Greenpeace Aotearoa  LegaSea  New Zealand Sports Fishing Council 

 

 

 

 

 

Noel Jhinku    Livia Esterhazy  

Our Seas Our Future  WWF-NZ 


