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ICES advice and science in
areas beyond national jurisdiction
The International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) is a global organization
that develops science and advice to support the sustainable use of the oceans. While our
focus is on the Northeast Atlantic, our work has great relevance to all oceans, including
areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ).
Atlantic based on analyses by the Working Group on
the Biology and Assessment of Deep-sea Fisheries
Resources and advice on a further 10 stocks from
analyses by other working groups. ICES advisory
process requires these analyses to be peer reviewed
and quality assured before being drafted into catch
advice. In recent years, the uptake of methods for
providing fisheries advice for stocks with reduced
available data (data limited), has increased the
number of stocks to 35–50 stocks per year.

Through strategic partnerships, ICES work extends
into the Arctic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, the
Black Sea, and the North Pacific Ocean. In supporting
the sustainable use of the oceans, our advice has
great relevance to conserving biodiversity beyond
national jurisdiction (BBNJ). Here we summarize ICES
activities relevant to both ABNJ and BBNJ.
Science and Advice
ICES is a network of more than 5,000 scientists from
over 650 marine institutes in 20 member countries
and beyond. ICES has almost 150 expert groups and
workshops that address the many diverse issues of
the marine ecosystem; more than a fifth of these
groups have addressed issues that overlap with ABNJ.

ICES also analyses NEAFC fishing-activity location
records to determine if vulnerable seabed habitats
are at risk.
We are developing a series of Fisheries Overviews
that will soon include the Oceanic Northeast
Atlantic. These overviews summarize the state of
fisheries and fish stocks, as well as the effects of
fisheries on the wider marine environment.

ICES advises international commissions and
governments on marine policy and management
issues. Our goal is to provide the best available
science for decision-makers to make informed
choices on the sustainable use of the marine
environment and ecosystems. We draw upon
our network of scientists to provide advice on
biodiversity and sustainable exploitation in ABNJ to
both the North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission
(NEAFC) and the OSPAR Commission.

Advice for ecosystem protection
ICES advises NEAFC on the protection of biodiversity
in the Northeast Atlantic. This advice is based
primarily on the work of the ICES/NAFO Working
Group on Deepwater Ecology. ICES maintains a
database of records of Vulnerable Marine Ecosystem
(VME) indicators and habitats (covering deep water
areas inside and outside national jurisdiction). At
present, this database holds more than 40,000

Advice on fishing opportunities
We have provided annual advice to NEAFC on the
harvesting of 10–15 fish stocks in the Northeast
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records spanning more than 60 years. The database
is used to provide annual advice to NEAFC on seabed
ecosystems, such as cold-water coral reefs and coldwater seeps that require protection from fishing
activities that might damage them. Currently, in the
Northeast Atlantic ABNJ there are 13 closures to
bottom fishing that have been supported by ICES
advice. These closures are protecting VMEs on the
Mid-Atlantic Ridge around certain seamounts and
on offshore banks to the west of Scotland. ICES
is working to develop mechanisms to provide an
assessment of the confidence that a VME is present
when only indicators (such as a small sample of a
coral) are available.

of experts on the various aspects of biodiversity
that were proposed for protection. Some areas
were found to meet internationally accepted
criteria to become EBSAs, while others did not
achieve that threshold based on the evidence
provided. ICES has advised on the suitability of
various management measures for each MPA and
proposed EBSA.
In addition to these specific areas of advice, we are
also developing a series of ecosystem overviews
for each ICES ecoregion. Each overview provides
a description of the state of ecosystem, the main
human pressures and activities, as well as an
overview of the likely effects of climate change.
These overviews also provide an easy way to
access relevant parts of ICES databases.

ICES has also advised OSPAR on several issues relating
to biodiversity conservation in the High Seas of the
Northeast Atlantic. We have advised on habitat
sensitivity, reviewed proposals for listing of habitats
and species as Threatened or Declining, which deepwater habitats are essential for fish species, and
reviewed bycatch issues within fisheries.

We are expanding our work, modelling areas of
habitat suitability to predict where VMEs might
occur in waters that have not been surveyed. This
will make it possible for management bodies to
take further precautionary measures to protect
VMEs and to target further research and survey on
areas of greatest uncertainty.

OSPAR has identified a number of OSPAR Marine
Protected Areas in the North Atlantic. A joint
workshop organised by OSPAR and NEAFC also
identified a number of possible Ecological and
Biologically Significant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in
relevant ABNJ. Both the MPA and EBSA proposals
were fully peer reviewed by ICES using our network

Although ICES advice is in general for the
Northeast Atlantic, our work has set standards
that are being applied elsewhere, both within and
outside ABNJ.

ICES is an intergovernmental organization
with 20 member countries:
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France,
Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russian Federation, Spain,
Sweden, United Kingdom, and United States of America.

Through strategic partnerships
our work in the Atlantic Ocean,
and specifically the North Atlantic,
extends into the Arctic, the Mediterranean,
the Black Sea, and the North Pacific.

ICES PRODUCTS AND SERVICES
•
•
•
•

Advice on fishing opportunities for app. 250 stocks
Advice in response to special requests
Ecosystem and fisheries overviews
International peer review

•
•
•
•
•

Data used in science and advisory products
Science highlights within areas of societal importance
Identification of research needs
Training
Publications

