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INTRODUCTION
The Society for Conservation Biology 1 would like to comment on the Convention for the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources’ (CCAMLR) process to designate a network
of Southern Ocean marine protected areas (MPAs) consistent with the World Summit on
Sustainable Development’s goal to establish an international representative system of marine
reserves by 2012. 2
Last year, CCAMLR designated its first MPA in an area located near the Antarctic
Peninsula at the South Orkney Islands. 3 This year, SCB urges CCAMLR to focus its attention on
the Ross Sea shelf and slope. Given the immense ecological and scientific importance of this
region, SCB recommends that the CCAMLR:
I.
II.

Continue to employ the scientific process as the means by which decisions are
made, AND
Provide full protection of the Ross Sea (its entire shelf and slope), until valid and
properly funded science determines that the region will cope with climate change
and other threats over which we have minimal control. ONLY then would a
science-based process designating no-take MPAs and considering other areas, if
any, for limited extraction, be appropriate.
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The Society for Conservation Biology is an international professional organization dedicated to promoting
the scientific study of the phenomena that affect the maintenance, loss, and restoration of biological
diversity. The Society’s membership comprises a wide range of people dedicated to the conservation, study
and promotion of biological diversity: resource managers, educators, government and private conservation
professionals, and students make up the more than 10,000 members worldwide.
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CONTEXT
The CCAMLR’s efforts have already identified the Ross Sea as one of eleven areas
deserving additional close scrutiny in the current MPA designation process. 4 Moreover, a 2008
independent study of human impacts on marine ecosystems determined that the Ross Sea remains
the least affected stretch of ocean remaining in the world.5 According to a report by the Antarctic
and Southern Ocean Coalition (ASOC), the Ross Sea’s unique characteristics, ecological
importance, fragility, productivity, and diversity, easily qualify it for protection under the
Convention for Biological Diversity and as a World Heritage Site under the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization program. 6 However, since the Ross Sea is considered “high
seas,” neither of those international conventions applies.
Maintaining biodiversity within healthy stocks of species and functional ecosystems
provides significant multi-use benefits and essential life-support services that contribute to
poverty reduction and the overall wellbeing of the planet.7 The Ross Sea, despite only covering
approximately 2% of the total area of the Southern Ocean, provides habitat for an impressive
array of species, including: one of the largest concentrations of marine birds in the world; a
relatively intact food chain with a healthy population of apex predators; and a substantially
significant population of endemic fish species. 8 These characteristics make the Ross Sea a worldclass site for evolutionary and biological studies. However, a report conducted by New Zealand’s
National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research concluded that, “All identified
communities in the Ross Sea require further research.” 9 Despite a steadily increasing knowledge
of Antarctic ecology, several crucial knowledge gaps regarding the Ross Sea’s biodiversity
remain, especially surrounding ecosystem processes and interactions between different ecosystem
elements. 10 In some cases, scientists need to conduct extensive research into the life histories of
species such as the Antarctic Silverfish and Antarctic Toothfish in order to truly understand the
dynamics of the entire ecological community. 11 Unfortunately, a scarcity of data on the life
history of these species makes it difficult to gauge the ecological impacts of human activities in
the Ross Sea. 12 Furthermore, this unclear understanding of human impacts on biodiversity and
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ecological communities leaves the underlying consequences of our actions on human welfare in
question. 13
In a review of recent climate change studies, John McCarty noted that the concerns about
climate change are becoming threats for species and ecosystem survival. 14 As the climate
continues to modify and interact with other threats—such as habitat fragmentation and
overharvesting of species—additional unforeseen consequences begin emerging. 15 McCarty
emphasizes the importance of considering climate change in current conservation efforts and
stresses the fact that we can no longer assume a species’ historic range will remain suitable in the
future. 16 Furthermore, several recent studies in the Antarctic have indicated bleak futures for
various species because of the effects of climate change on sea ice availability. 17 Although the
Ross Sea currently retains much of its sea ice, many scientists perceive this as a temporary refuge
for its biota, and that as the planet continues to warm, many Antarctic species will face limited
options for survival. 18 A recent expert panel concluded that we must do all we can to limit the
impact of human activity in order to afford marine life the best possible chance to adapt to
climate-related environmental changes beyond our immediate control.19
RECOMMENDATIONS
I.

Continue to employ the scientific process as the means by which decisions
are made.

We applaud the CCAMLR’s recent use of “bioregionalisation” (often referred to as
‘marine spatial planning’) to identify and designate a network of MPAs to ensure the preservation
of biodiversity throughout the Southern Ocean. 20 We also note that CCAMLR’s efforts in this
regard have been endorsed by the Antarctic Treaty Consultative Powers as consistent with the
Antarctic Environmental Protocol.21 SCB encourages the CCAMLR to continue using science as
the basis for conservation decisions.
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II.

Provide full protection of the Ross Sea (its entire shelf and slope), until valid
and properly funded science determines that the region will cope with
climate change and other threats over which we have minimal control.
ONLY then would a science-based process designating no-take MPAs and
considering other areas, if any, for limited extraction, be appropriate.

Designating MPAs has become a proven tool in marine conservation and biotic
management, but only when designated on the basis of a valid scientific foundation. 22 SCB has
concerns over the paucity of scientific biological research involving Ross Sea ecology and the
ability to use that scarce information to establish ecologically significant MPAs that protect all
components of the marine environment. Combined with the current and impending threats of
climate change, SCB considers Ross Sea as an unfit candidate for any type of effective
bioregionalisation analysis at this time. However, with increasing pressures to expand toothfish
fisheries, recent industrial fishing efforts, rampant illegal fishing, and rising global temperatures,
Ross Sea remains in dire need of protection. 23 Therefore, CCAMLR should make the Ross Sea
off limits to resource extraction of any kind until a future time when valid and properly funded
science determines that the region will cope with climate change and other threats we have
minimal control over. Protecting the Ross Sea in its entirety would further the CCAMLR’s
Article II goal of following a precautionary approach to ecosystem based management, while also
providing an indispensible living laboratory for future studies on biodiversity impacts and global
climate change.24 The CCAMLR has the opportunity to not only protect the Ross Sea from an
increasing array of threats, but also to establish a scientific precedent for the future conservation
of our planet’s marine living resources.

Thank you in advance for your cooperation.

Sincerely,

John M. Fitzgerald, J.D.
Policy Director

Cameron J. Kovach
Policy Coordinator for NA Chapters
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