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Report of the Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative (GOBI) international 

workshop on ‘The EBSA portfolio as a potential starting point for scoping 

ABMT/MPA proposals for BBNJ: A discussion on the merits and 

scientific principles / priorities / drivers / considerations that could guide 

ABMT selection to foster the goals of the BBNJ Agreement’ 

Convened as a virtual meeting, 17 September 2024 

 

Workshop rationale and objectives  

The Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area (EBSA) process under the Convention on 

Biological Diversity has described 38 EBSAs that lie wholly within Area Beyond National Jurisdiction 

(ABNJ). These have been described on the basis of meeting one or more of the seven EBSA criteria. 

They also fall into four categories (as interpreted by Dunn et al., submitted1): i) small, spatially stable 

areas; ii) large, spatially stable areas; iii) spatially stable and temporally ephemeral features; or iv) 

spatially dynamic and temporally persistent features. The EBSAs in each category are listed in Table 1 

below. 

The BBNJ Agreement includes a list of indicative criteria (Appendix A) for the identification of Area-

Based Management Tools (ABMTs), a subset of which draws on / replicates the EBSA criteria. In 

addition, the Agreement contains core objectives for ABMTs that are enshrined in overarching principles 

and approaches (Appendix B).  

The aim of this workshop was to discuss key scientific considerations (relating to confidence in the 

underpinning data) for those EBSAs in ABNJ in each category, with a view to using the EBSA portfolio 

as a starting point to consider where ABMTs (including MPAs) might be proposed. This workshop 

intended to further the conversation on establishing the merits and scientific principles / priorities / drivers 

/ considerations that could guide ABMT selection to foster the goals of the BBNJ Agreement, rather than 

focusing on specific areas or proposals. A copy of the workshop programme is provided in Appendix C. 

Discussions at the workshop were held under Chatham House rules; aside from information shared 

during presentations, this report does not attribute statements or opinion to participants.     

 

1 Dunn et al. (submitted) Ecologically or biologically significant areas are an ocean of knowledge. Submitted to npj ocean 

Sustainability.  
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Table 1: EBSAs located wholly in ABNJ (from Dunn et al., submitted) 

Name Workshop Category ID Area km2 

Atlantis Seamount S Indian I SIO_30 1242.81 

Rusky S Indian I SIO_35 143.874 

Fools Flat S Indian I SIO_36 1992.49 

East Broken Ridge Guyot S Indian I SIO_37 5014.97 

Hydrothermal Vent Fields NW Atlantic I NWA_7 45329.9 

Coral seamount and fracture zone feature S Indian I SIO_23 5773.96 

Tropic Seamount NE Atlantic I NEA_9 2491.06 

     

Orphan Knoll NW Atlantic II NWA_3 12733.4 

Slopes of the Flemish Cap and Grand Bank NW Atlantic II NWA_4 87733.7 

SE Shoal and Adjacent Areas on the Tail of the 
Grand Bank 

NW Atlantic 
II 

NWA_5 16347.6 

New England and Corner Rise Seamounts NW Atlantic II NWA_6 109019 

Arabian Basin NW Indian II NWIO_27 176520 

Walters Shoal S Indian II SIO_22 119314 

Central Indian Basin S Indian II SIO_34 1778320 

Due South of Great Australian Bight S Indian II SIO_39 316328 

Mid-N Atlantic Frontal System NE Atlantic II NEA_14 1175870 

Charlie-Gibbs Fracture Zone NE Atlantic II NEA_15 599929 

Southern Reykjanes Ridge NE Atlantic II NEA_16 387844 

Hatton and Rockall Banks and Basin NE Atlantic II NEA_17 366180 

Walvis Ridge SE Atlantic II SEA_44 1038320 

Equatorial Productivity Zone ETTP II ETTP_9 2693410 

Juan de Fuca Ridge Hydrothermal Vents N Pacific II NP_16 11963.4 

Cobb-Elckelberg Seamount Chain N Pacific II NP_17 80632.4 

Emperor Seamount Chain and N. Hawaiian Ridge N Pacific II NP_18 310271 

South Tasman Sea S Pacific II SP_15 936970 

Central Louisville Seamount Chain S Pacific II SP_17 217178 

     

White Shark Café ETTP III ETTP_1 192194 

Middle of Nowhere E TTP III ETTP_21 519920 

Focal foraging area for Hawaiian Albatrosses N Pacific III NP_20 1533810 

N New Zealand / S Fiji Basin S Pacific III SP_21 36358.8 

Clipperton Fracture Zone petrel foraging area S Pacific III SP_19 717900 

High seas turtle migration corridor NE Indian III NEIO_10 365501 

Labrador Sea Deep Convection Area NW Atlantic III NWA_1 42873.4 

     

Marginal Ice Zone and seasonal ice-cover over the 
deep Arctic Ocean 

Arctic IV ARC_1 1566240 

Multi-year ice of the Arctic Ocean Arctic IV ARC_2 1856440 

Seabird foraging zone in the S Labrador Sea NW Atlantic IV NWA_2 152587 

N Pacific Transition Zone N Pacific IV NP_19 11135900 

South of Java Island S Indian IV SIO_38 167114 
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Session 1: Background 

Workshop Chair David Johnson (GOBI Coordinator) provided some background and context.  

This event complemented discussions at recent events convened by IUCN2 and the Royal Society3. Its 

timing coincided with an important juncture for the EBSA process, the development of future ABMTs 

and the role of science in those processes, and discussions arising in this workshop could help focus 

efforts after COP16 if the EBSA modality for ABNJ is resolved by CBD Parties.  

The BBNJ process will provide an enabling framework to identify ABMTs, including MPAs. Ideas of how 

to determine priority areas in which ABMTs might be proposed are important for Parties and Competent 

International Organisations who will likely propose such areas. Implementation of BBNJ must be 

informed by best available science. 

EBSAs have not yet been sufficiently explicitly recognised by competent international organisations, 

and more information may influence thinking. 

This workshop also builds on discussions at the GOBI workshop on EBSAs in ABNJ, convened in Santa 

Cruz, California, in November 2022 and participants were provided with a copy of the report from that 

event4. Another useful background document is the IUCN Strategy for Designing and Implementing 

ABMTs, including MPAs, under the BBNJ Agreement5. 

 

Distribution of EBSAs 

The map below shows the current EBSA portfolio; EBSAs located wholly in ABNJ are indicated in dark 

blue. It was noted that there are important transboundary areas that are not the focus of this workshop.  

 

2 IUCN High Seas Workshop on Area-based Management Tools in Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction, Gland, 3-4 Sept 2024. 

3 Conserving the high seas: key scientific considerations for operationalising protected area site selection under BBNJ: Royal Society Roundtable 

meeting on BBNJ, London, 5 September 2024. 

4 Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative international workshop on ecologically or biologically significant marine areas (EBSAs) in areas beyond national 

jurisdiction Santa Cruz, California 6-9 November 2022 

5  IUCN Strategy for designing and implementing area-based management tools including MPAs under the future BBNJ Agreement. 

https://iucn.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/iucn_abmt_strategy_2021.pdf. 

https://iucn.org/sites/default/files/2022-07/iucn_abmt_strategy_2021.pdf
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Above: Distribution of EBSAs around the world’s ocean. EBSAs located wholly in ABNJ are shaded dark blue. Map courtesy 

Marine Geospatial Ecology Lab, Duke University. 

 

The EBSA criteria 

The EBSA criteria are applied in a relative context rather than an absolute context, at the scale of each 

workshop. The criteria are designed to be applied individually, scoring low, medium or high (or unknown) 

and then layered so that expert judgement can be applied on whether and how well those criteria are 

met. There is potential for distortion of criteria when applied to sites in ABNJ – for example, many high 

seas species have life history stages that take place outside ABNJ, and the productivity criterion can be 

difficult to apply in ABNJ where there may be low productivity but high species richness. In general, the 

EBSA criteria are in alignment with criteria used in other systems, such as for Particularly Sensitive Sea 

Areas (PSSAs) and Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (VMEs). 

A comparison between the EBSA criteria and the BBNJ Annex 1 criteria for ABMTs demonstrates a 

high degree of commonality between the two, with 17 out of the 22 indicative criteria for ABMTs reflecting 

the CBD EBSA criteria and CBD MPA network criteria. There are some concerns in the science 

community over the expanded range of criteria in the BBNJ list, meaning that almost anything could 

qualify as an ABMT, so a ranking and priority-setting discussion will be important.  
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EBSA categories 

EBSAs can be considered within four categories, which were originally conceived at the North Pacific 

Regional EBSA workshop in 2014 but have since been refined and simplified in order to better inform 

management options: 
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EBSA category Original definition Simplified definition 

Category I EBSAs representing a single static feature: 

Spatially stable features whose positions are 

known and individually resolved on the maps 

Small, spatially stable areas 

Category II EBSAs representing groups of static features: 

Spatially stable features whose individual 

positions are known but where a number of 

individual cases are being grouped 

Large, spatially stable areas 

Category III EBSAs representing ephemeral features: 

Spatially stable features whose individual 

positions are not known 

Spatially stable and 

temporally ephemeral areas 

Category IV EBSAs representing dynamic features: 

Features that are inherently not spatially fixed 

Spatially dynamic and 

temporally persistent 

features 

 

EBSAs as an Ocean of Knowledge 

Daniel Dunn (Centre for Biodiversity and Conservation Science, University of Queensland) presented 

information on the representativity of existing EBSAs. A technical report commissioned through GOBI 

by the CBD in 2019 reviewed the full EBSA portfolio in terms of representativity and gaps; a subsequent 

update of that analysis has recently been completed and a manuscript summarising those results is 

currently under review at npj Ocean Sustainability1. Headline results from this work include: 

• 76% of EBSAs (by count) are within one or more national jurisdictions, leaving 24% that overlap 

ABNJ in part. 

• Relative to coastal areas, the temporally ephemeral (Cat 3) and spatially dynamic (Cat 4) 

EBSAs are more common in ABNJ (or straddling ABNJ and EEZ), and this is also reflected in 

the overall size of EBSAs which increases as you move from Cat 1 to Cat 4 EBSAs. 

• As you move further offshore and the EBSA sizes increase, there is less mention of any kind of 

protective measures in the EBSA templates. 

• In some regional EBSA workshops, fewer EBSAs were described in ABNJ than might have 

been expected for those regions. NE Atlantic and NW Atlantic are exceptions. 

• An analysis of EBSAs by ecosystem type (deep sea, open ocean, coastal) and then by specific 

ecosystem reveals a bias towards ridges, seamounts, knolls and guyots and continental slope 

systems in the deep sea; abyssal plains, chemosynthetic ecosystems, trenches and fracture 

zones are identified as large gaps. For the open ocean, upwelling areas and zones of high 

productivity are dominant, whereas oxygen minimum zones are a significant gap. 

• Analysis of ecosystem type represented regionally shows a lack of deep-sea EBSAs in several 

regions where they might be expected (Arctic, NE Indian Ocean, NW Indian Ocean) 

• Analysis of EBSA coverage by bioregion indicates that the bathyal regions are relatively 

reasonably covered, whereas abyssal regions – an enormous proportion of the world – show 

significantly lower EBSA coverage. Pelagic regions of the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian oceans 

typically have less than 10-15% EBSA coverage. 
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Efforts to pre-select ABMTs for BBNJ: key considerations including SEA and MSP 

Chris McOwen (UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre) presented insights from a UK-funded 

stocktake of proposed and existing ABMTs in ABNJ. This work was conducted in preparation for the 

inaugural Conference of the Parties (CoP) under the BBNJ Agreement. 

He highlighted the significant potential for insights from the EBSA process to inform the BBNJ 

Agreement, particularly the alignment between the EBSA criteria and the indicative criteria outlined in 

Annex I of the Agreement. While the natural home for such criteria may be the ABMTs component of 

the BBNJ Agreement, their relevance also extends to Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) and 

potentially Marine Genetic Resources (MGR). 

• Alignment with Annex I Criteria for ABMTs: The Annex I criteria guiding the identification of 

ABMTs share significant parallels with EBSA criteria, particularly regarding ecological 

importance, vulnerability, and biological diversity. An important nuance to note is the need to 

consider duration in any management measures associated with a proposed ABMT – the 

temporal element needs to be considered with respect to the Annex I criteria as well as spatial 

aspects. 

• Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs): EIAs under the BBNJ Agreement must consider the 

"characteristics and ecosystem of the location, including areas of particular ecological or 

biological significance or vulnerability." These requirements closely align with EBSA thresholds 

and vulnerability assessments, offering a science-based foundation for identifying and 

managing priority areas. 

• Marine Genetic Resources (MGRs): The relationship between EBSAs and the MGR component 

of the BBNJ Agreement remains less clear. Questions arise around how to manage areas where 

valuable MGRs overlap with vulnerable or unique ecosystems. EBSA-informed criteria could 

help maintain focus on Annex I considerations while navigating the balance between 

conservation and sustainable use. 

The BBNJ Agreement emphasises ongoing monitoring and review to track ecological changes within 

ABMTs. Lessons from EBSA-related processes, including the development of indicators, can provide a 

solid foundation for creating effective monitoring frameworks, particularly in challenging and biodiverse 

ABNJ regions. 

The relevance of other biodiversity-focused Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) was also 

highlighted, such as CBD, CITES, and CMS, which have generated substantial knowledge related to 

ABMTs and EIAs within the context of area-based management. 

Preliminary results from this UK-funded stocktake revealed critical gaps in ABMT coverage across 

ABNJ: 

• While 77% of ABNJ is within regulatory areas, primarily under Regional Fisheries Management 

Organizations (RFMOs), less than 1% is designated as Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). 

• Notable biodiversity hotspots, such as the Emperor Seamounts, Sargasso Sea, and Walvis 

Ridge, remain underrepresented in ABMTs despite their ecological significance. These areas 

emerge as strong candidates for ABMT consideration under the BBNJ framework. However, 

overlaps with existing regulatory areas require careful coordination to avoid conflicts and uphold 

the “not undermining” principle of the Agreement. 
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Case study: The North Atlantic Current and Evlanov Sea-Basin (NACES) MPA, North 

Atlantic 

David Johnson, presenting the North Atlantic Current and Evlanov Sea-Basin (NACES) MPA case study 

on behalf of Tammy Davies (BirdLife International), noted that from conception to designation of an 

MPA/OECM can take on average 5-10 years. This was the case for the NACES MPA and its eventual 

designation. Identified as a major seabird hotspot, the case for its MPA designation was supported by 

robust science, strong country support and efforts were well-timed to align with objectives of global 

targets, and OSPAR’s agenda and meeting schedule. However, there were challenges along the way, 

including: identifying potential threats to an area that is reasonably remote from human activities (e.g., 

shipping lanes, potential mining activity); substantiating the vertical connectivity element (bentho-pelagic 

coupling) to expand the original pelagic MPA designation to include the benthic element; and navigating 

the management mandates of competing competent authorities. 

 

Session 1 Discussion 

In an open discussion on the Session 1 presentations, workshop participants noted the following: 

• Moving from EBSA to MPA requires identification of threats, measures and management. ABMT 

proposals under BBNJ require a management plan to be submitted. In this context it would be 

useful to revisit Annex III of the EBSA decision. 

• Many MPAs in national waters are not managed or not effectively managed – meaning that they 

do not protect the right thing(s). EBSAs can signpost the features that need to be protected in 

ABNJ, and to some extent also bring an element of political recognition through the COP 

‘approval’ of EBSAs. 

• At the CBD EBSA criteria workshop held in the Azores in 2007, PSSA criteria were also 

discussed, recognising the non-ecological or biological elements - cultural and socio-economic 

values - of places in the ocean. It may be worth revisiting these considerations. 

• It is important to recognise sensitivities around linking EBSA to MPAs, and EBSAs to the BBNJ 

process. EBSAs can provide an entry point for ABMTs and EIAs in the BBNJ process by 

providing a scientific knowledge base or foundation on which to build up from. However, it is not 

so much the EBSAs themselves but the associated scientific knowledge and experience that 

can assist implementation of the BBNJ Agreement. 

• Caution is needed in discussing the ranking, relative importance or hierarchy of the BBNJ Annex 

I criteria. An understanding of the context in which they are considered needs to be fully 

understood, i.e., in the context of climate change mitigation, connectivity, biodiversity 

conservation. Participants noted that there is a degree of overlap and duplication between the 

criteria, which are yet to be properly individually defined. 
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Session 2: Category I EBSAs – small, spatially stable areas 

This category was originally defined as ‘Spatially stable features whose positions are known and 

individually resolved on the maps’ - subsequently simplified to ‘Small, spatially stable areas’. 

 

 

 

These types of EBSA are often individual seamounts, often conceived in a management context as 

more strictly protected areas that are reasonably easy to define spatially and with a diverse range of 

management options available to address specific threats – typically in the form of access or operational 

exclusions or closures. But it is important to consider temporal aspects as well as spatial delimitations, 

and there are other examples – beyond seamounts – that fit Category I features.  

A brief general discussion on Category I EBSAs included the following points: 

• There are relatively few examples of Cat I EBSA in ABNJ; associated management actions tend 

to be a lot more direct than the other EBSA categories. The general scale of Cat I EBSAs gives 

a degree of comfort when assessing management options because they are similar in scale to 

many protected areas within national waters. Management plans for ABMTs arising from Cat I 

EBSA descriptions in ABNJ should be relatively straightforward in terms of looking at the 

stressors and determining actions because there are plenty of examples to draw on from within 

national jurisdiction. In that sense, Cat I EBSAs might be considered ‘low-hanging fruit’ for 

potential ABMT proposals in ABNJ, particularly as it may be easier to determine how they meet 

the ABMT indicative criteria than for larger areas in other EBSA categories. 

• There are useful parallels to be drawn with VME bottom fisheries closures employed by RFMOs, 

where identification criteria are built into the process – that familiarity will likely make ABMT 

proposals based on Cat I EBSAs more palatable to stakeholders. 

• Despite ease of identification and management, we risk looking at Cat I areas in isolation, 

without addressing connectivity issues and life history stages of species using the areas. 
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• EBSA criteria are divided into site-based criteria and network criteria; the application of the two 

sets of criteria are different exercises but both are necessary for the development of effective 

protection of BBNJ. The BBNJ Annex I criteria do not make this distinction. 

Of the 38 EBSAs located wholly in ABNJ, 7 are considered Category I EBSAs. The five areas from the 

Southern Indian Ocean score highly on uniqueness, vulnerability and naturalness, which is not reflected 

in the other EBSAs on this list – does that indicate a data deficit? Many of the EBSA descriptions in this 

category draw on work from 1997, so are now quite dated. SIOFA and SIODFA have benthic protections 

areas (BPAs) in place for some of these sites with robust descriptions attached to them; measures under 

the BBNJ Agreement could enlarge those.  

 

Discussion on individual Category I EBSAs in ABNJ  

Name Workshop comments 

Atlantis Seamount 
Overlaps with ISA exploration licence area. More comprehensive 
survey work would potentially reveal interesting features. 

Rusky  

Fools Flat  

East Broken Ridge Guyot  

Hydrothermal Vent Fields 

Overlaps with ISA exploration licence area. Query whether this 
area should be in Cat II? Noting that areas between vents are 
quite different and would need a different approach to mgt than 
for the vents themselves. 

Coral seamount and fracture zone feature 

Overlaps with ISA exploration licence area. More comprehensive 
survey work would potentially reveal interesting features. 

Only known example known south of the sub-Antarctic Front, at 
least in terms of its pelagic importance – but noting that the EBSA 
process has not covered the Southern Ocean. 

Tropic Seamount 
Described as a EBSA due to data availability rather than being an 
exceptional or unique example? 

 

Southern Indian Ocean vent fields were subject of animated discussed during the SIO EBSA regional 

workshop. The description of vent fields needs a careful approach with due consideration of what sort 

of information is necessary – the discussion on these vents was not necessarily approached in the right 

way at the EBSA workshop. 

There is a line of argument in the science community that seamounts described as EBSAs are a product 

of data availability/research focus rather than being truly exceptional or unique compared to other 

seamounts.  
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Session 3: Category II EBSAs - Large, spatially stable areas  

This EBSA category was originally defined as ‘Spatially stable features whose individual positions are 

known but where a number of individual cases are being grouped’ - subsequently simplified to ‘large, 

spatially stable areas’. 

 

 

 

It was noted that within Cat II there are subcategories for which different management approaches would 

be appropriate. For example, the 20 sites that comprise the East Asian Flyway would likely be protected 

as individual sites but using the same methodology and approach. However, the approach taken for 

some of the larger mid-ocean ridges in this group would be very different, where the important features 

are continuous over the entire space. This group also contains spaces that we would not wish to manage 

in any form – for example, stable upwelling zones. Need to determine which activity needs to be the 

focus of management actions and reduced to achieve conservation outcomes, and in some cases there 

is no vulnerability or particular stressor in the system to focus management efforts on. More work needs 

to be done in this group to create more specific typologies to help guide where certain types of measures 

might be applied. 

It was also noted that there are difficulties in mapping these areas – the boundaries as defined at the 

EBSA workshops include a wide range of features as well as the connectivity between those features, 

so when further actions are considered there will be considerable interest in how the boundaries were 

drawn up and the interests of different actors (e.g., RFMOs) must also be taken into account, as well as 

examining different connectivity scales. 

Socioeconomic factors will be an important factor in considering these larger areas – both for activities 

within and outside the areas. Larger areas will inevitably drive management options towards the more 

sustainable use end of the MPA spectrum. 

Areas in Cat II are often complex collections of varied features and ecosystems, which makes it 

challenging to articulate what activity or stressor is impacting which component of that system as what 

scale and over what timeframe: one stressor may not impact all ecosystems in the same way or over 
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the same timescales. This can drive the selection of smaller components of or specific ecosystems 

within a larger area, rather than the components that really need protection, simply for ease of definition 

and development of management actions.  

When considering experiences of VME designation, the introduction of boundaries, buffer zones and 

management options into the discussion made the scientific argument very difficult to uphold. The 

scientific evidence base needs to be very robust in order to stand up to scrutiny once political dimensions 

become involved.  

Cat II EBSAs fall broadly into i) groups of individual features (e.g., seamount groups) or ii) large, 

continuous areas (e.g., Ross Sea) – this would lead to different management approaches, involving 

zoning for example, to make measures more digestible for stakeholders (for example, strict measures 

around individual seamounts but less stringent measures in the areas in between). 

 

Discussion on individual Category II EBSAs in ABNJ  

Name Workshop notes 

Orphan Knoll NAFO VME closure – potential OECM? 

Slopes of the Flemish Cap and Grand Bank NAFO VME closure – potential OECM? 

SE Shoal and Adjacent Areas on the Tail of the 
Grand Bank 

NAFO VME closure – potential OECM? 

New England and Corner Rise Seamounts NAFO VME closure – potential OECM? 

Arabian Basin 

Anoxic area, which are under-represented in the EBAs 
portfolio. Important for migratory species, and designated 
as an IBA. Insufficient data to designate as an IMMA. 

Walters Shoal 

Important for a number of species across the area. Very 
shallow site, which is unusual for ABNJ. Area was topic 
of an IUCN project in 2014-17. Designated as BPA under 
SEODFA and SIOFA.  

Central Indian Basin 
Large area used by seabirds – possibly considered as 
Cat III?* IBA sited over India’s ISA exploration licence 
area 

Due South of Great Australian Bight 
Important for migratory species and tuna? Possible Cat 
III?* 

Mid-N Atlantic Frontal System 
Effectively the NACES proposal! ICCAT may introduce 
fisheries measures. 

Charlie-Gibbs Fracture Zone 

Mostly closed to bottom fishing under NEAFC – subject 
to annual review via ICES. Rest of area is designated as 
restricted – only open to limited exploratory fishing under 
EIA. Some areas to be designated as OECMs. 

Hatton & Rockall offer a good case study on multiple 
stakeholders, multiple use and multiple evidence streams 
in NJ and ABNJ. The science base to inform decisions 
needed to be very robust. 

Overlaps with the Southeastern Rockall Slope and 
Canyons IMMA, important for multiple species of whale. 

Southern Reykjanes Ridge 

Hatton and Rockall Banks and Basin 

Walvis Ridge 

Large ridge area but lacking in detailed data. 13 SEAFO 
closures in ABNJ, primarily based on previous fishing 
activity footprint and any sign of VME indicator species; 
very few areas open for fishing on the seamounts. New 
fishing areas only considered after stringent exploratory 
activities over several years, but no new areas have been 
opened since SEAFO has been in operation. 
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New scoping under Blue Nature Alliance will assess 
potential for new EBSAs/MPAs in the Walvis Ridge 
region, extending into SEAFO waters.  

Equatorial Productivity Zone 

Large area of primary productivity. New MigraMar study 
in E Pacific looking at species distribution may bring new 
data for this area (showing that adult whale sharks track 
the tropical instability waves that propagate along the 
Equatorial Front on a seasonal basis).  

Noted as an Area of Interest under the IMMA process but 
currently insufficient data. Directly linked to EBSAs in 
central Pacific and has significance for tuna fisheries in 
western Pacific. 

Juan de Fuca Ridge Hydrothermal Vents 

EBSA only covers the part of the ridge that extends out of 
the Canadian EEZ. Note that some seamounts plus the 
JdF ridge are part of a larger MPA that includes the 
continental slope within EEZ. 

Cobb-Elckelberg Seamount Chain 
This EBSA is a group of grouped sites: it contains multiple 
polygons with each polygon containing a cluster of sites. 
Need to check the boundaries lie outside EEZ. 

Emperor Seamount Chain and N. Hawaiian Ridge 
Focus of attention for High Seas Alliance, Pew and others 
as a potential ABMT/MPA candidate under BBNJ. 

South Tasman Sea 

Important for seabirds – championed by NGO group for 
ABMT proposal. Longline fishing with high bycatch. 
Directly compatible areas in NZ and Australia. Lot of 
interest in the area south of this EBSA, which now has 
extensive protection along boundaries of EEZs. CSIRO 
cruise proposal (with NZ) to explore area south of this 
EBSA. 

Central Louisville Seamount Chain (no specific comments made) 

*Noting that any suggestion that a site might be ephemeral in nature implies that the distinguishing characteristics/biodiversity are 

absent for part of the year, meaning protections may only be required on a part-time basis, and therefore be hard to justify. 

 

Regarding NAFO VME closures as potential candidates for OECMs: NAFO’s VME process could be 

considered best practice but runs into difficulties when using the information to inform management 

measures due to uncertainty levels within the information base, which stakeholders are uncomfortable 

with. Also have to consider that VMEs are designated specifically in relation to fisheries but can occur 

in areas where there are other maritime activities, not only within the areas themselves but also in the 

spaces in between.  

VMEs in the NW Atlantic were designated after the EBSAs were described and have evolved to take on 

a more EBSA-like flavour. For several areas, the bottom-closed areas became more tightly delineated 

and more specific following the EBSA description. However, in the NE Atlantic under EU jurisdiction, 

the opposite has occurred: the science base has suggested VMEs, which could be considered as 

OECMs, but then buffer areas have been brought in that have enlarged the areas under management. 

The workshop noted that the DOSI Seamounts workshop taking place in October 2024 may generate 

more information about some of the seamount EBSAs.  
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Session 4: Category III EBSAs - Spatially stable and temporally ephemeral 

areas  

EBSAs in this category were originally defined as ‘spatially stable features whose individual positions 

are not known’ – simplified to ‘spatially stable and temporally ephemeral areas’. 

 

 

 

Category III EBSAs are strongly associated with foraging areas, and the boundaries are often subject 

to debate at the EBSA workshops. Oceanographic variability can be an important factor in determining 

importance and fluctuation across year; animal usage (tracking) data for seabirds and marine mammals 

are very important. For determining boundaries of these areas, thresholds could be based on % 

population of an animal using the area. Spatially variable areas are much more difficult to delineate.  

These types of EBSAs are particularly important for migratory species and will therefore have close links 

to ISRAs and IMMAs, as well as IBAs. Some overlap with IMMAs in ABNJ is noted, and these EBSAs 

can also include breeding areas and spawning seasons (the latter of which may be subject to seasonal 

fisheries closures). Some ice shelf areas in the Southern Ocean may fit also this category.  

There is some difficulty in differentiating temporal dynamism from spatial dynamism within this category: 

there is a huge difference between features such as an oceanographic front that may cover several 

degrees of latitude but is consistently present, and a feature that occurs in the same place every year 

but varies in terms of when it is present or absent. Climate change impacts on the location and timing 

of these areas, knock-on effects on the behaviour of animals in the area and consequences for human 

activities (e.g., increased fishing in the case of tuna in the CCZ) is a consideration for the future – noting 

that it is not always clear why animals are using a particular area (e.g., White Shark Café, Middle of 

Nowhere). 
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Discussion on individual Category III EBSAs in ABNJ  

Name Workshop notes 

White Shark Café 

Shark aggregations now know to be due to mesopelagic 
food availability and breeding patterns. Could be used to 
highlight the importance of the mesopelagic region and 
diurnal vertical migration, and the relationship/connectivity 
between mesopelagic species and high-level predators. 

Middle of Nowhere (no specific comments) 

Focal foraging area for Hawaiian Albatrosses 
Subject to heavy bycatch; important for a number of species 
Oct-Jan. 

N New Zealand / S Fiji Basin (no specific comments) 

Clipperton Fracture Zone petrel foraging area 

Important for a number of threatened/vulnerable seabird 
species – designated as IBA. New data held by BirdLife.  
Impacts on seabirds and mesopelagic species from future 
possible mining activity? Overlap with ISA exploration 
licence areas. 

High seas turtle migration corridor 
Pathways linking beach sites with offshore corridors but 
excluding EEZ.  

Labrador Sea Deep Convection Area 

Possible Cat 4 EBSA? Described primarily on the basis of 
oceanographic characteristics rather than animal use. 
Similar to upwelling features. 

 
 

 

Session 5: Category IV EBSAs - Spatially dynamic and temporally persistent 

features  

Originally defined as ‘features that are inherently not spatially fixed’ – simplified to ‘spatially dynamic 

and temporally persistent features’. These EBSAs tend to be huge oceanographic features, and often 

subject to large-scale fishing. Some thought needs to be given to the scale of temporally variable 

systems – e.g., productivity, which can vary on decadal cycles. But the category definition implies that 

the feature is always present, just moving around – mainly on an annual cycle. Perhaps the spatial scale 

needs more definition. 

This category perhaps needs some sub-categories to distinguish between ‘core’ areas of a feature and 

the peripheral zones which might be more variable (e.g., variability of the CRTD in response to ENSO).  
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These areas may need a trigger for management measures, similar to those used in fisheries 

management. Is there scope for mobile MPAs with associated fisheries measures for these areas? This 

category provides huge opportunity for much more dynamic measures, but clearly needs close 

collaboration and trust between sectors.  

 

Discussion on individual Category IV EBSAs in ABNJ  

Name Workshop notes 

Marginal Ice Zone and seasonal ice-cover over 
the deep Arctic Ocean 

Politically complicated region. Whilst recognising the Arctic 
generally as a globally important area, in the context of the 
workshop, it was important to distinguish smaller areas 
within that are subject to different uses and have different 
values. Seasonal cycles are important, as well as the 
ongoing impacts of climate change. 

Multi-year ice of the Arctic Ocean 

Seabird foraging zone in the S Labrador Sea (no specific comments) 

N Pacific Transition Zone (no specific comments) 

South of Java Island Explicitly a fisheries management area for bluefin tuna. 

 

It was noted that for marine mammals there is a similar position in Antarctica to that in the Arctic: there 

is a huge IMMA area of interest surrounding Antarctica in the seasonal ice margin zone. Not designated 

as an IMMA due to disagreement over whether it represented a discontinuous series of areas or a 

continuous area, which remains unresolved. 
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Concluding remarks 

Workshop Chair David Johnson made the following remarks to wrap up the workshop discussions. 

• Whilst there is merit in examining at the EBSA portfolio through a BBNJ lens, any specific 

EBSAs with potential to be taken forward need more work – either through simple updating of 

information in the EBSA description or more involved efforts such as additional data gathering 

or further analysis of existing data. In addition, there needs to be a strong connection with threat, 

risk and need for management. 

• There needs to be a review of existing measures and mandates. A scoping of stakeholders is 

fundamental to the BBNJ approach, though who should do this is unclear. 

• A desired outcome of this workshop is a subset of EBSAs that may have potential for (or be 

more conducive to) providing a starting point for identifying areas that might be put forward as 

ABMT proposals under BBNJ. This workshop has explore some aspects of that, and has 

generated information to take forward to the next GOBI workshop, planned for 2025. 

• The CBD negotiations on EBSA modalities will be fundamental to determining next steps for 

this 2025 workshop. 

• Other important influences include discussions at BBNJ PrepCom in 2025, in particular the 

arrangements for establishing the BBNJ Scientific and Technical Body. 

• There are a number of funding bids in circulation at present that seek to move the ABMT scoping 

process along, including a project proposal under the International Climate Initiative (IKI) that 

GOBI is involved in. If funded, that would provide support for examining the equatorial belt of 

the ocean for areas that might be put forward as MPAs/ABMTs under BBNJ. 

 

Final discussion 

Participants made the following final comments: 

• Prioritise actions, not places – unless we specify actions to protect the areas we identify we will 

get no traction. 

• EBSA categories could be very useful to promote the utility of EBSAs with BBNJ parties, to help 

clarify what an EBSA is and how that information can be useful for other processes. Need more 

work on the messaging around these categories would make them more digestible to non-

scientists. 

• Important to identify threats, but lessons from national MPAs show that the ocean is under 
enough indirect pressure from climate change and encroaching human activities that it may 
not be necessary to identify a specific threat to justify a marine protected area.  

 
 
 
 

 
  



 
20 

Appendix A: Extract from the BBNJ Agreement on ABMT criteria  

(ref: A/CONF.232/2023/4) 

 

ANNEX I Indicative criteria for identification of areas  

(a) Uniqueness;  

(b) Rarity;  

(c) Special importance for the life history stages of species;  

(d) Special importance of the species found therein;  

(e) The importance for threatened, endangered or declining species or habitats;  

(f) Vulnerability, including to climate change and ocean acidification;  

(g) Fragility;  

(h) Sensitivity;  

(i) Biological diversity and productivity;  

(j) Representativeness;  

(k) Dependency;  

(l) Naturalness;  

(m) Ecological connectivity;  

(n) Important ecological processes occurring therein;  

(o) Economic and social factors;  

(p) Cultural factors;  

(q) Cumulative and transboundary impacts;  

(r) Slow recovery and resilience;  

(s) Adequacy and viability;  

(t) Replication;  

(u) Sustainability of reproduction;  

(v) Existence of conservation and management measures. 
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Appendix B: Extract from the BBNJ agreement on ABMT objectives 

(ref: A/CONF.232/2023/4) 

 

PART III: MEASURES SUCH AS AREA-BASED MANAGEMENT TOOLS, INCLUDING MARINE 

PROTECTED AREAS  

Article 17 

Objectives  

The objectives of this Part are to:  

(a) Conserve and sustainably use areas requiring protection, including through the establishment of a 

comprehensive system of area-based management tools, with ecologically representative and well-

connected networks of marine protected areas;  

(b) Strengthen cooperation and coordination in the use of area-based management tools, including 

marine protected areas, among States, relevant legal instruments and frameworks and relevant 

global, regional, subregional and sectoral bodies;  

(c) Protect, preserve, restore and maintain biological diversity and ecosystems, including with a view 

to enhancing their productivity and health, and strengthen resilience to stressors, including those 

related to climate change, ocean acidification and marine pollution;  

(d) Support food security and other socioeconomic objectives, including the protection of cultural 

values;  

(e) Support developing States Parties, in particular the least developed countries, landlocked 

developing countries, geographically disadvantaged States, small island developing States, coastal 

African States, archipelagic States and developing middle-income countries, taking into account the 

special circumstances of small island developing States, through capacity-building and the 

development and transfer of marine technology in developing, implementing, monitoring, managing 

and enforcing area-based management tools, including marine protected areas. 
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Appendix C: Workshop programme 

Chair’s welcome and introduction (5 mins) 

Session 1: Background (40 mins) 

• Presentation of EBSAs as an ocean of knowledge – Daniel Dunn, University of Queensland 

• Efforts to pre-select ABMTs for BBNJ: key considerations including SEA and MSP – Chris 

McOwen, UNEP-WCMC 

• The NACES story: the latest High Seas MPA – David Johnson, GOBI Coordinator 

• Discussion on BBNJ Annex 1 criteria 

 

Session 2: Small, spatially stable areas (20 mins or perhaps less) 

Orientation presentation including confidence in the current EBSA descriptions (work through each) and 

other opportunities. 

Discussion: 

• Evidence needed to meet other BBNJ Annex 1 criteria 

• Types of ABMTs that may be appropriate 

• Equivalent examples from national jurisdictions 

 

Session 3: Large, spatially stable areas (40 mins or perhaps more) 

Orientation presentation including confidence in the current EBSA descriptions (work through each) and 

other opportunities. 

Discussion: 

• Evidence needed to meet other BBNJ Annex 1 criteria 

• Types of ABMTs that may be appropriate 

• Equivalent examples from national jurisdictions 

 

Session 4: Spatially stable and temporally ephemeral features (30 mins) 

Orientation presentation including confidence in the current EBSA descriptions (work through each) and 

other opportunities. 

Discussion: 

• Evidence needed to meet other BBNJ Annex 1 criteria 

• Types of ABMTs that may be appropriate 

• Equivalent examples from national jurisdictions 

 

Session 5: Spatially dynamic and temporally persistent features (30 mins) 

Orientation presentation including confidence in the current EBSA descriptions (work through each) and 

other opportunities. 
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Discussion: 

• Evidence needed to meet other BBNJ Annex 1 criteria 

• Types of ABMTs that may be appropriate 

• Equivalent examples from national jurisdictions 

 

Conclusion / Summary (15 mins) 

• Summary of key points 

• Subset of EBSAs in ABNJ that merit further consideration 

• Future considerations 
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Appendix D: List of workshop participants 

Name Affiliation 

David Johnson (Chair) Seascape / GOBI Secretariat 

Vikki Gunn (organiser) Seascape / GOBI Secretariat 

Diva Amon DOSI 

Karen Baird SPREP 

Andy Birchenough IMO 

Margherita Caballa COBSEA 

Sergio Cambronero DOSI 

Darius Campbell NEAFC 

Jesse Cleary MGEL, Duke University 

Mark Dickey-Collas IUCN Fisheries Expert Group 

Daniel Dunn University of Queensland 

Piers Dunstan CSIRO 

Kristina Gjerde IUCN High Seas Specialist Group 

Pat Halpin MGEL, Duke University 

Alex Hearn USFQ Ecuador 

Jimin Hong UNEP 

Edward Huntley COBSEA 

Chris McOwen UNEP WCMC 

Anna Metaxas Dalhousie University 

Mauricio Moreno CPPS 

Giuseppe Notobartolo Tethys Research Institute 

Mauricio Pryor Moreno CPPS 

Erick Ross MigraMar 

Aurelie Spadone IUCN 

Yoshihisa Shirahama JAMSTEC (ret.) 

César Peñaherrera Palma MigraMar 

Elizabeth Voges SEAFO 
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