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1. Introduction: Our organisation   

Live Ocean Foundation was established by champion sailors, Peter Burling and Blair Tuke. 
Live Ocean partners with exceptional New Zealand scientists, innovators and 
communicators to amplify solutions and build global awareness about a healthy ocean.  
 
In 2026, Swim4TheOcean endurance athlete Jono Ridler swam 1,367km down the North 
Island coastline to highlight the importance of a healthy ocean for Aotearoa New Zealand, 
with a clear call to end bottom trawling, starting on seamounts.  
 
This submission reflects the many voices heard during Swim4TheOcean: the depth of concern 
expressed by coastal communities, iwi, scientists, and ocean advocates who engaged in large 
numbers with the mission, as well as the 73,647 signatories to the petition calling for a phase-
out of bottom trawling in New Zealand. 
 

2. Context: Why Government Must Lead Change 

The impacts of commercial bottom trawling on ocean ecosystems are well understood. The 
government’s own report 1Our Marine Environment 2025 documents the long-lasting impacts 
bottom trawling has on the seabed and marine environment, including ‘altering seabed 
structure, damaging habitats and reducing marine populations’.  

 
1 Our Marine Environment 2025, Ministry for the Environment and Statistics NZ. Page 25: Commercial fish trawling 
and dredging have lasting impacts on the seabed and its habitats. Effects include altering seabed structure, 
damaging habitats and reducing marine populations (Clark et al, 2019, 2022a; MPI, nd-d). 

https://liveocean.org/swim4theocean/?utm_term=swim4theocean&utm_campaign=%5BSearch%5D+Swim4TheOcean+(19/12/25)&utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=ppc&hsa_acc=5597366703&hsa_cam=23383669597&hsa_grp=191296795438&hsa_ad=788964141304&hsa_src=g&hsa_tgt=aud-2489004037594:kwd-2459364175657&hsa_kw=swim4theocean&hsa_mt=p&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23383669597&gbraid=0AAAAA_O5CsaXRIU_xbST0h19D04dtAQEw&gclid=Cj0KCQjw77bPBhC_ARIsAGAjjV8zUIVYwlU70TV32sKk3EZ3tcBV-AHbivuzG7mLSXq2I_ZjF6N0pQEaApGKEALw_wcB
https://environment.govt.nz/publications/our-marine-environment-2025/


The challenge facing New Zealand is not a lack of scientific evidence, but a lack of political and 
regulatory direction. 

For over a decade, governments, officials, industry and environmental organisations have 
debated the future of bottom trawling as NZ's primary commercial fishing method.  

In 2022, a lengthy government consultation on the protection of seamounts from bottom 
trawling tried to find common ground through a multilateral forum. It ended in impasse. The 
Oceans Forum of seafood industry and eNGO leaders could not agree a way forward: instead 
two sets of different and independent recommendations were put forward. No action was 
taken.  

The result is a policy vacuum on bottom trawling. Industry has resisted change, preferring to 
seek licence from successive governments to continue bottom trawling, while communities, 
scientists and ocean advocates have continued to call for reform. Efforts to find common 
ground through multilateral forums have failed.  

Neither side can resolve this issue alone. Change must come from central government, based 
on best available science and global commitments. 

Since that time, scientific evidence on trawling impact has amplified, public concern has 
grown, international commitments to protect vulnerable marine ecosystems have strengthened 
significantly (see below), and the government’s own ministries (Dept of Conservation and 
Ministry for Primary Industries) have recognised New Zealand’s obligations to implement them. 
Yet the underlying regulatory settings on the methods of commercial fish harvesting have 
remained largely unchanged. 

We believe a managed and just transition is possible.  We are equally clear that it will not 
happen without government and regulatory leadership. New Zealanders are asking for 
change; the responsibility now sits with the Government to recognise best available 
science and international commitments and in doing so, set the direction of travel for a  
managed transition away from bottom trawling. 

2. Our call on the NZ Government

The Live Ocean petition, with 73,647 signatories, calls on the New Zealand Government to 
implement a three-step plan to phase out bottom trawling: 

1. Act immediately to stop renewal or issuing of permits for NZ-owned fishing boats to
bottom trawl on seamounts in areas beyond national jurisdiction. New Zealand is now the
only country still bottom trawling on seamounts in the South Pacific.

2. Fully protect seamounts in New Zealand waters by the end of 2027 – no bottom trawling
on any seamount rising 2100m or more from the sea floor. The destruction is high; the value
of the catch is relatively small.

2 This definition aligns with the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) seamount definition, and 2027 
timeline for transition. 



3. Support the industry to innovate and rapidly transition away from bottom trawling 
entirely. This is not an anti-commercial fishing position: instead, it is about ensuring the 
long-term resilience, social licence, and international credibility of an industry that matters 
deeply to regional New Zealand. There are indications some vessels are spending more time 
using other harvesting methods, such as mid-water trawling: transition is possible. 

We request the opportunity to present a joint oral submission from Live Ocean co-founder Blair 
Tuke, ultramarathon athlete Jono Ridler, with the option of including a science advisor.  

3. The case for change: phasing out bottom trawling 
 

1. Scientific evidence: bottom trawling damages vulnerable marine ecosystems 

Bottom trawling is a destructive commercial fishing method that drags heavy, weighted 
nets across the seafloor, causing extensive and long-lasting damage to marine 
ecosystems.  Seamounts – or underwater mountain features – are particularly vulnerable. 
Approximately 370% of New Zealand’s total commercial catch involves trawling methods 
that contact or closely interact with the seafloor. Impacts include:  
 

a. Destruction of benthic (seafloor) habitats that also alters seabed structures and 
coral-dominated ecosystems critical to ocean health. Corals are the foundations 
of complex habitats that support high biodiversity, stabilise seabeds, enhance 
nutrient cycling, and help sustain food webs and ecosystem resilience. 4Scientific 
evidence shows that recovery of damaged deep-sea environments, including 
seamounts, can take decades to centuries, if it occurs at all.   

 
The UN’s World Ocean Assessment III (released 8 June 2026) cites studies of 
bottom trawling impacts on benthic communities, including from New Zealand’s 
Graveyard knolls and Tasmanian seamounts. It shows first signs of stony coral 
recovery only 15–20 years after fishing stopped. 
 

b. Reduced biodiversity:  Seamounts and other deep-sea features are among the 
most biodiverse and vulnerable ecosystems in the ocean. They support unique 
species and are ecological oases for migratory species, acting as fixed stations 
along their journeys where they feed, breed, spawn, rest and navigate. These 
habitats are highly sensitive to disturbance, and even a single trawl can cause 
irreversible damage. 
 

c. Significant ‘bycatch’ of marine life caught unintentionally, including protected 
species. In 2024/25, 5Department of Conservation data shows 8 tonnes of coral, 
sponges, and bryozoans (aquatic invertebrate animals) were recorded as bycatch.  
A 6major global study published in 2026 highlights the “scope of bottom trawl 

 
3 This percentage includes all bottom contact trawling from both Inshore and Deepwater fisheries from the most 
recent fishing year that has been calculated - 2023/24. Source: MPI 
4 Impacts of bottom trawling on deep-coral ecosystems of seamounts are long-lasting. Althaus, F., Williams, A., 
Schlacher, T., Kloser, R. J., Green, M. A., Barker, B., Bax, N., Brodie, P., & Schlacher-Hoenlinger, M. (2009).  Marine 
Ecology Progress Series, 397, 279-294 
5 Understanding coral bycatch: assessing large catches - May 2025. Department of Conservation  
6 Global diversity of marine fishes caught in bottom trawl fisheries: March 2026: Sarah J. Foster, Syd J. Ascione, 
Isak B. Boyd & Amanda C. J. Vincent 

https://woa.un.org/
https://www.int-res.com/journals/meps/articles/meps08248
https://www.doc.govt.nz/globalassets/documents/conservation/marine-and-coastal/marine-conservation-services/reports/202324-annual-plan/int2023-10-understanding-coral-bycatch-assessing-large-catches-final-report.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11160-026-10043-6
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11160-026-10043-6#auth-Sarah_J_-Foster-Aff1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11160-026-10043-6#auth-Syd_J_-Ascione-Aff1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11160-026-10043-6#auth-Isak_B_-Boyd-Aff1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11160-026-10043-6#auth-Amanda_C__J_-Vincent-Aff1


interactions with marine species and emphasises the need to consider full 
ecological consequence in fisheries management and conservation”. 

 
d. Release of stored carbon from seabed sediments, undermining the ocean’s role 

in climate regulation. The ocean seafloor is a major store of carbon on our planet: 
it has played a significant role in limiting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions. 
However, trawling of the seafloor releases carbon dioxide, elevates ocean 
acidification and reducing the capacity of the seawater to absorb atmospheric 
carbon dioxide. It also impacts seafloor animals that subduct carbon into the 
sediment. 

 
2. Public awareness and social licence are changing  
 
New Zealanders increasingly expect ocean management decisions to prioritise long-term 
ecosystem health alongside economic outcomes. 

In our Swim4TheOcean mission, as we engaged with East Coast communities, it was clear the 
health of the ocean concerns all New Zealanders. They spoke of witnessing the visible 
degradation of marine ecosystems, declining biodiversity and impacts of destructive fishing 
practices, particularly bottom trawling. There is a strong expectation that ocean management 
decisions must steward and prioritise ocean health for future generations. 
 
Successive public campaigns and petitions demonstrate sustained concern about bottom 
trawling, particularly on seamounts and other vulnerable marine ecosystems. The 2026 Live 
Ocean petition attracted 73,647 unique signatures, making it one of the largest ocean-related 
petitions presented to Parliament in recent years. In addition, the Live Ocean messages on 
ocean health and bottom trawling had 736.4 million social media views and 1.15 million 
engagements, 1.27 million swim tracker views, and 416 media stories, representing a reach of 
390 million. 

These results build on earlier anti-bottom trawling campaigns, including a 2020 petition of 
52,443 signatures presented by the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition (DSCC) and 
8conservation partners.  

The direction of public sentiment is clear: New Zealanders expect stronger ocean protection 
and a change in destructive fishing methods to protect vulnerable marine environments. 

The continued use of bottom trawling is increasingly at odds with public expectations. As this 
gap widens, both government and industry risk losing public confidence and social licence. 

3. New Zealand is increasingly out of step internationally  
 
Aotearoa has historically positioned itself as a global leader with a ‘clean, green’ brand. Yet our 
position on bottom trawling, particularly on seamounts, is becoming increasingly difficult to 
defend. 
 
New Zealand is party to a growing number of international agreements, resolutions and 
commitments aimed at protecting vulnerable marine ecosystems in areas beyond national 
jurisdiction from destructive fishing practices. 

 
7 Digital media data: cumulative results across Live Ocean’s website, facebook, instagram, tiktok, linked in and 
YouTube accounts. Independent media reporting by Meltwater News. 
8 DSCC partners included Greenpeace Aotearoa, WWF-NZ, Forest and Bird, LegaSea, New Zealand Sport Fishing 
Council, Our Seas Our Future, and Environment and Conservation Organisations of Aotearoa New Zealand (ECO) 



 
• The High Seas Treaty (or Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction Agreement -

BBNJ) which calls for the protection of vulnerable marine ecosystems (VNZ’s) on 
the high seas. NZ has signed but not yet ratified 
 

• Twenty-plus years of United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) resolutions 
calling for the protection for seamounts and other vulnerable marine ecosystems 
from destructive fishing practices, including to protect associated and dependent 
species and build resilience to climate change 
 

• An International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World 
Conservation Congress 2025 Resolution calling for ‘activation of a transition to 
end bottom trawling on seamounts’ by the end of 2027’ 

 
• The Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) COP15 adoption of a resolution and 

decision in March 2026 calling for ‘prioritisation of the protection of seamount 
ecosystems from destructive fishing practices like bottom trawling within and 
beyond their jurisdiction in accordance with international law’   

 
While New Zealand is party to the UNGA and CMS resolutions, the reality is that over the past 
twelve months it has failed to commit to the High Seas Treaty (BBNJ) ratification or join the 97% 
of IUCN membership that voted for the Seamount protection resolution. While New Zealand 
falters, the world’s ocean nations are signaling their commitment to the protection of 
seamounts and other marine ecosystems from destructive fishing practices like bottom 
trawling. 

Already a number of fishing nations have moved towards partial or complete restrictions on 
bottom trawling on vulnerable habitats. Countries including Australia, Chile and Canada have 
adopted stronger protections for sensitive marine environments, while Spain, Portugal and 
France are committing to the protection of seamounts from bottom trawling within their 
national territories. 
 
Most notably, New Zealand is now the only country continuing to issue licences for bottom 
trawling on seamounts in the South Pacific high seas. This places New Zealand increasingly at 
odds with both international expectations and the direction of global ocean governance. 

 
4. The economic case for transition is strengthening  
 
We believe protecting seamounts is no longer a binary choice between environmental 
protection and economic prosperity. 

 
2023 analysis provided by MPI shows a relatively small proportion of industry value is linked to 
New Zealand’s seamounts. The value of fish harvested via trawling on seamounts 100 metres or 
more above the seafloor was estimated to be $45.2 million in export value, representing around 
7 percent of relevant deepwater fisheries exports. While it is argued that these fisheries ‘feed 
New Zealanders’, around 975% to 85% of our finfish catch is exported. 
 

 
9 Effects on Competition of a Fisheries Quota Lease: May 2023, Report prepared for the Commerce Commission 
by Castalia. Estimate is based on MPI export data, adjusted for yield factors, and is presented as a reasonable 
industry-wide estimate rather than an exact figure. Note: other publicly quoted figures put it at 85% or higher. 

https://www.comcom.govt.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/317239/Aotearoa-Fisheries-Limited-and-Sanford-Limited-Castalia-report-May-2023.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Since that analysis, 10the value of fish harvested via trawling on seamounts has fallen ￼further, 
with some estimates putting it at between $20-$30 million. While the total export value of 
deepwater fisheries has increased, the government has halved the allowable catch for a key 
seamount species, the orange roughy, due to a near stock collapse.11 A 2025 MPI study 
estimated stocks have fallen to between 8 to 18 percent of unfished biomass levels in the key 
fishing areas around the Chatham Rise. This has now resulted in an annual six-week trawling 
closure on those fisheries.  

 
The fate of orange roughy stocks in the North Atlantic is a cautionary tale. That fishery was 
closed on the advice of Europe's leading fisheries scientists after a dramatic decline in stocks. 
Similar patterns of collapse are now being seen across the deep sea fish stocks being bottom 
trawled on seamounts in the North Pacific.  
 
International markets are increasingly demanding evidence of environmental stewardship, 
ecosystem protection, and sustainable production. New Zealand's premium seafood reputation 
depends on walking the talk in these areas.  
 
The long-term economic risk therefore lies not in transition, but in failing to transition. 
Continuing to rely on practices that are increasingly regarded internationally as environmentally 
damaging in our key trading markets, risks undermining market access, brand value and future 
investment in the seafood sector. 

 

4.   Summary: Government leadership is now essential  
 
Industry cannot deliver this transition alone. Fishing companies operate within the 
policy and regulatory frameworks established by the government. Without clear policy 
signals, long-term investment certainty and regulatory direction, there is little incentive for 
operators to move away from established practices. 
 
Likewise, environmental advocates cannot deliver change through public pressure 
alone. Shifts in social licence can be a catalyst for change: however, the reality is that only 
government can deliver the policy choices and long-term settings needed to achieve 
them.  

 
Our current approach to bottom trawling increasingly exposes New Zealand not just to 
responsibility for marine biodiversity destruction, but also to reputational, environmental and 
economic risk.  
 
The role of Government is therefore clear: 

 
• Provide a clear transitional plan on bottom trawling. Our submission proposes: 
 

o Act immediately to stop issuing permits to vessels to bottom trawl on 
seamounts in the South Pacific High Seas.  

 
10 In 2025, the export value of deepwater seamount species – orange roughy, oreo dory and cardinal fish – was $55 
million, with orange roughy comprising $40.6 million (source data: Seafood NZ). In 2023, MPI analysis puts ~39% of 
orange roughy catch coming from seamounts. This suggests the export value of fish harvested from seamounts in 
2025 may be between $20-$30 million. 
 
11 Stock Assessment of orange roughy on the Chatham Rise in 2025: Ministry of Primary Industries. 

https://www.mpi.govt.nz/dmsdocument/70806-FAR-202546-Stock-assessment-of-Chatham-Rise-orange-roughy-in-2025


 

o Fully protect seamounts in New Zealand waters by the end of 2027 – no 
bottom contact fishing method on any seamount or vulnerable feature rising 
100m or more from the sea floor.  

 

o Support the industry to innovate and rapidly transition away from bottom 
trawling entirely. 

 
• Align fisheries management with best available science, international obligations 

and market expectations  
 
• Act to protect vulnerable marine ecosystems from the significant adverse impacts of 

destructive fishing practices.  
 

New Zealand now faces a moment of leadership. A managed and just transition away from 
bottom trawling, beginning with seamounts, is both achievable and necessary. But it will only 
occur if Government sets a clear policy and regulatory direction that gives industry the 
confidence to innovate and adapt. 

Sustainable fisheries depend on health ecosystems. We urge the Government to act decisively 
now: to protect seamounts, restore confidence in ocean governance, and safeguard the health 
of our ocean for future generations. 

 


