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Biodiversity loss from deep-sea mining
Nature Geoscience July 2017

Biodiversity loss from deep-sea mining unavoidable, 
irreversible on human timescales and offsets in the deep-sea 
“scientifically meaningless”

Biodiversity of the Clarion Clipperton Fracture Zone
Marine Biodiversity May 2017 

One-half of species discovered to date likely depend on nodules. 
Nodules-dependent animals may take millions of years to recover 
from the impacts of mining, partial recovery of the animals living in 
the sediment may take hundreds to thousands of years. 

Kaiser, S., Smith, C.R. & Arbizu, P.M. Editorial: Biodiversity of the Clarion 
Clipperton Fracture Zone. Mar Biodiv 47, 259–264 (2017). 
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Clarion Clipperton Zone – ISA Nodule Exploration contracts (2023)

17 Exploration contracts: Belgium, China, Cook Islands, France, Germany, Jamaica, 
Japan, Kiribati, Korea, Nauru, Russia, Singapore, Tonga, UK & IOM - Bulgaria, Cuba, 
Czech Republic, Poland, Russian Federation and Slovakia = app 1.25 million km2 



Each ISA mining claim area in CCZ approximately 75,000 Km2 

• Each CCZ mine would strip mine est 10-
12,000 km2 of seabed in 30-year 
license period to mine 3MT dry 
weight/year nodules (Smith et al 2020)

• Sediment plumes across seabed 
could “easily” cover another 
10,000-30,000 km2 & millions of km3 
in water column from discharge from ships 
(Smith et al 2020)

• Only produce app 0.16% Cu; 1.6% Ni; 
4% Co per year over and above terrestrially 
mined  supplies (Gianni)

Benelux countries: Netherlands, Belgium, Luxemburg combined = app 75,000 km2 



Structural & political concerns regarding the ISA

• Legal and Technical Commission/LTC lack of transparency (contracts, 
meetings) 

• Decision to grant mining contracts heavily influenced by LTC
• ISA Conflict of interest - regulator as well as beneficiary of licenses (UK 

House of Commons Environment Audit Committee 2019)
• Bureaucratic/institutional momentum to mine (key environmental 

obligation in Exploration regs ignored)
• Use it or lose it incentives: mine or risk losing exploration 

claim/contract (15yr); potentially ‘perverse’ incentive to mine
• 25 of the 30 ISA exploration contracts in the hands of 7 countries -

China, France, Germany, India, Japan, Korea, Russia - and 3 companies 
UKSR (UK), GSR (Belgium), TMC (Canada) – monopolization?



Structural/political concerns with the ISA

• All countries have equal opportunity to mine and/or become a Sponsoring State –
Politically/legally difficult for the ISA to deny application from any country. Economics likely to 
drive industry development

• Profoundly undemocratic decision-making weighted toward mining (on behalf of humankind as 
a whole?) - if LTC recommends approval of an application for a mining license then: 

– even if a majority of the 167 member countries of the ISA do not want the contract 
approved or DSM to go forward, the ISA may still license deep-sea mining - ISA 
voting/decision-making structure requires at least 2/3rds vote of Council against 
recommendation from LTC to award a mining  contract. 

– As few as 2-13 countries on the Council can guarantee a license is approved even if all others 
opposed.

– Only the Council members have a vote on regulations and approval of licenses; the 131 
additional members of the Assembly do not have a vote.



Benefit to humankind as a whole? 
Is deep-sea mining needed? EV Batteries?

“Needed”?: No; LFP (Tesla, BYD etc) society, ESG, governments, consumers can make 
choices- avoid high cost, environmentally damaging materials

Is it better than terrestrial mining? Lower environmental ‘impact’?

• Assertion not fact: Even DeepGreen/TMC Life Cycle Analysis (2020) states comparison    
not possible

• Could just as easily be argued that DSM will make terrestrial mining worse

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Financial Initiative report 2022: “there is no 
foreseeable way in which the financing of deep-sea mining activities can be viewed as 
consistent with the Sustainable Blue Economy Finance Principles”. Instead recommends 
financial institutions invest in reducing environmental footprint of terrestrial mining and 
support transition to better use of existing stores of metals and circular economy initiatives.

https://www.unepfi.org/publications/harmful-marine-extractives-deep-sea-mining/



Nauru triggered 2-year rule
Deadline 9 July 2023 by which either:

a) The ISA Council adopts exploitation regulations or

b) Council must consider and approve provisionally an application

(Paragraph 15 of section 1 of the Annex to the 1994 UNCLOS Part XI Agreement)

BUT the ISA Council is not likely to adopt regulations in July AND has decided that it does not 
have to approve “provisionally” a license mine after that date until regulations are adopted

Live debate & possible decision on how the Council of the ISA will decide on whether to 
approve a license (plan of work for exploitation) for Nauru’s contractor – The Metals Company 

(proposal from Germany and Netherlands)



Growing support for a moratorium
Since June 2022 - Fourteen countries calling for pause, moratorium, ban

European Parliament: “…calls on the Commission and the Member States to promote a moratorium, including at 
the International Seabed Authority, on deep-seabed mining until such time as the effects of deep-sea mining on 
the marine environment, biodiversity and human activities at sea have been studied and researched sufficiently 
and deep seabed mining can be managed to ensure no marine biodiversity loss nor degradation of marine 
ecosystems” (June 2021/2022)

Over 700 marine science & policy experts from 44 countries https://www.seabedminingsciencestatement.org/

BMW Group, Volvo Group, Samsung SDI, Philips, Google, Volkswagen Group, Patagonia amongst others. 
Northvolt and Microsoft publicly stated they will avoid DSM metals in supply chains. More companies likely… 

Banks/Financial institutions: ABN AMRO, Lloyds Banking Group, NatWest, BBVA, European Investment Ban etc

IUCN – moratorium 2021 (44 government agencies, over 500 civil society and indigenous peoples organizations)

http://www.savethehighseas.org/momentum-for-a-moratorium/

https://www.seabedminingsciencestatement.org/
http://www.savethehighseas.org/momentum-for-a-moratorium/


Conclusion: The Question concerning the ISA & deep-sea mining: exploitation 
or moratorium? Key global governance decision by ISA in the next few years –

The case for a moratorium

• Need much better understanding of deep-sea species, ecosystems, risks 
• Consistency with UNCLOS Article 145 international commitments: 

Demonstrate possible to prevent loss of biodiversity; prevent 
degradation of deep-sea ecosystems & ecosystem services (SDG 14.2, 
Rio+20, CBD & Leaders Pledge to halt and reverse biodiversity loss)

• Reform/transform ISA (LTC transparency, ISA decision-making, etc)
• Much stronger emphasis on alternatives - resource efficient, closed-loop 

materials, circular economies and responsible terrestrial mining 
practices (UNEP FFI, others)

• Social license to mine (for the benefit of humankind as a whole) 
including consent of indigenous peoples and coastal Communities -
(Decision on Marine and coastal biodiversity CBD COP-15)



Thank-you!
DSM in the news 
https://www.esginvestor.net/on-the-edge-of-the-abyss/
https://news.mongabay.com/list/deep-sea-mining/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2023/04/05/deep-sea-mining-electric-vehicles/
https://apnews.com/article/deep-sea-mining-permission-isa-591536eff7adba104256b4829d93977d
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/03/15/opinion/ocean-mining-climate.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2022/12/16/herve-berville-and-steffi-lemke-the-global-ocean-is-in-
distress-we-are-determined-to-act_6007988_23.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/29/world/deep-sea-mining.html 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22266044-seabed-mining-selected-documents-2022 
https://oglobo.globo.com/um-so-planeta/noticia/2022/06/conferencia-dos-oceanos-articula-moratoria-de-
exploracao-de-minerais-em-alto-mar.ghtml
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2022-04-19/gold-rush-in-the-deep-sea-raises-questions-about-
international-seabed-authority
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/27/race-to-the-bottom-the-disastrous-blindfolded-rush-to-
mine-the-deep-sea
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/28/false-choice-is-deep-sea-mining-required-for-an-
electric-vehicle-revolution
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/a-mining-startup-s-rush-for-underwater-metals-comes-with-deep-
risks
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2020/01/20000-feet-under-the-sea/603040/

https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/19878-deep-sea-mining-code-missing-from-the-agenda-at-first-isa-meeting-in-two-years/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/27/race-to-the-bottom-the-disastrous-blindfolded-rush-to-mine-the-deep-sea
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/27/race-to-the-bottom-the-disastrous-blindfolded-rush-to-mine-the-deep-sea
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/28/false-choice-is-deep-sea-mining-required-for-an-electric-vehicle-revolution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/28/false-choice-is-deep-sea-mining-required-for-an-electric-vehicle-revolution
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/a-mining-startup-s-rush-for-underwater-metals-comes-with-deep-risks
https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/a-mining-startup-s-rush-for-underwater-metals-comes-with-deep-risks
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2020/01/20000-feet-under-the-sea/603040/

	Slide 1: Deep sea mining and the International Seabed Authority: an NGO perspective on need for a pause or moratorium
	Slide 2
	Slide 3: Biodiversity loss from deep-sea mining Nature Geoscience July 2017 
	Slide 4:   Clarion Clipperton Zone – ISA Nodule Exploration contracts (2023)
	Slide 5: Each ISA mining claim area in CCZ approximately 75,000 Km2 
	Slide 6: Structural & political concerns regarding the ISA
	Slide 7: Structural/political concerns with the ISA
	Slide 8: Benefit to humankind as a whole? 
	Slide 9: Nauru triggered 2-year rule
	Slide 10: Growing support for a moratorium
	Slide 11: Conclusion: The Question concerning the ISA & deep-sea mining: exploitation or moratorium? Key global governance decision by ISA in the next few years – The case for a moratorium
	Slide 12: Thank-you! 

