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The Sargasso Sea





Bermuda EEZ = 464,940 sq  km 
or 179,514  sq.  miles

Sargasso Sea = ~ 5 179 976 sq 
km or 2 million sq. miles



The HIGH  SEAS
Marine Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction

Nearly 50% of Planet’s surface 

Increasing human impact on Areas beyond 
National Jurisdiction

Increased intensity of existing activities

New activities

BUT no comprehensive governance 
framework for Areas beyond National 
Jurisdiction, except for Sea bed minerals



Oceans cover >70% of the planet 
>50% is High Seas



Current governance of High Seas is 
WEAK …
 Uncoordinated rule-

making 
 Poor implementation
 Weak enforcement 

provisions
 Many unregulated

activities
 Geographic gaps in 

treaty frameworks



Gaps in Regional Seas Programs

Ban et al. 2013, Cons. Letters



Gaps in Regional Fisheries Management
Organizations (non-tuna)

Ban et al. 2013, Cons. Letters



Aims of the Sargasso Sea Project 
Led by the Government of Bermuda to build a network of 
international partners to 

• Achieve international recognition of the global 
importance of the Sargasso Sea

• Work with existing international and sectoral 
organisations to achieve better protection for the 
Sargasso Sea in accordance with the Law of the Sea 
Convention

• Use this experience as an indication of what is possible 
and not possible under current regime for ABNJ
Jurisdictio 



Why is the Sargasso Se
important ?



“ Encountered weed …in some 
places so thick that it actually 
held back the ships...”
Columbus 20th September 1492 



 Unique open-ocean sargassum-based ecosystem. Mostly 
High Seas

 Important for life history of many species (eels, turtles, 
tuna, billfish, sharks, etc.)



Sargassum Natans and S. Fluitans



Plastic in Sargassum S Sarkis 





Sargassum fish - JP Rouja 



Sargassum Swimming Crab 
NOAA



Sea horse JP Rouja 



Iconic  species 



Humpback in Sargassum
Andrew Stephenson



Midwater and Benthic Fauna



Nursery/Feeding area: 
eggs/juveniles of >80 fish species occur in Sargassum



Flying fish eggs JP Rouja



Flying fish JP Rouja 



Baby Leatherbacks



Global 
Connections

 Catches of yellow and 
silver eels in EC





Unparalleled  Scientific  Record



Threats
Garbage and plastics

Pollution, discharges, spills

Fishing 

Sargassum harvesting

Exotic species

Climate change 

Ocean Acidification

Deep sea mining

Underwater cables   ?



The Hamilton Declaration

on Collaboration for the 
Conservation of the 

Sargasso Sea 
(March 2014)



Dr. Sylvia Earle,
Co-Chair, Sargasso Sea Alliance Steering Committee 



Hamilton  Declaration Signatories
Governments

Observer Organizations 
 Azores 

 Bahamas 2016

 Bermuda 

 British Virgin Islands 2016 

 Canada  2016 

 Cayman Islands 2017 

 Dominican Republic 2018

 Monaco

 United Kingdom

 United States
 Netherlands, Sweden, South Africa, 
 Turks and Caicos∗

 ISA- International Seabed Authority 
Secretariat

 OSPAR (former Executive Secretary)

 Convention on Migratory Species Secretariat 

 IUCN

 Inter-American Convention for the 
Conservation of Atlantic Sea Turtles

∗ Trinidad and Tobago 
unable to attend but 
supportive 



Hamilton Meeting Participants    2014 





Meeting of 
Signatories

(Meets as required )

Sargasso Sea 
Commission

Stewardship Role. Meets virtually. 
Volunteers acting in personal capacity

Sargasso Sea 
Secretariat

Small Permanent Body 

Supports Meeting of Signatories and the 
Sargasso Sea Commission 

Hamilton Declaration Structure 



Meeting of 
Signatories

(Meets as required )

Sargasso Sea 
Commission

Stewardship Role. Meets virtually. 
Volunteers acting in personal capacity

Sargasso Sea 
Secretariat

Small Permanent Body 

Supports Meeting of Signatories and the 
Sargasso Sea Commission 

Hamilton Declaration Structure 

Financial Mechanism
• 501 (c)(3) in US
• Registered Charity in 

Bermuda



Meeting of Signatories

 Pursue collaboration and cooperation in 
furtherance of the common vision of this 
Declaration;

 Provide advice and guidance for the Commission in 
its role of promoting the conservation of the 
Sargasso Sea;

 Take forward proposals for protection measures to 
appropriate international bodies



The Sargasso Sea Commission



Role of the Sargasso Sea Commission
Exercise a stewardship role for the Sargasso Sea 

and keep its health, productivity and resilience 
under continual review; and

Develop a work programme and action plans for 
the conservation of the Sargasso Sea ecosystem



Setting up the Organization 



kmonkman@gov.bm

Prof Stephen de Mora   Prof Howard Roe (Chair)   Dr Tammy Warren  Dr Billy Causey        
Mark Spalding             Senator Wilfred Moore               Frederico Cardicos 



Third Meeting of Signatories and Commission
The Azores , April 2017
Nine Signatories and SixCommissioners 



Sargasso Sea Commission
"Over-Arching Goals" 

1. Promote international recognition of the unique 
ecological and biological nature and global 
significance of the Sargasso Sea. 

2. Encourage scientific research to expand existing 
knowledge of the Sargasso Sea ecosystem in order to 
further assess its health, productivity and resilience. 

3. Develop proposals for submission to existing regional, 
sectoral and international organizations to promote the 
objectives of the Hamilton Declaration.



Agreed Work Programme 2016-18
1. International Recognition of the Ecological 

Importance of the Sargasso Sea 

2. Fisheries and Fisheries Habitat Conservation

3. Impacts from International Shipping

4. Impacts to the Seafloor and Seabed

5. Conservation of Migratory Species

6. Defining Role in Data and Information 
Management



Collaborating Partners (21)
 Duke Marine Geospatial Ecology Laboratory
 Humpback Whale Project (Bermuda)
 Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS)
 Institute for Sustainable Development and International Relations (IDDRI)
 International Cable Protection Committee (ICPC)
 International Seakeepers Society
 International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
 Mare (Portugal)
 Marine & Environmental Law Institute, Dalhousie University
 Marine Biological Laboratory (MBL)
 Mission Blue/Sylvia Earle Alliance
 Nexton/Code Blue Foundation
 Optical Oceanography Lab, College of Marine Science, University of South Florida
 Plymouth Marine Laboratory (PML)
 Sea Education Association
 WWF-International
 World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA)



Collaborating Partners 
 UNEP Regional Seas Conventions (MOU );

 Caribbean – collaboration on Sargassum strandings

 West Africa 

 OSPAR – North East Atlantic (MOU)
 University of South Florida College of Marine Science
 University of Central Florida Marine Turtle Group

 Pending:
 University of Southern Mississippi, Gulf Coast Research 

Laboratory
 University of Edinburgh
 Netherlands Ministry  of Environment



Official Observer Status (3)

 International Seabed Authority (ISA)

Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO)

Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission 
(WECAFC)



1.   International Recognition of 
the Ecological Importance of 

the Sargasso Sea



Summary Science 
Case, 2011
Edited by Professors Dan 
Laffoley and Howard Roe

74 collaborators from over 10 
countries and 11 science 
institutions

Completed and approved by 
Bermuda and UK  
Governments 



Convention on Biological Diversity 
EBSA Process 

• “Described” at regional 
workshop (March 2012)

• CBD COP  submitted 
Sargasso Sea EBSA to   
CBD repository 

• Does not establish a 
MPA

• Exploring leverage 
opportunities



Bermuda Declares Marine 
Mammal Sanctuary
September 2012

• 174,000 square miles
• Sister Sanctuary Agreement with 

US NOAA for Stellwagen Bank 



International 
Seakeepers 
Award
September 
2013



UN General Assembly Annual  
Omnibus Resolution on Oceans and Law of the Sea

2012-2018

Noted the efforts of the Sargasso Sea Commission –
led by the Government of Bermuda – to raise 
awareness of the ecological significance of the 
Sargasso Sea;

Proposed and supported by
Bahamas , UK,  US,  Monaco, 
South Africa



World Ocean Assessment 
First 2015 and Second 2020

 The only named ecosystem in the United Nations 
Global Reporting and Assessment of the State of 
the Marine Environment - First Assessment 
Report

 Preparing  a chapter in 
Second  Assessment 

 SSC Experts: Professor Roe, 
Dr Warren,   Dr Freestone



2.   Fisheries and Fisheries Habitat 
Conservation



North-west Atlantic Fisheries Organization
Sargasso Sea measures under discussion 



37th NAFO Annual Meeting in 
Halifax September 2015

Two important decisions regarding the protection of the seamounts 
in the northern Sargasso Sea: 

1. Prohibited the use of mid-water trawling gear, or attachments, 
that could touch or damage the seafloor, requiring all 
Vulnerable Marine Ecosystem indicator species caught during 
mid-water trawling be reported 

2. Closed all seamounts in the NAFO area completely until end 
of 2020 - prohibiting bottom trawling for exploratory fishing



International Commission for 
Conservation of Atlantic Tunas -ICCAT



ICCAT  RESOLUTION 12-12
on the Sargasso Sea
THE INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION FOR THE CONSERVATION OF 
ATLANTIC TUNAS RESOLVES THAT:

1.   The SCRS will examine the available data and 
information concerning the Sargasso Sea and its 
ecological importance to tuna and tuna-like species 
and ecologically associated species.

2.   The SCRS will provide an update on the progress 
of this work in 2014 and report back to the 
Commission with its findings in 2015.





ICCAT  RESOLUTION 16-23
on Ecosystems that are important and unique for ICCAT 

species
RESOLVES THAT:

1. As part of advancing the work of Ecosystem Based Fisheries 
Management, the SCRS will examine the available 
information on the trophic ecology of pelagic ecosystems that 
are important and unique for ICCAT species in the 
Convention area. 
2. The SCRS will provide an update on the progress of this 
work in 2018 and report back to the Commission with 
available findings in 2019, if possible. 









3.   Impacts from International 
Shipping





 Still discussing appropriate 
measures

 Possibilities are:

 MARPOL Special Area

 Routeing

 Reporting

 Ballast Water

 Sewage

International Maritime 
Organisation





4.   Impacts to the Seafloor and 
Seabed



Submarine Cable Industry Collaboration
Workshop October 2014  

Map courtesy Verizon



International Seabed Authority (ISA)  
Observer  2016 , 2017, 2018, 2019



Sargasso Sea Commission comments on the 
ISA Draft Mining Regulations, Sept 2018



5.   Conservation of Migratory 
Species



Joint Concept Note by IAC  and 
Sargasso Sea Commission 
Secretariats on the importance of 
Sargassum and the Sargasso Sea for 
Atlantic Sea Turtles

Published 2015



Convention on Migratory 
Species

 Monaco submitted 
Submission for listing of 
Anguilla anguilla

 July 2014  CMS Science 
Council supported

 Approved at Quito  CoP Nov 
2014-

 2015 Oct Workshop on 
American Eels - Maine

 2016 Range State Meeting

 …. 





Regional Workshop on Eel and the Baltic Sea
Convened by HelCom, CMS and Sargasso Sea 
Commission,  Stockholm, November 2017



American Eel Range States Workshop 
4-6 April, 2018



Second Meeting of European Eel Range 
States, 15-16 May, 2018  Malmo 



 Potential for international cooperation to address gaps and 
challenges in conservation of the European eel. 

 CMS will begin consultations on setting up a cooperation 
mechanism for European eel conservation. 

 The proposed mechanism would, among other actions, 
establish measures to protect the Sargasso Sea.



6.   Defining Role in Data and 
Information Management



SSA Science  Report 
Series



Scholarly Literature



NASA  project
COVERAGE 
 In-kind partnership project to 

develop initial satellite map 
product for Sargasso Sea

 2017 Approved by Committee 
on Earth Observation Satellites 
(CEOS)

 Future phases other data 
providers on tagged animals, 
fishing and shipping information 



UNESCO Report on possible
High Seas World Heritage Sites





Sargasso Sea: Engagement with Int’l. Bodies
 United Nations
 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
 International Commission for Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT)
 International Maritime Organization (IMO)
 North-west Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO)
 European Union
 Caribbean Community (CARICOM)
 OSPAR Convention  
 International Seabed Authority (ISA)
 Convention on Migratory Species (CMS)
 UNESCO World Heritage Convention
 IOC – OBIS
 IUCN
 International Cable Protection Committee (ICPC)
 Inter-American Convention for the Protection and Conservation of Sea Turtles
 Cartagena Convention - Caribbean Regional Sea
 Abidjan Convention - West African Regional Sea



Lessons Learned … I 
After 6 years …. This is NOT easy

 1982 Law of the Sea Convention   

NOT been implemented 
 Poor Inter sectoral Communication    is  weak

Between IMO,  ICCAT, ISA 

 Different Languages, Skills         Procedures

 Long timescales-
 Fragmented system

 Systemic inertia



Lessons Learned … II
 Public-private partnerships 

provide a major catalyst

Voluntary international 

collaboration is powerful  
 Role of Monaco with CMS.

 “Resistance to precaution”

Need  systematic ABNJ governance

Regional and Global necessary





2019  Ongoing Agenda
UN  BBNJ  IGC  New York 3 April 2019
Side event reporting on this meeting (DFO support)

Third European Eel Range States meeting  with CMS
Negotiating Meeting, Malmo Sweden, 24/25 June 2019

Sargasso Sea Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Report 
Kell and Luckhurst to report in 2019

Follow-up Intergovernmental Meeting on 
Strengthening Stewardship of  Sargasso Sea ?



Moving Beyond the Hamilton 
Declaration …
 Currently considering a proposal to upgrade the Hamilton 

Declaration to a 
 Regional Ocean Governance Organization (ROGO)

 Concept was endorsed by the Global Oceans Commission 
in its first Report 

 NOT to Undermine BBNJ ILBI negotiations but to 
complement them

 Use same agenda/framework as the UN Intergovernmental 
Conference 



THANK YOU

For more information
www.sargassoseacommission.orgP Rouja
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