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centrepiece new horizons

Protecting the high seas
The oceans are a global commons which provide ecosystem  
services to all. How can they best be protected?
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Marine protected areas
The ‘high seas’ are areas of ocean open 
to use by all nations. This makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation. Marine protected 
areas (MPAs) are parts of the ocean in 
which most commercial activity (e.g. trawler 
fishing) is prohibited, in order to prevent 
over-exploitation. Most of these MPAs are 
not in the high seas, but in areas near coasts, 
controlled by individual nation states. The 
map shows the existing high-seas MPAs and 
some of the areas which are candidates for 
new ones (described in the text boxes).

Sargasso Sea
The Sargasso is the world’s only shoreless 
sea, part of the North Atlantic. It is named 
for its brown alga Sargassum, which grows 
in enormous dense mats in the Sargasso’s 
huge rotating gyre. The seaweed provides a 
rich feeding and spawning ground for many 
species. European and American eels, for 
example, travel thousands of kilometres to 
breed here each year, so that their young 
can feed in these nutritious waters. The sea 
is on one of the world’s busiest shipping 
routes and at risk of plastic pollution.

East Antarctica
This area of the Southern Ocean is an 
important feeding ground for Adélie and 
emperor penguins. It is relatively untouched 
so far, but because the waters here are rich 
in krill, China and Russia have been reluctant 
to designate it as a marine protected area. It 
also contains very cold, dense, oxygen-rich 
waters, known as Antarctic bottom water, 
which drive global ocean circulation.

White shark café
In the Pacific Ocean, halfway between 
the Baja Peninsula and Hawaii, is an 
area to which hundreds of great white 
sharks travel each autumn to feed. 
These sharks, from the Californian and 
Mexican coasts, are a genetically distinct 
population and there may only be 3,500 
left in the wild. Conservationists are keen to 
protect this area for them.

Bay of Bengal
A shallow, warm part of the Indian Ocean, the Bay of Bengal is at risk of becoming one of the 
largest ‘dead zones’ in the ocean. Pollutants from agricultural runoff into the bay are stimulating 
plankton blooms, which suck up all the oxygen and kill off other species. The dead zones can 
cover more than 60,000 km2. Scientists worry that this could worsen over time, and permanently 
damage the rich ecosystem that provides food and jobs for over 100 million people.

Costa Rica dome
The Costa Rica dome in the Pacific Ocean is 
a system in which strong winds force ocean 
currents to move nutrient-rich waters up 
from great depth to just below the surface. 
Many species come to feed here, including 
mahi-mahi, squid, sea turtles and sharks. The 
position of the dome shifts with the seasons, 
so it is in high-seas waters at certain times, 
and in coastal waters at others. 

The lost city
The lost city hydrothermal field is an 
extraordinary ecosystem that was discovered 
by scientists in 2000 on a visit to the 
mid-Atlantic ridge. It stretches for 400 metres 
along the top of an underwater mountain 
chain called the Atlantis Massif and contains 
60-metre high towering edifices that spew 
alkaline, almost boiling hot waters. Scientists 
now believe that the lost city might hold clues 
as to how life on Earth first evolved.

Figure 1  Map showing the existing high-seas MPAs and the potential new areas described here
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