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Council Takes Final Action on Deep-Sea Coral Amendment; 

Comments on Offshore Oil and Gas Drilling in North Atlantic

The New England Fishery Management Council has taken final action on its Omnibus Deep-Sea Coral 
Amendment and voted to submit the document to the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) for review 
and approval.

In June of 2017, the Council adopted coral protection zones for the Gulf of Maine. Yesterday, at its meeting 
in Portsmouth, NH, the Council, after extensive debate, approved a 600-meter minimum depth “broad 
zone” for the continental slope and canyons south of Georges Bank (see map below). Once the amendment 
is implemented, this zone – with one exception – will be closed to all bottom-tending gear, meaning both 
mobile gear such as trawls and dredges and fixed gear such as traps and gillnets. The Council approved an 
exemption for the Atlantic deep-sea red crab pot fishery.

The 600-meter minimum depth broad 
zone, known as Option 6 in the Coral 
Amendment, was the Council’s preferred 
alternative for the continental slope and 
canyons prior to public hearings. However, 
the Council postponed final action last 
June in order to consider an additional 
proposal put forward by environmental 
groups. Known as Option 7, the new 
proposal covered more bottom and 
included shallower depths, ranging 
between 300 meters and 550 meters. 
Option 7 would have prohibited mobile 
bottom-tending gear but not fixed gear.

The Council’s Habitat Plan Development 
Team, using trawl vessel monitoring 
system data to identify fishing grounds, 
edited the Option 7 boundary to reduce 
economic impacts. 

Before making a final determination, the 
Council considered extensive analyses of:

The New England Council approved a 600-meter minimum depth broad zone to 
protect deep-sea corals south of Georges Bank. Four seamounts and 20 deep-sea 
canyons are protected within the zone.   – NEMFC graphic  
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Gulf of Maine Coral Protection Zones and 
Dedicated Habitat Research Area.  – NEFMC graphic

Gulf of Maine

Here’s a recap of what the Council approved last 
June for the Gulf of Maine:

• Outer Schoodic Ridge and Mt. Desert Rock –
The Council adopted a discrete coral protection 
zone for each of these areas where mobile 
bottom-tending gear (trawls and dredges) will 
be prohibited. Other types of fishing gear will 
be allowed, including lobster traps/pots.

• Jordan Basin DHRA – The Council designated a 
Dedicated Habitat Research Area in Jordan 
Basin on/around the 114 fathom bump site, 
which encompasses roughly 40 square miles.  
This designation is meant to focus attention on 
the coral habitats at this site. The Council 
believes additional research on corals and 
fishing gear impacts should be directed here.  
No fishing restrictions are proposed at this 
time.

The Omnibus Deep-Sea Coral Amendment also 
specifies that anyone conducting research 
activities in coral zones would be required to 
obtain a letter of acknowledgement from NMFS’s 
Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office.

Once the amendment is implemented, changes to the following provisions will be allowable through 
framework adjustments: (1) adding, revising, or removing coral protection zones; (2) changing fishing 
restrictions; and (3) adopting or changing special fishery programs.

• Option 6, the 600-meter minimum zone;
• Option 7 as revised, the 300-meter to 550-meter zone; and
• Option 6/7 combined with Option 7 for mobile bottom-tending gear and Option 6 for all bottom-tending 

gear. An exemption for the deep-sea red crab pot fishery was considered for all options. 

In the end, the Council selected the 600-meter broad zone, which encompasses 25,153 square miles. This 
option, which also was recommended by the Habitat Committee and Advisory Panel, covers: 75% of the 
known coral within the zone; 75% of the areas highly or very highly suitable as habitat for soft corals; and 
85% of the areas with slopes greater than 30°. It also has lower economic impacts on fishermen using 
mobile bottom-tending gear.
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Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing: Draft Proposed Program Areas and 
Lease Years for the U.S. East Coast are shown above. Lease sales also are 
proposed off the West Coast and Alaska as well. The New England Council is 
commenting only on the North Atlantic and Mid-Atlantic areas.   – NEFMC graphic

the communities that depend on 
them.”  The draft plan proposes 
lease sales in 2021 and 2023 for 
the North Atlantic area and in 
2020, 2022, and 2024 for the 
Mid-Atlantic area.

The New England Council 
previously submitted oil and gas 
development comments to 
BOEM and Interior Secretary 
Ryan Zinke on June 29, 2017 and 
August 15, 2017. In the August 
letter and reiterated in this next
letter, the Council broke down its 
concerns into five categories, 
which involve the following:

• Direct displacement of fishing 
activities due to survey or 
extraction activities in offshore 
environments;

• Harm to sensitive, deep-water 
benthic habitats, including 
deep-sea corals, due to 
extraction activities;

• Negative impacts on living 
marine resources due to high-
decibel sounds emitted during 
seismic gas surveys and drilling 
operations, including potential 
harm to some of the 28 
species managed by the New 
England Council;

Offshore Oil and Gas Drilling

The Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) is soliciting comments through March 9, 2018 on its 
Draft National 2019-2024 Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing Program, which includes the North 
and Mid-Atlantic Planning Areas. The Council agreed to send a letter to BOEM recommending exclusion of 
these two areas from the five-year plan because oil and gas exploration and extraction activities in the 
Atlantic Outer Continental Shelf involve inappropriate risks that “may harm living marine resources and
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• Negative impacts to nearshore fish habitats due to infrastructure development needed to support an 
Atlantic oil and gas industry; and 

• Risks associated with leaks and spills resulting from oil and gas extraction and transport.

The Council also supported developing a report to spatially document the value of fisheries on the 
Northeast U.S. Continental Shelf. The report will be used when developing future comments related to both 
renewable and non-renewable offshore energy.

More Information

• Habitat-related materials used during this meeting are available at 
https://www.nefmc.org/library/january-2018-habitat-committee-report.

• The New England Council’s Omnibus Habitat Amendment 2 webpage is located at 
https://www.nefmc.org/library/omnibus-habitat-amendment-2.

• Michelle Bachman, the Council’s habitat coordinator, can be reached at (978) 465-0492, ext. 120, 
mbachman@nefmc.org.

• Information about BOEM’s draft five-year oil and gas plan can be found at 
https://www.boem.gov/National-OCS-Program/.

A brisingid seastar rests on 
a small bubblegum coral in 
Hydrographer Canyon 
(left). Below, a rock face 
with a diversity of soft 
corals, sea fans, and cup 
corals in Hydrographer 
Canyon. Images courtesy of 
NOAA Okeanos Explorer 
Program, 2013 Northeast 
U.S. Canyons Expedition.  


