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OCEAN VICTORY

Mid-Atlantic Deep Sea Coral Canyons Protected
by Yoke Bauer DiGiorgio
Director, Delaware Valley Eagle Alliance, Naturalist, Filmmaker, Author
In June of 2015, the Mid-Atlantic
Fishery Management Council voted
to protect the vast majority of the
Mid-Atlantic region’s fragile and
pristine deep-sea coral habitat by
creating the largest ocean area in the
U.S. Atlantic Ocean protected from
destructive
“bottom-fishing
gear”.
From New York to Virginia, 15 discrete
zones that include canyons and
inter-canyon areas, as well as the
surrounding deep sea habitat off the
region’s coast, were identified for
protection. These areas are home to
rare, ecologically-important and highly
vulnerable coldwater coral communities
as well as a range of other remarkable
sea life. More than 38,000 square

miles (nearly the size of Virginia)
and from the edge of the continental
shelf and extending from a depth of
approximately 1,500 feet seaward
to the boundary of the Exclusive
Economic Zone (The EEZ line is 200
miles offshore, defining the ocean
area where the United States has
exclusive rights for marine resources
and energy production.), this will be
the largest ocean area in the U.S.
Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico protected
from destructive bottom fishing.
It had taken three years of development,
multiple stakeholders and science
workshops, collaborations between
fishing and diverse conservation
organizations, and several rounds
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of public comment - including
one that generated over 120,000
letters, nearly all of which supported
strong deep-sea coral protections.
The Wildlife Conservation Society
(WCS) and its supporters, as part of
a broad coalition, submitted earlier
in the year, 13,000 letters, petitions,
and drawings asking the Council to
consider protecting coral ecosystems
in the region, including those found
in the Hudson Canyon. The Hudson
Canyon is the east coast’s largest
submarine canyon and is located just
100 miles off the coast of NYC.
The Council, together with the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric
www.dveaglealliance.org

gear can destroy corals that have
been growing for thousands of years.
“At a time when our oceans are under
tremendous stress from overfishing,
acidification, and pollution, it’s
critically important that we seize
opportunities to preserve some of
the most valuable, pristine, and
vulnerable parts of our living ocean.”
The plan, which is one of the
most exciting and precedentsetting marine habitat protection
initiatives in the country, now
goes to NOAA, where approval is
expected.
SOURCES:

Lophelia pertusa was found for the first time in the Mid-Atlantic Baltimore Canyon.
© Image courtesy of Deepwater Canyons 2013 Expedition, NOAA-OER/BOEM/USGS.
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Administration (NOAA), manages
U.S. fisheries resources in the
region. The Council’s historic action
helps to safeguard deep sea corals
– which grow very slowly and can
be hundreds or thousands of years
old – against bottom trawling and
other destructive bottom fishing. The
protection plan is the first to rely on
special legal authority to protect deep
sea corals that was added to the
federal fisheries management law in
2006.
Brad Sewell, Fisheries Policy
Director of the Natural Resources
Defense
Council
stated
that:
“History was made today. Protecting
this series of exquisite coral canyons
and other vulnerable deep sea
habitats marks a milestone in ocean
protection efforts. It is the most
sweeping move to date to protect
ocean habitat off our most populous
coastline.
“These precious coral communities are
highly vulnerable to harm from fishing
gear. One pass of bottom-trawling
www.dveaglealliance.org 			

Giant Paragorgia or “bubblegum” coral colonies found in Baltimore Canyon were up to 15 feet tall.
© Image courtesy of Deepwater Canyons 2013 Expedition, NOAA-OER/BOEM/USGS.
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Submarine Canyons and Deep-Sea Corals
Deep-sea corals come in a rainbow of colors and, unlike
like their tropical reef cousins, their graceful shapes rise
up from the hard ocean bottom and walls of submarine
canyons deep underwater in the pitch-black depths of 50
meters or more. These corals - and associated species
like sponges and anemones - are particularly abundant
in the Mid-Atlantic’s submarine canyons. More than two
dozen undersea canyons cut into the continental shelf
off the Mid-Atlantic coast of the United States (part of a
series of such canyons that stretches up to the Canadian
border). The canyons can extend more than 100 miles long
and plunge as deep as the Grand Canyon. The canyons’
steep walls are excellent habitat for a rich array of coral
species that thrive in cold Atlantic waters thousands of
feet below the ocean surface.
Submarine canyons are deep-sea coral hotspots and
provide important habitat for diverse concentrations of
marine life, including sperm whales, tunas, and sharks.
They also provide food, foraging, breeding habitat, and
shelter for a range of fish, crustacean, and other deepsea creatures. Although deep-sea coral communities
form the foundation of deep-sea ecosystems, they are
highly vulnerable, growing just millimeters a year. One
pass of a fishing trawl net can in seconds scrape away
corals that are thousands of years old. While offshore
corals have largely been sheltered by the rugged terrain
where they live, new fisheries can develop rapidly and
today’s vote protects these habitats now, before they are
lost for centuries.
We are still learning about the deep ocean life supported
by the Mid-Atlantic’s coral communities. Since 2011,
U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) has led a series of dives into the Atlantic canyons
to research, map and characterize the undersea canyons.
The result has been a steady stream of discovery and
revelation: new and rare species, new understandings
about ecological relationships and the diversity of
ecological settings in the canyons and seamounts,
and new appreciation of how special these deep-sea
ecosystems are.
More than 40 coral species have been identified, at least
three of which are believed to be brand new to science.
Some are so abundant that scientists described them
as coral “forests.” Species of red, black, bubblegum,
stony, and soft corals have all been found, a number of
which were never before known to exist in this region.
In the Baltimore Canyon, for example, offshore Maryland,
scientists found a colony of bubblegum coral (so named
for their bulbous, pink, branch ends) nearly 15 ft tall.
Coral and sponge communities have contributed
to scientific and technological advances in cancer
treatments, artificial synthesis of human bone, and more
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TOP: Desmophyllum and octopus on wall in Norfolk Canyon. © Image
courtesy of Deepwater Canyons 2013 Expedition, NOAA-OER/BOEM/USGS.
BOTTOM: A squat lobster moves among underwater corals in Norfolk
Canyon, offshore Virginia. © Image courtesy of Deepwater Canyons 2013
Expedition, NOAA-OER/BOEM/USGS.

durable optic cables. It may well be that the ocean
species being discovered - including two potentially new
species found in the Block Canyon in 2013 - may lead to
new medical treatments. Because deep-sea corals live
so long, scientists can also learn about historic changes
in global climate and ocean current systems through
trace elements and isotopes incorporated into their coral
skeletons.
“We take our oceans for granted. Perhaps it is because
we cannot see the many wonders they hold under the
surface as easily as we see the wonders of the forests
or the wetlands or the savannas. But the oceans are
wonderful, and we need them.” John F. Calvelli, EVP,
Public Affairs, Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) in a
recent article - World Oceans Day Provides Chance to
Reflect and Protect / Huff Post Green THE BLOG.
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