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Expansion of Iceland’s Territorial Waters from 4-200 nms

Between 1949 and 1975, Iceland expanded 
its territorial waters from 4 to 200 nautical 
miles through three Cod Wars.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wik
i/Cod_Wars

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/jan
/08/britain-and-iceland-cod-war-escalates-1976

https://www.navylookout.com/lessons-from-the-cod-
war/



Establishment of permanent fisheries closures 

1976 1993

Protect spawning/nursery areas  of cod 
Reduce catch of undersized cod 

Friðun svæða og skyndilokanir á Íslandsmiðum Sögulegt yfirlit.   Sigfús A. Schopka. 
https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/research/files/fjolrit-133.pdf



Present fisheries closures
Most are temporary (days to months) 

Types of fisheries closures 
• Regulatory area closures

• Permanent/Temporary/seasonal 
• Ban of particular fishing gears
• Habitat protection

• Real time closures

https://atlas.lmi.is/mapview/?application=haf
Hafsjá: https://atlas.lmi.is/mapview/?application=haf



Permanent fisheries closures for bottom gears

Area closure Gears Sise 
(km2)

% of EEZ 

Lumpfish area protection Nets 2921 0.39%

Protection of sensitive areas Bottom trawl and longline 12431 1.6%

Longline ban 4321 0.6%

Bottom trawl 6590 0.9%

Other 821 0.11%

Nature conservation closures 0.03%

24254 3.2%

In coming weeks, new permanent closures  could be established that 
could cover at most additional 4% of the EEZ

Iceland is a Party to the Convention on Biological Diversity and supports the Kunming–Montreal Global 
Biodiversity Framework, including the 30 by 30 target.



Protection of sensitive areas
Future OECMs or MPAs? 

Steinunn Hilma Ólafsdóttir et al
https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/research/files/mat-a-
nuverandi-reglugerdum-med-tilliti-til-hv2024-45.pdf

Several fisheries closures 
have banned fishing with 
bottom trawl and/or longline 
for long time (10->50 year).  

Ministry of fisheries is 
considering establishing as 
future MPAs or OECMs.

Sponge habitats

Sponge habitats



Fisheries closures protecting sponges 

Sponges are 
rarer in heavily 
fished area 



Bottom trawl-fishing effort 

Logbooks
• Mandatory from 1991
• Resolution 1 minute degree (1800 times greater than ICES rectangle) assigned to a single 

location (generally start of tow)

Vessel monitoring system (VMS)
• Mandatory 2008 onwards
• Reporting frequenct 15 min to 1 hr 
• Approximate spatial resolution: 1.3 to 7.5 km

Electronic logbooks (ELB) 
• Mandatory 2007 onwards
• GPS fixes can be recorded each 10 minutes during fishing operations
•  Approximate spatial resolution: 500-700 m 



Bottom-trawl fishing pressure in Icelandic waters

60% of the bottom-trawl fish catch 
comes from 10% of the total fishing 
footprint

https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/research/files/hv2021-50.pdf

Fishing pressure is very patchy 

Fishing gear



First information on cold-water corals 

• Old surveys (<1900)
• Benthic Invertebrates of Icelandic Waters (BIOICE) (1991-2004) 
• Interviews with retired fishermen (1970-2000)

Ingolf Expedition 
(1895-1896) BioiceInformation from fishermen 

https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/research/files/1608027337-hv2020-31.pdf
https://www.hafogvatn.is/static/research/files/fjolrit-110.pdf



Most of the coral habitats destroyed before 1970
Interviews with retired fishermen revealed that out of 11 coral grounds 
existing at around 1970, four still occur.  



Race to find the thriving coral habitats 
Campod

Subatlantic ROV (2009)Victor (2012), Ifremer 

Drop-down camera 



Current distribution of life and dead corals 
Desmophyllum pertusum and Madrepora oculata



Importance of high-resolution fishing effort data
• High resolution fishing effort data 

necessary to evaluate spatial overlaps 
between fisheries and VMEs  

• Thriving coral habitats only  found in 
areas bottom trawlers generally do not 
operate,
• highly rugose seafloor 
• below maximum trawling depth

• In some locations CWC habitat that 
were <200 m from  fished areas, buffer 
areas added around closures 



Cold-water coral fisheries closures 

Established in 2005, 73 km2 

Established in 2011,  458 km2 



Present and future trends in suitability

1990-2025 2056-2070

Julian Mariano Burgos et al. From presentation “Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide”, ICES annual meeting 2025.    

GFDL-ESM4 present     GFDL-ESM4 SSP 3.70 

Ensemble models predict that suitability of reef-building stony  corals is likely to be drastically decline 
in future  decades in Icelandic waters 



Identifying degraded areas for restoration
Fishing effort 

• Identify the best trade-off 
between conservation objectives 
(e.g aim to recover 5% of CWC 
abundance)  versus   costs (e.g.
minimize reduction  in fishing 
effort) 

• Prioritization analyses using 
prioritizr (https://prioritizr.net/) 

Erla Sturludóttir, in prep.  

https://prioritizr.net/


Identifying degraded areas for restoration
Fishing effort and degraded CWC areas 

• Identify the best trade-off 
between conservation objectives 
(e.g aim to recover 5% of CWC 
abundance) versus   costs (e.g. 
minimize reduction  in fishing 
effort) 

• Prioritization analyses using 
prioritizr (https://prioritizr.net/) 

Erla Sturludóttir, in prep.  

https://prioritizr.net/


Identifying degraded areas for restoration
Suggestion for an area closure using area prioritisation  

• Identify the best trade-off 
between conservation objectives 
(e.g aim to recover 5% of CWC 
abundance) versus   costs (e.g. 
minimize reduction  in fishing 
effort) 

• Prioritization analyses using 
prioritizr (https://prioritizr.net/) 

Erla Sturludóttir, in prep.  

https://prioritizr.net/


Investigating active restoration 
Skeiðarárdjúp cold-water closure (2011-)

Restoration of deep-sea habitats to rebuild European Seas

• Cold-water coral habitats (dead and 
alive) Cruises in 2009, 2010, 2012 and  
2025 

• ~250 m depth 

• Bottom trawl fishing effort (VMS 
and electronic logbook; 2008-
2010) prior to closure



Restoration of deep-sea habitats to rebuild European Seas

Deployment of reef modules

Heavily 
degraded 
CWC

August 2026: 12 ecoreefs to be 
deployed
• 6 in area with heavily degraded 

CWC’s
• 6 in area with some thriving CWC´s 

Ecoreef



Restoration of deep-sea habitats to rebuild European Seas

Monitoring of reef function

Reef function is investigated using a 
seafloor lander that provides 
continuous in situ observations
• Time-lapse photos and video

• Temporal trends in the use of benthic reef 
organisms

• Colonization by sessile organisms is 
monitored 

• Continuous monitoring of 
environmental parameters 
e.gtemperature (T), salinity (S), pH



Iceland's Adoption of relevant EU Environmental Legislation

EU measure Iceland 

Water framework directive  

Marine Strategy Framework directive ✗

Nature Restoration Regulation ✗

Common fisheries policy NA

Will Iceland decide to reopen resume 
EU negotiations on the  29th of August?



Thanks for listening 
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