
Antarctica’s Ross Sea is one of the most hauntingly beautiful and pristine marine regions in the world. The sea, 
whose surface is frozen solid for much of the year, covers 3.6 million square kilometers (1.4 million square miles) 
in a horseshoe-shaped embayment that clings to the Antarctic coast south of New Zealand.1 Its waters support a 
biologically diverse ecosystem of species that thrive essentially as they have for millennia.2

More than 500 scientists worldwide have expressed support for protection of the Ross Sea because of its 
environmental and scientific value.3 The Pew Charitable Trusts is urging the Commission for the Conservation of 
Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) to designate the Ross Sea as a large-scale, fully protected marine 
reserve. Such a designation would alleviate pressure on penguins and other species facing the effects of climate 
change, overfishing, and habitat degradation. A marine reserve in the Ross Sea would not stop climate change, 
but it would help keep ecosystems resilient and food webs intact, giving animals a chance to adapt to changing 
environments. It also would provide a vital global reference area for observing the impacts of climate change. 
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The Ross Sea Is Home to the Highest Global Percentages of 
Several Species

Vital to species and science
A 2011 study published in the journal Biological Conservation called the Ross Sea “the least altered marine 
ecosystem on Earth,” with unusually large and closely interacting populations of several marine bird and mammal 
species. The study found that nine predators in the region—including emperor and Adélie penguins, minke 
whales, crabeater seals, and snow petrels—use the entire continental shelf and slope in such a way that large 
populations of these species can coexist.4

The Ross Sea also provides habitat for the Antarctic toothfish, a crucial predator in the region’s food web.5 These 
fish, which are marketed in some parts of the world as Chilean sea bass, are highly prized by the commercial 
fishing industry, whose operations are disrupting the ecological balance in these waters. According to a 2012 
study published in Aquatic Mammals, the average size of Antarctic toothfish is dropping, a possible indication that 
many adults of the slow-to-mature species have already been caught. That makes the toothfish harder to find, so 
populations of species that prey on toothfish are falling, while those of predator species that compete with them 
for food are rising.6 Such ecosystem changes in the Ross Sea can have a significant impact on penguins and other 
predator species by throwing predator-prey relationships off balance and altering food availability.

Jessica Meir Rob Robbins

Antarctic toothfish and Weddell seal. Diver with Antarctic toothfish.



Sources: National Institute of Water and 
Atmospheric Research, Yesson et al. 2011, 
Everson 2000

© 2014 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Ross Sea Proposal 
and Sensitive Areas

The marine reserve proposal
The near-term fate of the Ross Sea lies with CCAMLR, the 25-member international body established in 1982 to 
sustainably use and conserve Antarctic marine life. All member governments must agree by consensus before 
any decision goes into force. 

The first proposal for a Ross Sea marine reserve was submitted for debate and designation to CCAMLR in 2012, 
but ultimately failed to gain the needed support. As negotiations have continued, the size of the areas proposed 
for protection has decreased dramatically, although the proposed area would still be one of the world’s largest 
marine reserves. Deliberations continue on the boundaries and on the question of whether the protections would 
be permanent. 

The current proposal, sponsored by the United States and New Zealand, would create a marine protected area 
of 1.34 million square kilometers (about 517,000 square miles) in the Ross Sea. It would set aside 1.25 million 
square kilometers (about 483,000 square miles) as a fully protected marine reserve off-limits to fishing.7 The 
proposal would allow a limited Antarctic toothfish catch in certain areas. It also would create a “special research 
zone” over the continental shelf and slope where limited research fishing would be allowed. 

The United States-New Zealand proposal would allow management of the area to be adjusted if necessary, an 
approach supported by the International Union for Conservation of Nature. The proposed review period would be 
every 10 years, after which CCAMLR could assess changes in management measures. It also would allow scientif-
ic endeavors to collect data that underpin crucial research, including studies of the impact of climate change. 
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Contact: Andrea Kavanagh, director, global penguin conservation    
Email: akavanagh@pewtrusts.org    
Project website: pewtrusts.org/penguins

Recommendations
Pew urges CCAMLR to bar further concessions on the size of the proposed protected area, and particularly to 
ensure that the sensitive shelf and slope areas are fully protected to make good on its promise to protect the Ross 
Sea and its unique biodiversity.

Scale: Pew supports meaningful protections in the Ross Sea that preserve large-scale ecosystem processes in 
their entirety and maintain crucial predator-prey relationships. Fully protected areas must be very large in scale 
and include biodiversity hot spots, such as the Ross Sea continental shelf and slope, the Balleny Islands, and the 
Scott Seamounts.

Duration: To be effective, a Ross Sea marine reserve must be permanent. In lieu of a sunset clause, or proposed 
expiration date, the proposal should contain standard language providing for reviews to ensure that effective 
monitoring and management measures are in place and that adjustments to conservation measures can be made 
upon review. 

What you can do to help
Visit pewtrusts.org/penguins to become an advocate for the penguins of the Ross Sea. There you can sign our 
petition to protect the Ross Sea and join the global effort to protect Antarctica’s Southern Ocean. 

Tell CCAMLR that the time for action is now.
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The Pew Charitable Trusts is driven by the power of knowledge to solve today’s most challenging problems. Pew applies a rigorous, analytical 
approach to improve public policy, inform the public, and invigorate civic life. 
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