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28th August 2026 

 

Dear Dr. Barange 

 

Re: A false benchmark: the modern reality of Antarctic krill fishing and the global call 

to end the exploitation of a critical marine species. 

 

We write to you to raise urgent concerns regarding the reality of Antarctic krill fishing, 

following the FAO’s 2026 State of the World's Fisheries and Aquaculture Report, which 

declared that Antarctic areas are a global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-based 

fisheries management1. The FAO report references 2023 assessments, but overlooks 

significant ecological risks raised by other experts2,3 and overlooks major management 

developments that have taken place more recently4,5, but which have not yet been fully 

implemented by the Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 

(CCAMLR).    

We are concerned that over the past decade, pressures on the Antarctic marine ecosystem 

have intensified, both regionally and especially locally in the southwest Atlantic. Antarctica 

has undergone rapid warming due to climate change6, baleen whales are showing positive 

signs of recovery, e.g.7,8,9, yet conservation progress is generally acknowledged to have 

stalled10. 

Within such a rapidly changing marine environment, we posit that fisheries management 

must be of the highest quality and must be based upon the most up-to-date scientific 

evidence if it is to be identified as a global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-based 

management. Management evidence must be relevant and appropriate, rather than simply 
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what is available, which could include data that are many years out of date. For example, the 

current precautionary catch limit for Antarctic krill in the southwest Atlantic is based on 

bioacoustic data collected over a quarter of a century ago, in 200011. A more recent 

bioacoustic dataset is available from 201912, and though itself now ageing, is not used in 

management. In a warming world, management must be more reactive, and preferably, pre-

emptive. 

Antarctic krill is one of the most abundant (multi-cellular) organisms on the planet, with the 

largest biomass of any wild free-living species, somewhere in the range of 340 to 540 million 

tonnes, probably greater even than the biomass of humans13. In the southwest Atlantic, 

where the fishery almost exclusively operates, the biomass of krill is above 60 million tonnes. 

As such, the current extraction of just 620,000 tonnes may seem insignificant. However, the 

primary issue that concerns scientists is whether ecological damage will occur if commercial 

catches aggregate in space and time. If industrial extraction rates are greater than natural 

ecological processes can accommodate, krill will not be available to satisfy the demands of 

the broad guild of predators that rely on krill for sustenance. 

As krill is a keystone species in the Antarctic marine food web, harvesting has always been a 

scientific concern, whether catches are used for aquaculture feed, pet food, or use in human 

health supplements. Therefore, in 1991, CCAMLR restricted catches to a level very much 

below the precautionary catch limit, agreeing to an interim catch limit (often referred to as the 

‘trigger level’) which was set as a guard rail to protect the ecosystem (CCAMLR 
Conservation Measure (CM) 51-0114). The guard rail was further strengthened in 2009, when 

CCAMLR introduced a spatial subdivision of the trigger level, restricting the amount that can 

be taken in preferred fishing locations (CCAMLR CM 51-0715). This safeguard was intended 

to limit potential ecosystem harm arising from concentrated krill fishing, something that 

would be contrary to the CAMLR Convention16. 

Today, some three decades on from when the guard rail was originally set, CCAMLR has yet 

to reach a consensus on how to distribute catches at meaningful ecological scales, thereby 

allowing future catches to increase in a controlled, precautionary manner. Meanwhile, the 

potential ecosystem impacts of increasingly concentrated krill catches remain unknown. 
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Catches have now reached record levels17,18. Indeed, over the past two fishing seasons, 

catches have increased to the interim catch limit, the safeguard intended to protect the 

ecosystem. Further, because of differences within CCAMLR, CCAMLR has struggled to 

implement a revised krill fishery management approach, whilst part of the guard rail has now 

lapsed, allowing catches to increase and concentrate in sensitive habitats. 

The areas where krill catches are now concentrating are also areas where iconic Antarctic 

species feed. These fishery hotspots are vital feeding grounds for species such as chinstrap 

penguins, populations of which are now in decline19. These fishery areas are also vital for 

Antarctic fur seals, populations of which have recently been categorised as Endangered by 

the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)20. Other seabirds and marine 

mammals such as baleen whales also rely upon krill and regularly feed in areas preferred by 

the krill fishery. We are therefore concerned that at small, local scales, Antarctic krill 

populations may not support both catch aggregations of an expanding krill fishery and 

recovering whale populations21 and other krill-dependent species. 

Krill fishing vessels regularly overlap with foraging penguins, including during the critical 

post-fledging window, with recent studies showing this overlap can alter penguin foraging 

behaviour22,23. Moreover, incidental mortality of baleen whales is also now occurring, with 

multiple humpback whales having been killed in krill trawl fisheries24. 

The FAO’s report states that stocks of krill assessed in Antarctica are 100 per cent 

biologically sustainable25. However, we believe that the evidence to support this assertion is 

potentially only relevant at large geographic scales and not at smaller scales relevant to 

predator-prey interactions and other aspects of ecosystem function. Current assessments of 

biological sustainability do not account for variable spatial and temporal ecological scales, or 

movement of krill in ocean currents26, or even increasing demands for krill from baleen 

whales. Consequently, assessments may not be representative and may even be 

misleading. For example, at South Georgia, long-term studies show that the mean krill 

density has recently been at lower levels than in previous years27, congruent with a shift in 
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the biomass of krill to southern latitudes28, whilst humpback whale stocks have now 

recovered29. Understanding the ecological dynamics at South Georgia (and other parts of 

the southwest Atlantic) should now be a priority for management. The ecological and 

management consequences of the return of Baleen whales to the Antarctic are poorly 

understood. The total biomass of all baleen whale species remains well below historical 

levels prior to commercial whaling30, suggesting that should other species recover, the 

ecological consequences will become increasingly uncertain and that krill fisheries 

management must become increasingly agile to accommodate their recovery. 

Despite these concerns, some operators that participate in the Antarctic krill fishery have 

recently been recertified in a draft decision based upon the Marine Stewardship Council 

(MSC) standard. However, as the krill fishery is an international operation that is conducted 

by a number of operators, we find this to be at odds with the CCAMLR’s situation, as only 

some, but not all, krill fishing operators hold MSC certificates. Several NGOs objected to the 

recent decision, including WWF, a founding member of the MSC31,32.  

We are therefore not alone in expressing our concerns about the krill fishery. We 

perceive the key ecological risks to be: 

1. Concentrated krill fishing takes place in critical wildlife foraging grounds 

Following the lapse of CM 51-07 in 2024 (part of the historic guard rail intended to limit krill 

catch concentration), krill fishing effort at the Antarctic Peninsula has increased by 118%33. 

This increases the risk of localised depletion of krill in key feeding habitats for Adélie, 

chinstrap and gentoo penguins; other species likely to be impacted include Antarctic fur 

seals and crabeater seals, as well as humpback, fin and Antarctic minke whales. Without an 

understanding of seasonal predator demand, baleen whale recovery, and krill movement in 

ocean currents, the impacts of krill removal by fishing vessels remains unknown and highly 

uncertain.  

CCAMLR has always voiced concerns about the impacts of harvesting, demonstrated by the 

implementation of the trigger level (CM 51-01) and its spatial subdivision (CM 51-07). 

However, there now appears to be a new economic imperative by some within CCAMLR that 

appears less concerned about limiting the impacts of harvesting. Progress in implementing 

the revised management approach has stalled, yet the CAMLR Convention requires a 

precautionary approach in the face of uncertainty. We posit that dismantling part of the 

historic highly precautionary management framework, without replacing it with something at 
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least as equally effective, is not ‘a global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-based 

fisheries management’. 

2. Climate-smart management is critical as warming intensifies  

Krill is a stenothermic organism, and the life history of krill requires the presence of sea ice: 

juveniles shelter beneath the ice, whilst adult diet sometimes includes sea ice algae34. 

However, in addition to a warming ocean35, sea ice extent and duration have declined over 

the past decade, and are now likely to be in a new state36 and this system change is 

structural and likely to last37. The consequences for krill remain uncertain, but management 

should take account of the new ecosystem state. 

WOA III highlights that the Antarctic Peninsula is warming three times faster than the global 

average38,39. Yet the Peninsula is the site where most krill are now harvested. With Antarctic 

krill distribution contracting southward, and with declining seasonal sea ice, there are 

increasing concerns for krill-dependent species, including for blue, fin, humpback, and 

Antarctic minke whales and crabeater seals40. Changes in ecosystem state could increase 

pressure on recovering whale populations and other species where both fisheries and 

predators rely on concentrated krill biomass41. 

We suggest that any system identified as a global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-

based fisheries management must take into account climate change. CCAMLR has 

considered the impacts of climate change since at least 200942, but still has not agreed a 

climate change response work plan and does not yet include climate considerations in its 

management measures.  

3. Ecosystem monitoring is fundamental to the CCAMLR approach 

CCAMLR introduced the CCAMLR Ecosystem Monitoring Program (CEMP) to facilitate the 

detection of change in ecosystem indicators and to determine whether observed changes 

are due to natural events or the harvesting of marine living resources; CEMP has been fully 

implemented since 198743. 

Although CEMP has developed an extensive database documenting land-based predators, 

mainly penguins, there are still very few details about pelagic predators, including the main 

air-breathing consumers of krill, baleen whales44. Without adequate ecosystem monitoring, 

CCAMLR will not be in a position to determine whether the krill fishery results in ecosystem 
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impacts on predator species, or indeed on the wider ecosystem, and therefore, whether the 

krill fishery is precautionary and sustainable. 

To date, CEMP has not been integrated into krill fishery management, something that would 

be expected if CCAMLR was truly a global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-based 

fisheries management. In fact, the current CCAMLR management approach focuses largely 

upon the krill stock, without regard to other ecosystem components, and so does not fully 

constitute ecosystem-based management. A critical issue is to determine species-specific 

indicators of change at spatial and temporal scales that reflect the scales of harvesting. The 

revised krill fishery management approach makes a first attempt at this45, but so far has not 

been implemented. 

We, the undersigned scientific institutions, conservation bodies, and independent 

experts, are here voicing our concerns that the mechanisms to assess sustainability 

are not keeping pace with the realities facing Antarctica, and that the cumulative 

impacts of aggregated catches and increased krill fishing pressure, recovering 

populations of baleen whales, and climate change, are not being properly accounted 

for in CCAMLR’s management approach.  

Recognising that CCAMLR is where Antarctic krill fishery management decisions are made, 

but noting the positions expressed in the FAO Report, our position is that ceasing Antarctic 

krill fishing would better safeguard a uniquely vulnerable ecosystem under accelerating 

climate stress. As such, we respectfully ask the FAO to review the Antarctic in the 

context of current scientific evidence. We contend that Antarctic areas do not constitute a 

global benchmark for precautionary ecosystem-based management. 

 

Yours Faithfully,  
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Blue Marine Foundation  

Bob Brown Foundation 

Christina Karliczek Skoglund, Underwater Filmmaker 

Dr. David Fields, Bigelow Laboratory for Ocean Sciences 

Deutsche Stiftung Meeresschutz  

Fins Attached Marine Research and Conservation 

Gallifrey Foundation  

Institute for Accountable Ocean Governance 

Dr. Jennifer Jacquet, University of Miami 

John Hocevar, Greenpeace USA 

Dr. Martina Gaglioti, Marine Biologist and IUCN Global Ocean Program Expert  

Oceanic Global 
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