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Abstract 

Since it was established in 1982, CCAMLR has been at the forefront of adopting world-leading 

Antarctic science and conservation measures thanks to the work of its Members over many years. 

However, in recent years progress on some major issues has been hampered by one or two Members 

repeatedly not joining consensus. For both ASOC and COLTO, the breakdown of consensus-based 

decision making in recent years is a matter of serious concern, indicating that CCAMLR is struggling 

to achieve the conservation objectives laid out in Article II of the Convention. In this paper, we 

suggest that when faced with systematic failure to secure consensus that CCAMLR considers 

alternative approaches so that the Commission can progress these matters. 

 

Interested Stakeholders 

 

The Antarctic and Southern Ocean Coalition (ASOC) was founded in 1978 during a period where 

important environmental legislation was being passed in many countries. In these early days, ASOC 

advocated for the creation of a “World Park” in the Antarctic region and for the adoption of a 

conservation-focused CAMLR Convention.  

The Coalition of Legal Toothfish Operators, Inc. (COLTO) was founded in 2003 following significant 

IUU fishing for toothfish in the Convention Area. COLTO’s principal objective is to work with 

CCAMLR Members and other authorities to eliminate IUU fishing for toothfish in order to sustain 

toothfish stocks, seabird populations and the livelihoods of legal fishermen.  

ASOC and COLTO have been attending CCAMLR as observers since 1988 and 2003 respectively.  

For both ASOC and COLTO, the breakdown of consensus-based decision making in recent years is a 

matter of serious concern, indicating that CCAMLR is struggling to achieve the conservation 

objectives laid out in Article II of the Convention. 

 

CCAMLR’s achievements: A short history 

 

CCAMLR has been at the forefront of adopting world-leading Antarctic science and conservation 

measures thanks to the work of its Members over many years. These decisions, agreed by consensus, 

allowed CCAMLR to be seen as a leader in the application of a science-driven precautionary 

approach to management, based on the monitoring of indicator species (e.g. Constable, 2011; Kock et 

al., 2007; Miller, 2013; Miller & Slicer, 2014; Willock & Lack, 2006).  

CCAMLR’s major successes include: 

• Practically eliminating illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing within the 

Convention Area;  

• Initiating the implementation of a network of marine protected areas (MPAs);  

• Establishing a CCAMLR Ecosystem Monitoring Program (CEMP);   

• Implementing a range of measures to provide some level of protection for vulnerable marine 

ecosystems (VMEs); 

• Reducing seabird bycatch in longline fisheries to near-zero levels; 

• Instituting effective management and compliance measures enabling the rebuilding of 

severely depleted toothfish and icefish stocks, and maintaining other fished populations, such 

as krill, at safe levels; 



2 

 

• Developing a comprehensive system of managing new and exploratory fisheries; and 

• Developing a system of observation and inspections which includes an international system of 

observation and complete coverage of all vessels in exploratory toothfish fisheries. 

All of these achievements were made through consensus decision making. The CAMLR Convention 

was also agreed by consensus of Antarctic Treaty states. 

 

CCAMLR’s recent shortcomings 

 

In more recent years, CCAMLR has experienced challenges in reaching agreement on a number of 

important issues. Examples have included: 

• Following through on CCAMLR’s commitment to implement a network of MPAs; 

• Progressing Special Areas for Scientific Study; 

• Adopting actions to address the impacts of climate change; 

• Addressing issues of non-compliance;  

• Continuing research within New and Exploratory fisheries; and 

• Adopting TACs based on best available science. 

The recent lack of progress on a broad range of important issues central to the work of the 

Commission has led to speculations around the effectiveness of the consensus process within 

CCAMLR (Brooks et al., 2016, 2020; Cavanagh et al., 2021; Chen, 2021; Haward, 2006; Jacquet et 

al., 2016; Leroy & Morin, 2018; Miller & Murray, 2019; Nilsson et al., 2016; Turner et al., 2008; 

Wendebourg, 2020, Goldsworthy, 2022). Similar concerns have been raised with respect to other 

Antarctic Treaty fora, following instances of Parties withholding consensus pending agreement on 

unrelated matters, and a lack of willingness to consider compromise where there was general 

agreement by most other parties (Arpi et al., 2022). 

The consensus decision making process stimulates taking decisions that all participants can live with. 

In this way, the views and interests of a minority are not overruled by majority views. However, 

consensus only works when negotiations are conducted in good faith with a view to reaching 

agreement. The problem facing CCAMLR is that consensus is being used to block proposals without 

good faith discussion between proponents and opponents to try to compromise and find a common 

solution. 

 

A way forward 

 

ASOC and COLTO recommend that CCAMLR Members endeavour at all times to reach consensus. 

The success of CCAMLR in the past has had a great deal to do with the use of consensus to achieve 

acceptable solutions for all, but the mechanism of consensus only works when negotiations are 

conducted in good faith and with a view to reaching agreement through compromise. With the lack of 

recent progress on many of the most substantive issues facing CCAMLR in an increasingly complex 

global context, we recommend that CCAMLR Members consider ways to resolve the current impasse.  

While modifying or improving the current system of decision making would be a major step for 

CCAMLR, the current situation is unprecedented. It is not an option for CCAMLR to fail, and thus 

we urge CCAMLR Members to seriously consider alternatives to ensure that they are once again able 

to fulfill their obligations under the Convention. 
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