
 

THE CASE AGAINST MARINE PHOSPHATE MINING 

Nowhere in the world has a marine phosphate project ever been undertaken. Any country - 
despite knowing the probable negatives associated with marine mining - will have to accept 
that they have become guinea pigs if they choose to open up the ocean under its 
custodianship. It must be remembered: each nation has the right to determine what is in its 
interest, and not be forced to sacrifice its marine life and fishing industry.  

Proponents of these marine projects expect blind eyes to be turned to all the negatives 
despite an abundance of testimony by internationally recognised experts who are raising red 
flags about these projects. They are disturbed. They are on record with their opposition to 
marine phosphate mining in all aspects. Their scientific research is backed by substantive 
arguments, supportive facts and field evidence – not sensationalism. In short, they are all 
firmly of the opinion that this type of mining will radically disturb the surface of the seabed, 
and surrounding water columns, resulting in conclusion that supply lines in the food chain 
will be permanently warped. 

Public debate on marine mining, and specifically phosphate mining, is not in its infancy. It is 
growing and gaining momentum - slowly, but surely - to ever higher levels and with greater 
community involvement. 

Equally important: it is beginning to be seen on the radar screens of world leaders. A quarter-
century ago those who began to warn of global-warming and climate change were a handful, 
often ridiculed and maligned. Yet they have shown the world that the bottom-up movement 
for change is real, and a force not to be ignored. Tackling a cause is an opportunity and not a 
burden. 

Ocean and coastal ecosystems are major assets. Like any asset they must be guarded, 
protected and properly managed. They must be treasured. They give fruit to crucial social 
issues that nurture a common heritage of present and future generations. 

An existential threat is not needed to move people into action. But some experts have 
already spoken out forcefully against seabed mining, like Xavier Pastor, Executive Director of 
Oceana in Europe, who put it vey potently: 

“It is not simply because we possess the technology to mine the seabed or because it has 
now become economically feasible, that we should necessarily do it. It is a major political 
decision that citizens have a right, and duty to participate in. Will deep-sea mining ensure 
a healthy and productive marine environment in the long term? The undeniable answer, 
is no”. 

The Global Ocean Commission’s statement of 30 April 2014 noted this: 

“We are hopeful that under the leadership of the Holy Father, the Church will step up its 
reflection and action to contribute to a wiser use of marine resources”. 



Say a prayer for those who have to prepare the Holy Father’s intended Encyclical on the 
Environment. That they be abundantly blessed with foresight and wisdom. Not for nothing 
did he tell his own followers that he had taken his name after St. Francis of Assisi - since, in 
the words of the Holy Father, St. Francis  

"… teaches us profound respect for the whole of creation and the protection of our 
environment, which all too often, instead of using for the good, we exploit greedily, to 
one another's detriment”. 

Marine phosphate projects have become the subject of real concern to all those who are 
anxious about the negative effects to be brought about by such mining in the marine 
environment and the fishing industry in particular.  A basic fact must be faced. One that the 
owners of these projects refuse to understand or accept: the ocean can’t accommodate both 
a viable fishing industry and a disruptive mining exercise. It is either the one or the other to 
thrive – not both. To believe otherwise and use that as a lynchpin argument, illustrates the 
shallowness of the case presented to advance the projects on a near could-not-care-less 
approach.  

The inept understanding of the marine environment is deeply worrying. Equally so the claim 
by proponents of these projects that they are concerned about sound marine environmental 
management.  

Citizens are perfectly aware of the fact that a well-managed fishing industry represents 
sustainable utilization of a renewable resource, whereas seabed mining is highly destructive 
of the entire marine ecosystem. It represents finite exploitation of a non-renewable resource 
at the expense of the renewable fishing resources which are of cardinal importance to the 
entire economy of a nation. To allow any of these projects to proceed is to gamble with a 
national treasure by placing its well-being at risk and the future of all the people it employs in 
jeopardy. 

The Namibian Cabinet decided on 17 September 2013 to place a moratorium on marine 
phosphate mining in Namibian coastal waters and that environmental clearances can be 
granted only after adequate research had been conducted. The Norwegian-based Foundation 
for Scientific and Industrial Research (SINTEF) and the Institute of Marine Research (IMR) 
have been contracted to identify the scientific requirements to assess impacts of marine 
phosphate mining on the ocean environment.  

During its deliberations these researchers are aware that this is a new industry with little 
knowledge or experience regarding impacts on the marine ecosystem from bulk seabed 
mining for the Namibian phosphate deposits (which are different from marine phosphate 
deposits in other coastal areas in the world, including those off New Zealand). Concerns that 
have been raised by Namibian stakeholders are effects on sustainable fisheries, food safety, 
marine protected areas, and other marine species. And on the unknown long-term impacts 
this industry may have on the functioning of the marine ecosystem. 



The Confederation of Namibian Fishing Associations has declared marine phosphate mining 
“a serious threat to the marine and land environment, people and to the Namibian fishing 
industry as well as other sustainable industry”. 

The Namibian scientific studies are being carried out independently of any industry players: 
clearly to ensure that all assessments are based purely on science and not influenced by 
interests from any of the industries dependent on the marine environment. In no way will 
these institutions allow their studies to be influenced or undermined by comments that are 
scientifically irrelevant and questionable.     

Once the Namibian Government has a sound scientific foundation it will be well-informed for 
a political decision on the management of the Namibian coastal waters. 

On 11 February 2015 the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) of New Zealand refused 
an application by Chatham Rock Phosphate Limited (CRP) for a marine consent to mine 
phosphorite nodules on the Chatham Rise. Namibia has a direct interest in this CRP 
application for the following reasons: it faces the same threat to its marine resources, and in 
Namibia CRP has a subsidiary company which has a clear focus on the nation’s marine 
phosphates.   

This is a profound decision. It is of monumental importance. It hammered home vital truths. 
It made incisive observations and pronouncements. 

The significance of this decision will not be realised immediately. Once it has been carefully 
read and digested, especially by those who still want to continue venturing into this unknown 
activity, all concerned will be struck by the thoroughness of this comprehensive analysis of all 
the issues at hand.     

Its impact will be felt far beyond New Zealand. For all involved with this issue it will give 
much food for thought. The bottom line was very simple: the evidence of impact was not 
persuasive enough as the research, although in many cases good baseline science, did not 
directly address the impacts. Throughout CRP trivialized the impact on ocean ecosystems. 

CRP’s reputation and what it stands for are now in tatters in New Zealand. With the baggage 
CRP now carries all in Namibia will be even more apprehensive about its involvement in 
Namibia and its intentions. CRP must thus rest assured that there will be no scope for it in 
Namibia to try and recover lost ground. 

For scientists the answer is: do what Namibia is doing - assess the impacts as thoroughly as 
possible beforehand, and then make a decision. New Zealand has already bravely led the 
way. 

These projects will have serious implications if they were to be allowed without proper and in 
depth research. They will make a mockery of the UN's slogan of  

                            "the oceans are the very foundations of human life".  



The environment is not a disposable resource to be exploited and mined, and discarded. It 
must be preserved. FOREVER.    

Of all the threats looming over the planet now, one of the most alarming is the seemingly 
inexorable descent of the world’s oceans into ecological perdition as human activities alter 
the basic chemistry of the seas. It is tragic.  

Action is essential to avoid future generations blaming us for our apathy in the face of well-
reasoned warnings about the potential destruction of their heritage. If we are responsible we 
do know how not to disappoint them. 
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