Deep Seabed Mining: Is it Worth the Risk? 
Op-Ed written by Darlene Gillespie on behalf of the CFUW Nanaimo Advocacy Committee. 
The Commitee submitted the Resolution for a Moratorium on Deep Seabed Mining to the CFUW National AGM and Conference in July, 2024. They are now working to raise awareness of the threats of deep seabed mining on our oceans. They have submitted this Op-Ed to two BC newspapers for publication, and it was published in the CFUW National newsletter in December as part of the Op-Ed challenge.
The world's vast oceans cover more than 70% of the Earth's surface. They form an integral part of life on the planet; regulating our climate, producing oxygen, and providing a source of food and occupation for many people worldwide. These oceans are also largely unexplored, their ecosystems are poorly understood with many unique and fragile species yet to be discovered. However, a growing interest in seabed mining threatens to damage this delicate ecosystem for short-term economic gain irreversibly. While the allure of extracting valuable minerals from the ocean floor may seem like a solution to meet global demand for metals needed for green technologies such as the production of electric vehicles, solar panels, and batteries, the environmental, ethical, and long-term economic costs far outweigh the benefits. 
The International Seabed Authority (ISA), the international governing body responsible for setting the rules to regulate deep-sea bed mining and mineral extraction in international waters, is working to finalize and  adopt the regulations in 2025 and will be meeting in March and July in Kingston, Jamaica. If the rules are finalized after these sessions, mining companies could submit plans for commercial exploitation soon after. Exploratory mining licenses have already been issued, and are occurring, mostly centered in a vast area between Mexico and Hawaii called the Clarion Clipperton Zone (CCZ). The Metals Company, a Vancouver-based mining company, announced in a recent news release that it plans to submit its ISA exploitation application on June 27, 2025, for its subsidiary, Nauru Oceans Resources Inc. in the CCZ. 
Seabed mining involves extracting minerals such as cobalt, nickel, manganese, and rare earth elements from the ocean floor, using large destructive machines that scrape, vacuum, or dredge the sea bottom. Disturbing these ecosystems can cause widespread habitat destruction, disrupt food chains, and release stored carbon which could exacerbate climate change. It would also produce harmful light and sound pollution that could impair the feeding and reproduction of marine organisms. Mining could churn up sediment plumes, which can spread for vast distances, smothering marine life and disrupting the photosynthetic processes of plankton—tiny organisms that produce more than half of the world's oxygen. The long-term consequences of such disturbances are not yet known, but the available science suggests that it would be significant and catastrophic for biodiversity and ocean health.                  
The deep ocean is home to species that grow at incredibly slow rates, and their ability to recover would  be limited. Mining operations could obliterate entire habitats that have taken millennia to evolve. These operations could also interfere with the migration of tuna, which is expected to be driven by climate change, to areas of the Pacific currently slated for deep-sea mining activity.   
The oceans operate under a delicate balance. Seabed mining proponents argue that careful regulation  can mitigate its risks, but history offers little reassurance. Land-based mining has shown that even with oversight, extractive industries often lead to environmental degradation, toxic spills, and community displacement. The sheer remoteness of deep-sea mining operations makes enforcement of the regulations nearly impossible, raising serious concerns about accountability. 
Instead of rushing into exploitation, we should adhere to the precautionary principle, which suggests avoiding actions that risk irreversible harm when the stakes are high and uncertainties abound. Canada has long supported a moratorium on deep-sea mining in international waters as well as in areas under its jurisdiction. In August 2024, there were 32 countries against initiating deep-sea mining; however, there are many countries like China that are in favor. In January 2024, Norway's Parliament approved legislation that allows companies to apply for permits to prospect for minerals needed to build electric cars, mobile phones, and solar panels across its Arctic continental shelf. 
Proponents of deep seabed mining often argue that it is a necessary step toward achieving sustainability, reducing the environmental impact of terrestrial mining, and meeting the demand for critical minerals required in green technologies. However, this argument ignores alternative solutions. Innovations in recycling, urban mining (recovery of materials from existing products and infrastructure), and the development of alternative materials can significantly reduce the need for virgin minerals. A circular economy, where resources are reused and recycled, is not only more sustainable but also reduces reliance on extractive industries. 
Seabed mining represents a short-sighted approach to resource management, prioritizing immediate profits over the health of the planet. The destruction of deep-sea ecosystems cannot be undone, and its consequences will be felt for centuries. Allowing seabed mining to proceed without fully understanding  its impacts is not worth the risk to the Earth's largest ecosystem. 
Rather than exploit what remains of the planet's untouched wilderness, mankind must learn to live within its means, investing in technologies and systems that promote sustainability. Seabed mining is not the path forward—it is a step backward into the same extractive mindset that has brought the planet to the brink of ecological collapse. 
It is time to say NO to seabed mining and yes to protecting our oceans, fostering innovation, and ensuring a sustainable future for all. 
Darlene Gillespie, B.Sc., retired Fisheries Biologist & member of CFUW Nanaimo Advocacy Committee in support of a moratorium on Deep Seabed Mining in our World Oceans, Nanaimo, BC
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