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The upcoming completion of work on the basic documents of the BBNJ Agreement marks a major step in the reconfiguration of ocean governance. This development also presents an opportunity to ensure that the concerns of the fisheries sector are duly represented and integrated into the relevant subsidiary bodies of this new international instrument. The active participation of ICCAT CPCs will be crucial in ensuring that issues related to the conservation and management of fishery resources are not marginalised in the implementation of the BBNJ.

Adopted in New York in June 2023, the BBNJ Agreement was opened for signature on 20 September 2023 and remained so until 20 September 2025. To date, 145 States have signed it, and 75 are already Parties. These figures reflect the political momentum behind this Agreement, which enjoys strong international support. Many ICCAT CPCs are among the signatories, and 25 have already ratified it. 

In accordance with paragraph 1 of Article 68, the Agreement shall enter into force 120 days after the deposit of the sixtieth instrument of ratification, approval, acceptance or accession. As this condition has been met, entry into force is scheduled for 17 January 2026. The Preparatory Commission will continue its work on defining the institutional and operational modalities of the new instrument at its third session, to be held from 23 March to 2 April 2026. The first Conference of the Parties (CoP) is expected to be held in the second half of 2026, which will be a crucial milestone for the effective implementation of the Agreement and the definition of its priorities.

It should be noted that the BBNJ Agreement has already received much more ratifications from our Member States than our own protocol amending the Convention, the Palma de Mallorca Protocol, yet to enter into force. This dynamic raises questions about the standing and importance given to our instrument, even though it constitutes an essential framework for ensuring better alignment with the objectives of the BBNJ as it will expand its mandate to incorporate, for example, highly migratory sharks. In a context where marine biodiversity is becoming a very high international priority, it is imperative that the Commission gives itself the legal basis to play a key role in the conservation and management of these iconic species.

With this in mind, it is recommended that CPCs encourage their fisheries experts to become more actively involved in the next stages of the preparatory process. Greater coordination at national level between the relevant departments – particularly fisheries, environment and foreign affairs – is essential to ensure a coherent and effective approach. Finally, greater promotion of our own instrument would help to better position our organisation in the evolving institutional landscape and ensure that the interests of the fisheries sector are adequately defended within the BBNJ bodies.

In this context, it is important to ensure that, whatever the role RFMOs are asked to play in the implementation of BBNJ, ICCAT will be in a position to play such role successfully. A key factor for that is the adoption of the new SCRS Science Strategic Plan, where we should discuss the degree of priority and involvement of our scientists in the advice to implement the UN Convention. The adoption of such Science Strategic Plan, as soon as practicable, is therefore of crucial importance.
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