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Environmental concerns – your questions answered 
 
1. What assurances can you give your operations won’t have significant negative 
environmental impacts? 

The Chatham Rise is the most intensively surveyed part of New Zealand’s marine territory, 
and although there is still much to learn we probably know more about its environment 
than any other part of New Zealand’s marine territory. CRP’s investment in surveys and 
scientific analyses of data collected from the Chatham Rise has substantially contributed to 
this knowledge.  

Our proposed mining operations are subject to a rigorous environmental evaluation and 
monitoring process. These cost millions of dollars, require years of research, consultation 
and official process, and involve full public scrutiny. We have confidence this process will 
result in a mining plan that will minimise the environmental impact of our operations. 

Just as farming destroys forests, mining on the Chatham Rise will destroy the organisms 
living in the mined area. Studies to date have shown these organisms are not unique to the 
area and are often widespread on the Chatham Rise and elsewhere in the Southwest Pacific.  

The mining plan is based on mining 30 km2 per year for 15 years, a total of 450 km2. This is a 
very small percentage of the total area of the Chatham Rise, less than 0.5% of the area 
shallower than 1,000 m.  

The impact of mining will not be permanent. Animals will start moving back as soon as 
mining finishes. Our mining operations propose leaving fallow areas so re-colonisation 
occurs in the mined areas. 

Our operations will lift the top 30-40 cm of sandy silt and redeposit 85% of it on the seabed 
after extracting the nodules. Modelling indicates most of the material returned will not be 
widely dispersed, and the sediment that doesn’t immediately settle will rapidly dilute to 
levels unlikely to harm biota  living on the sea floor or in the water column. 

Our draft environmental impact assessment (EIA), supported by more than 30 expert 
reports, has identified no long-term impacts on key spawning, juvenile and young fish 
habitat. The studies predict any potential impacts will be confined to areas immediately 
adjacent (i.e. a few kilometres) to the mined areas and to be reversible and of low 
environmental risk.  Our area of interest is tiny relative to spawning and juvenile fish 
habitats. 
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2. What studies has CRP done to evaluate plume/sediment effects of your mining 
operations? 
 
We’ve looked at the effects of our operations on  

 water and sediment quality including suspension of solids  

 ecological and conservation values, including the loss of benthic habitat and fauna 

 sediment impacts on benthic fauna and on fisheries.  
 
Results produced by plume modelling experts at Deltares in the Netherlands and the 
experience with similar operations elsewhere of Boskalis (our mining technology partner) 
indicate the removal of the sandy silt from the sea floor by the drag head will have little 
impact on water quality.  
 
Scientists at Deltares and at NIWA have used sediment and oceanographic data to predict 
the distribution of sediment deposition on the sea floor and plume dispersion in the water 
column arising from our mining operations. Scientists at NIWA have provided reports on the 
expected sensitivity of animals living on the sea floor and on the location of fish breeding 
grounds. 
 
Research on the sensitivity of animals to sedimentation and increased suspended sediment 
concentrations concluded deposits of 5 cm of sediment were likely to have serious impacts 
on the sea floor communities, and deposits as thin as 1 mm could affect some smaller 
organisms. Suspended sediment concentrations of 100 mg per litre lasting for at least 1 
month were predicted to have serious impacts on the sea floor communities. 
 
The models predict deposits of sediment 5 cm thick or more will be restricted to the 
immediate mining area. Deposits of 1 cm of silt and clay could extend 3 km from mining 
operations and deposits of 1 mm of sediment could extend 8 km.  
 
The models predict the suspended silt or clay will be restricted mainly to the 10 m of the 
water column above the seabed and completely within 50 m during mining operations. 
Suspended sediment concentrations are predicted to rapidly return to ambient levels 
between mining cycles.  
 
The models predict concentrations of silt or clay more than 50 mg per litre (half of that 
expected to impact biota living on the sea floor) will extend no more than 1-2 km from the 
mining tracks. Concentrations of 1 mg per litre of silt may extend 5 km from the mining 
tracks, and similar concentrations of clay particles may extend 15 km or more from the 
mining tracks, depending on tides and currents.  Beyond these distances particle 
concentrations will be lower than this. 
 
Benthic communities outside of our mining licence and habitats are predicted to remain 
unaffected, except possibly for some small organisms near the licence boundary.   
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3. What impacts will your operations have on commercial fishing on the Chatham Rise? 
 
The mining licence area is not an area where fish are abundant. All known significant fish 
spawning grounds are far removed from the mining licence area.   While there are some 
juvenile fish within our licence area, they are also widely distributed across the entire 
188,000 km2 Chatham Rise. If further research discovers times when mining may affect 
spawning then the proposed mining plans may be adapted. 
 
Ling and scampi are the only commercial fishery species commonly reported from the 
proposed mining licence area. Neither spawns in the area and both are very widespread, 
with greater concentrations reported elsewhere, including the western end of the Chatham 
Rise.  
 
Our operations will cause no impacts on red rock lobster or short or long finned eels.  The 
sedimentation and suspended sediment effects are predicted to be localised and confined 
to near the bottom, and will have no impact on the shallow parts of the water column 
where phytoplankton and mesoplankton (small fish), the source of primary production in 
the ecosystem, live and support key pelagic fisheries. 
 

4. What about claims CRP’s operations will seriously affect juvenile hoki? 

Scientific research shows hoki spawning is concentrated on the West Coast of the South 
Island and in Cook Strait, and juvenile growth occurs over the entire 188,000 km2 rise. 
Juveniles are most common at depths of 500-800 m, deeper than our proposed mining 
project.  

The annual fish trawl footprint on just the Chatham Rise during the 2009-10 fishing year was 
19,051 km2, mostly in depths where juvenile hoki are found.  Bottom trawling continually 
disturbs the benthic ecosystem of 10% of the Chatham Rise area, apparently without 
harming juvenile fish stocks, so CRP’s extra annual 30 km2 are unlikely to have a significant 
effect on the hoki fishery. 

 
5. How environmental impacts of your operations compare with those of the fishing 
industry? 

In New Zealand’s EEZ, bottom trawling destroys the benthic habitat of about 3,000 km2 of 
untouched seafloor every year, or 100 times the area we expect to disturb.   Every year 
bottom trawling stops regeneration of about 50,000 km2 of seafloor - almost 2,000 times 
greater than our planned area of impact.  

Bottom trawling of the seabed by the fishing industry has damaged the sea floor habitat of 
385,032 km2, or 9.3% of the EEZ, since 1989.  The fishing industry does not need any 
environmental approval for this destruction. 
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Each year, weighted nets scrape about 50,000 km2 of seabed, disturbing or destroying the 
bottom-dwelling biota – mostly repeatedly so areas never have the chance to regenerate.  

CRP’s planned 15-year extraction project will touch a total of 450 km2, less than 0.5% of the 
Chatham Rise shallower than 1,000 m. We will touch the sea floor once, and recolonisation 
will begin when mining in each block stops. Over the same 15 year period fishing will 
bottom trawl 750,000 km2 in the EEZ, about three times the size of onshore New Zealand or 
about four times the area of the Chatham Rise. 
 

6. What are the environmental benefits of Chatham Rock Phosphate’s operations? 

 Chatham Rise rock phosphate, as an ultra-low cadmium direct-application fertiliser, 
has proven to be as effective as processed fertilisers  

 It reduces run-off effects on New Zealand waterways by up to 80%. 

 This resource provides fertiliser security for farming by providing a local alternative 
source. Most rock phosphate currently used to make fertiliser is imported from 
Morocco. Moroccan rock phosphate is high in cadmium, involves high transport 
costs and has a significant carbon footprint. 

 Our environmental footprint is tiny and economic benefits are large compared with 
those of bottom trawling.  By area, the economic value of the phosphate resource is 
500 times greater than fishing; it is expected to yield $9.1 million per km2. In contrast, 
bottom trawling yields less than $20,000 per km2. 

 

7. How do you respond to suggestions little is known about the potential impacts of your 
operations and therefore they should not be undertaken? 

Thanks partly to Chatham’s $20 million investment, the Chatham Rise’s benthic 
environment is now one of the best-known parts of our marine territory.  This information 
can be used to inform future resource and environmental management decisions, possibly 
including modifying the location of benthic protection areas.  

We’ve spent three years collecting data on oceanographic conditions (tides, currents, 
turbidity), benthic life and the nature of the sea floor sediments. We’ve analysed those data 
to understand the potential impacts of disturbances on the seafloor and in the water 
column and used the results to design a mining system and operational plan that minimise 
environmental impacts and protect areas of benthic habitat. The operational plan includes 
monitoring of environmental effects such as turbidity to ensure they are within agreed 
limits.  

Rather than being of environmental concern, ours is a project of national significance 
offering significant economic and environmental benefits. 
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8. Why should CRP be permitted to mine in Benthic Protection Areas, which have been 
described as marine parks? 

Benthic Protection Areas are not marine parks.  They were implemented to protect benthic 
biodiversity.  BPAs include a representative sample of benthic habitats, spread 
geographically to ensure adequate latitudinal and longitudinal variation (see map below).  

They were not developed to protect fish spawning grounds or nurseries, though that may be 
a side benefit for some species.   

BPAs were promoted by the fishing industry, for the fishing industry, and were specifically 
designed to avoid areas where bottom trawling occurs.  

They were designed without regard for New Zealand’s other important natural resources 
such as rock phosphate or massive sulfides. 

BPAs are only covered by fisheries legislation. They do not relate to other legislation 
covering other ocean activities, such as the newly enacted EEZ legislation, which expressly 
excludes any direct reference to BPAs. However, the Environmental Protection Authority 
will consider the relative importance of BPAs as part of assessing the environmental impact 
assessment that will be the centerpiece of our Marine Consent application.  

The fishing industry also used the introduction of the BPAs to substantially reduce its 
monitoring costs, even though establishing BPAs made no difference to its ability to bottom 
trawl in the vast majority of the EEZ. In recognition of the contribution of BPAs, the 
government agreed any research relating to the potential effects of bottom trawling on the 
benthic environment or its biodiversity should be two-thirds Crown funded and one-third 
industry funded. 

Based on discussions with officials, the government recognises the limitations of the science 
behind the establishment of the BPAs and that their boundaries are not immutable. The 
Department of Conservation and the Ministry of Fisheries will continue to determine the 
extent to which BPAs represent habitat types, and before implementing a national marine 
protection area policy they will revisit both the marine environmental classification system 
and protection standard to incorporate improved knowledge and research.  

The illustration below shows how BPAs exclude bottom trawling areas  
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