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Summary 
 

This IMMA encompasses the waters around the 

seamount complex of the Rockall Trough, which has 

depths extending down to around 2000 m. The area 

includes the Anton Dohrn and Hebrides Terrace 

seamounts which rise steeply to depths of approx. 

500m as well as Rosemary Bank, Bill Bailey’s Bank, 

Lousy Bank and the Wyville-Thompson ridge (at 

depths of 400 m). These deep seamounts and ridges 

are known high-use habitats for deep-diving beaked 

whales and sperm whales (Physeter macrocephalus) 

that are considered Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List. 

The bathymetry and water currents within this area 

also encourage upwelling which can drive 

productivity that attracts baleen whales. The area 

experienced heavy whaling in the early 20th century, 

and today this habitat supports recovering 

populations of Endangered blue (Balaenoptera 

musculus) and sei whales (Balaenoptera borealis) and 

Vulnerable fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus). 

 

Description: 
 

The deep trough that lies between Britain and 

Rockall, a granite islet 300 km west of Soay, Scotland 

is an important feature in determining deep water 

circulation in the eastern North Atlantic (Ellett et al., 

1983). West of the Outer Hebrides, the ocean floor 

slopes away steeply to the Rockall Trough which 

reaches a maximum depth of about 2000 m. The 

North Atlantic current passes northwards creating 

upwellings around the Anton Dohrn Sea Mount 

(which rises to 530 m depth), Hebrides Terrace Sea 

Mount (rising to about 980 m), and Rosemary Bank in 

Area Size 

106 464 km2 

 

Qualifying Species and Criteria 

Sperm whale – Physeter macrocephalus 

Criterion A 

Sei whale – Balaenoptera borealis 

Criterion A 

Blue whale – Balaenoptera musculus 

Criterion A 

 Fin whale – Balaenoptera physalus 

Criterion A 

 

Marine Mammal Diversity 

Criterion D (2) 

Balaenoptera borealis, Balaenoptera musculus, 

Balaenoptera physalus, Globicephala melas, 

Hyperoodon ampullatus, Mesoplodon bidens, 

Megaptera novaeangliae, Physeter 

macrocephalus, Ziphius cavirostris 



the west, and the Ymir Ridge and Wyville-Thompson 

Ridge which form a shallower northern boundary (to 

400 m depth) of the area.  

  

The north-eastwards flowing North-Atlantic drift 

interacts with this deep water in a complex and 

turbulent manner. This turbulence forces deeper 

water, richer in nutrients, towards the surface where it 

enhances productivity. Similar turbulence caused by 

the steep sides of the offshore banks and sea mounts 

can enhance primary productivity over distances of 

several hundred metres. The open ocean is exposed 

to wind, and gales are frequent with big seas built up 

by the prevailing westerlies, resulting in the regular 

mixing of the surface layers and the dispersal of 

plankton and fish.  

  

The combination of water masses in this area is 

unique in the North Atlantic, and it is the internal 

tides, substrate heterogeneity and oceanographic 

Figure 1: Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus). Photo credit: PGH Evans  

interfaces that are thought to enhance biological  

diversity on these seamounts (Henry et al., 2014). 

These deep-water banks are generally rocky, and  

stony areas supporting diverse communities of deep-

water sponges, soft corals and invertebrates (Bett, 

2001). Gelatinous animals and planktonic crustaceans 

dominate the fauna of the surface waters, whereas at 

>300 m depth, various species of cephalopod may 

aggregate, forming prey patches for several species 

of deep-diving marine mammals.  

  

Several marine protected areas (SACs and SPAs) 

have been established in the region, either 

incorporated into UK law as Marine Protected Areas 

under the Conservation of Species and Habitats 

Regulations (2017) or as designated OSPAR offshore 

MPAs. These include the Anton Dohrn Seamount, 

Barra Fan and Hebrides Terrace Seamount, East and 

Northwest Rockall Banks, Rosemary Bank Seamount, 

Wyville Thomson Ridge, and Darwin Mounds. 



Figure 2: Fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus). Photo credit: PGH Evans  

Figure 3: Sei whales (Balaenoptera glacialis). Photo credit: C Weir 



Criterion A: Species or Population 
Vulnerability 

 

The IMMA is identified on the basis of important 

habitat for several species. These include sperm 

whales (Physeter macrocephalus), which are listed as 

vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 

Species (Taylor et al., 2019). 

 

The area also supports several baleen whale species. 

The fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus) is listed as 

vulnerable on the IUCN Red List of Threatened 

Species (Cooke, 2018a). The sei whale (Balaenoptera 

glacialis) and blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus) are 

currently listed as endangered on the IUCN Red List 

of Threatened Species (Cooke, 2018b, 2018c). 

 

Whaling data from Scottish whaling stations (1903-

1951) have demonstrated the importance of this 

region for these baleen whale species as well as for  

sperm and northern bottlenose whales (Thompson, 

1928; Brown, 1976; Ryan et al., 2022), and recent 

surveys confirm their continued presence in the area 

(Weir et al., 2001; Pollock et al., 2000; Rogan et al., 

2018; Berrow et al., 2018; Evans & Waggitt, 2020; 

Lacey et al., 2022). There is also acoustic data 

showing the regular presence of blue, fin, and 

humpback whales in this area (Charif et al., 2001; 

Charif & Clark, 2009). 

 

Although not assessed as threatened on the IUCN 

Red List, beaked whales in this area are of particular 

concern due to large mortality events potentially 

associated with sonar exposure. An unexplained 

mortality event of beaked whales: Cuvier’s (Ziphius 

cavirostris), Sowerby’s (Mesoplodon bidens) and 

northern bottlenose whales (Hyperoodon ampullatus) 

occurred adjacent to this region with 118 beaked 

whales stranded along the western UK seaboard in 

2018 (SMASS, 2018), compared to a mean annual  

Figure 4: Blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus). Photo credit: PGH Evans 



record of 5 beaked whales stranding for the four 

preceding years. 

 

Criterion D: Special Attributes 
Sub-criterion D2: Diversity 
 

The IMMA hosts deep-diving sperm whales, northern 

bottlenose whales, Cuvier’s beaked whale, Sowerby’s 

beaked whale, long-finned pilot whales (Globicephala 

melas), which are often found along the continental 

slope in association with topographic singularities 

such as canyons, banks and seamounts that are 

within reach of their diving ability. Various studies 

have documented high numbers of sightings and 

relative abundance for these species in the IMMA 

(Weir et al., 2001; Boisseau et al., 2011; Rogan et al., 

2017; Berrow et al., 2018; Evans & Waggitt, 2020; 

Lacey et al., 2022). All of these species dive to over 

650 m and use echolocation to locate their prey, 

generally deep-water cephalopods. Pilot whales 

undertake deep dives just after sunset as the deep-

scattering layer ascends, whereas beaked and sperm  

Figure 5: Long-finned pilot whale (Globicephala melas). Photo credit: PGH Evans 

whales dive throughout the day. Beaked whales are 

thought to forage benthically leaving marks observed 

at seamounts (Woodside et al., 2006). Within the 

Ziphiidae and Physeteridae, the highest predicted 

densities based on habitat modelling in the eastern 

North Atlantic are also along the Trough and Shelf 

edge of this IMMA (Virgili et al., 2018). 

 

The topographic features and currents around the 

seamounts and banks in the Rockall Trough create 

dynamic frontal zones and eddies which support 

densities of copepods that are also of interest for sei 

whales, blue whales, fin whales and humpback 

whales (Ryan et al., 2022), which are frequently 

documented in visual surveys (Rogan et al., 2017; 

Berrow et al., 2018; Evans & Waggitt, 2020; Lacey et 

al., 2022) as well as by acoustic data (Charif et al., 

2001; Charif & Clark, 2009). 

 

There are even some reports of critically endangered 

North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis) in the 

area (O’Cadhla et al., 2004; Evans & Waggitt, 2020). 
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