
Saba Bank - NICO Science Expedition 11

During the Northern Caribbean part of the 
expedition, two research projects (leg 5 and 6) 
focused on the Saba Bank. Scientists have a 
special interest in this large submerged carbon-
ate platform because it is still relatively pristine 
thanks to its remoteness and therefore offers the 
chance to monitor the effects of climate change 
in the Caribbean Sea. While a number of research 
projects have explored the shallower parts of 
the bank, very little is currently known about the 
bank’s deep-sea habitats. 

The Saba Bank is a large flat-topped seamount 
rising from a depth of 1.5 km. The upper area of 
the Saba Bank covers an area of +/- 268.000 hec-
tares, an area roughly the size of the Dutch part 
of the Wadden Sea or, more evocatively, about 
the same size as Luxembourg (DCNA, 2017). 

Most of the Bank lies at depths of 20 to 50 
meters, but a considerable area to the east lies 
between 10 and 20 meters and has extensive reef 
development (Meesters et al., 1996). It reaches 
a plateau at a depth of about 15 m (Klomp and 
Kooistra, 2003).  

Research expeditions
Van der Land was the first who explored the 
Bank in 1972. In 2010, after the constitutional 
change, the Saba Bank became the direct re-
sponsibility of the Netherlands. Since that time 
considerable resources have been spent on the 
Saba Bank including several research expeditions 
by Wageningen Marine Research and NIOZ Sea 
Research to assess the state of the fisheries, coral 
reef health and shark populations (Bos et al., 
2016; DCNA, 2017).

Biodiversity Hotspot
Considered to be one of the world’s marine biodi-
versity hotspots (Church and Allison, 2004), the 
Saba Bank is recognized under the Convention 
of Biological Diversity (CBD) as an Ecologically 
and Biologically Significant Area (EBSA). The 
Saba Bank was listed as a protected area of 
regional importance under the SPAW-protocol 
(Protocol Concerning Specially Protected Areas 
and Wildlife of the Wider Caribbean) and desig-
nated as the world’s 13th Particularly Sensitive 
Sea Area (PSSA) by the International Maritime 
Organisation (IMO) in 2012. In the same year it 
was officially declared a National Park, making 
it the largest National Park in the Netherlands 
(DCNA, 2017; DCNA, n.d.).

 

Saba Bank

Map of a large submerged carbon-
ate platform: the Saba Bank. The 
island Saba is the “green dot” on 
the right.  The fifth leg of the NICO 
expedition focused on the deep-
water environments (> 100 meter) 
north and south of the Bank. 
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More information on the Saba Bank 
and previous expeditions can be found 
in the special edition of BioNews: 

https://www.dcnanature.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/09/BioNews-SabaBank-2.pdf
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