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The European Commission (EC) considers 
that the current Common Fisheries Policy 
(CFP) has not worked well enough to 
prevent the depletion of fish stocks and 
low economic viability of the fish industry. 

The EC launched a debate on the future of 
fisheries by publishing a Green Paper on 
the reform of the CFP in April 2009. A full-
scale reform is proposed, not only to solve 
these problems but also to create an 
ecologically sustainable industry. 
Excessive fleet sizes, overfishing and short-
term policy objectives are identified as the 
main failings. The EC suggests a number of 
fundamental changes, including de-
centralised governance and new means of 
sharing catches between Member States. 

European stakeholders showed strong 
interest. The consultation received more 
than 380 answers from administrations, 
NGOs and individual citizens. 

The Commission will analyse the answer, 
and will submit to the European Parlia-
ment and the Council a new fisheries basic 
regulation to be adopted under ordinary 
legislative procedure by the end of 2012. 

 

In this briefing: 

 Issue definition 

 Shortcomings of the CFP 

 The Green Paper 

 Responses to the consultation 

 Reaction of the Council 

 Reaction of the European Parliament 

 Future developments 

 Main references 

Fishing industry: the activity of catching wild 
marine species for commercial purposes. 
Aquaculture: the farming of fish and shellfish. 
Fisheries sector: includes the fishing and aqua-
culture activities, as well as the processing and 
marketing of their products. 

Issue definition 

The EU fishing industry supplies European 
citizens with an important part of their diet 
and supports many livelihoods in European 
coastal areas. But this industry has seen a 
serious downturn in its economic viability in 
the last two decades. Ensuring its future is a 
key policy objective for the European Union. 
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The Green Paper on the reform of the 
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) published by 
the European Commission (EC) sets out a 
vision for the future. It outlines the state of 
Europe's fisheries, analyses the 
shortcomings of the current policy and asks 
questions on how they should be tackled. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
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The public consultation on the Green Paper 
ended on 31st December 2009. In the 
coming months, the EC will sum up its 
results and then will bring forward 
legislative proposals to be adopted by the 
Council and the European Parliament (EP). 

The Spanish and the future Belgian and 
Hungarian presidencies have already 
indicated that they attach a high priority to 
this debate within the programme of the 
Fisheries Council activities for the 
forthcoming 18 months. 
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The EP vote on a non-legislative report on 
the Green Paper on the reform of the CFP is 
expected in February 2010. 

Shortcomings of the CFP 

European fishing fleets share a common 
marine ecosystem. To coordinate their 
activities, the EU governments agreed that 
European fisheries be managed by the EC, 
following regulations adopted by the 
Council (until 30/11/2009) or by ordinary 
legislative procedure with the EP since the 
entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty1. 

The CFP was formally created in 1983, but its 
origins date back to the early 1970s, when 
fisheries were part of the Common 
Agricultural Policy. 

 

Source: © European Union, 1995-2010 

The ministers’ main concern in those early 
days was to avoid conflict between nations 
for fishing areas. Today, the objectives of the 
CFP can be summarised as to "ensure 
exploitation of living aquatic resources that 
provides sustainable economic, 
environmental and social conditions"2.  

 

Source: © European Union, 1995-2010 

Despite some positive results3, the CFP has 
failed to ensure the long-term viability of 
the European fisheries sector. Major 
problems remain. There are too many 
fishing vessels for the number of fish that 
can safely be caught, leading to overfishing. 
Europe's fish stocks have been overfished 
for decades: according to the EC, some 80% 
of all commercially important species in EU 
waters are currently overfished4. 

Reduced fish stocks have resulted in catches 
falling so much that the EU now relies on 
imports for two-thirds of its fish 
consumption (twenty years ago, only one 
third of EU consumed fish was imported). 
Despite the reduction of internal supply, fish 
prices paid by the wholesalers have not 
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increased proportionally, due to the 
competition from imports. Consequently, EU 
fishermen's incomes are low, and fishing 
fleets often remain unprofitable despite 
being heavily subsidised. Earlier reforms of 
the CFP tried to reduce the fleet by using 
public funds to pay for ships to be scrapped, 
but experience shows that this approach is 
both expensive and ineffective. 
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Source: © European Union, 1995-2010 

The EC believes that a full-scale reform of 
the policy is needed now. 

The Green Paper 

The EC launched in April 2009 a consultation 
on the reform of the CFP, with the aim of 
gathering views from all stakeholders. 

Citizens were invited to comment, until 31st 
December 2009, on the EC vision of the 
future of EU fisheries presented in the 
Commission's Green Paper on the reform of 
the Common Fisheries Policy. The EC aims to 
reach a situation where fish on the European 
Union market originates once again mostly 
from the European seas, caught or produced 
by a profitable and economically 
independent sector operating in a healthy 
marine environment. 

The Green Paper analyses the shortcomings 
of the CFP and highlights some basic 
questions on how they could be tackled. It 

deals with every aspect of fisheries policy 
because, as the EC states: "there is no such 
thing as a no-go area in this reform". 

The Green Paper identifies five structural 
failings of the present CFP: 

 Fleet overcapacity. Overall, the 
European fleets remain far too large for 
the resources available. This imbalance is 
at the root of all problems related to low 
economic performance and the over-
exploitation of stocks. 

 Imprecise policy objectives. The 
economic and social viability of fleets can 
only result from restoring the 
productivity of fish stocks. This can be 
achieved in the medium-term, by 
reducing the Total Allowable Catches5 
(TACs) authorised every year. But 
Ministers in the Council often invoke 
immediate social needs to increase the 
TACs recommended by scientists. This 
further jeopardises the state of the stocks. 

 Short-term focus. The current decision-
making framework of the CFP implies 
that all legislation is adopted in Council at 
the highest political level, whether it be 
on the main political principles or on 
practical implementation measures. This 
results in a focus on short-term 
considerations (as in the case of TACs 
mentioned above) instead of a longer-
term vision aimed at environmental, 
economic and social sustainability. 

 Top-down approach. In a mostly top-
down approach, the fishing industry has 
been given few incentives to behave as a 
responsible actor, accountable for the 
sustainable use of a public resource. 

 Poor compliance. Fisheries control has 
generally been weak, penalties are not 
dissuasive and inspections not frequent 
enough to encourage compliance6. 

http://www.ifremer.fr/docelec/notice/2008/notice4538-EN.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
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The EC is seeking with this reform to re-
order the priorities of the CFP in favour of 
ecological sustainability. This should 
produce a renewed prosperity for the 
fisheries sector, by: 

 Putting an end to fleet overcapacity. As 
the public funding for vessel scrapping 
schemes did not prove successful, a new 
market-based approach, based on 
transferable fishing rights7, may be tried. 

 Defining a clear policy objective. 
Maintaining healthy, sustainable and 
exploitable stocks should become the 
overarching CFP's objective. 

 Adapting the orientation of fisheries 
governance from today's centralised 
control by the Council towards 
regionalised (but not nationalised) 
implementation of the principles laid 
down at EU level. 

 Giving more responsibility to 
fishermen in resource management, 
including fishing plans. Public authorities 
would set the limits within which the 
industry must operate, while the 
implementation decisions would be left 
to the industry. 

 Developing a culture of compliance 
with CFP rules, by strengthening the 
control rules and by other means (e.g. 
linking access to Community funding to 
the effective implementation of controls). 

In addition to these in-depth changes, the 
EC aims to improve several other fields of 
activity. Among other issues, these include 
the revision of the system of sharing TACs 
between MS, the review of the relative 
stability principle8, a closer link between 
subsidies and policy objectives, the 
protection of small-scale coastal fishing, the 
integration of the CFP in the broader 
maritime policy context9, the establishment 

of a better correlation between the market 
and the catch sector, and the use of fisheries 
agreements with third countries to promote 
better global governance of the seas. The 
Green Paper also makes a marginal 
reference to the role of aquaculture in the 
future CFP. 

Responses to the consultation 

The EC received more than 380 answers to 
the consultation. Contributions were sent by 
European, national or sub-national Public 
Authorities, as well as by many fishermen's 
private associations, NGOs (mostly dealing 
with environmental issues), and private 
citizens. Below is a summary of the 
responses of some of the most 
representative stakeholders.  

The Advisory Committee on Fisheries and 
Aquaculture (ACFA)10 welcomes the Green 
Paper but considers that the Commission 
describes the situation in an insufficiently 
balanced way and that the social objective is 
absent from it. ACFA favours long-term 
management plans, the transfer of mana-
ging powers to regional executive bodies, 
and demands more positive attention to 
aquaculture. According to ACFA, stock 
overexploitation and fleet overcapacity do 
exist, but their levels are not high 
everywhere and most of the data available 
on them is obsolete or incomplete. 

The Conference of Peripheral Maritime 
Regions (CPMR)11  believes that the different 
factors mentioned by the EC are of varying 
importance when it comes to explaining the 
current crisis situation. CPMR demands the 
strengthening of the interregional coope-
ration, and that the future CFP be a large 
and prominent part of the Integrated 
Maritime Policy. It also observes that the 
specific situation of the Outermost Regions 
has not been dealt with by the Green Paper. 

http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/consultation/received/index_en.htm
http://www.copa-cogeca.be/img/user/file/ACFA_PECHE_En_Es_Fr.pdf
http://www.copa-cogeca.be/img/user/file/ACFA_PECHE_En_Es_Fr.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/cpmr_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/cpmr_en.pdf
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Europêche12 wants the continuation of cur-
rent subsidies, with a possible re-orientation 
towards new needs, and the creation of a 
centrally managed EU scrapping fund. 
Relative stability should be maintained but 
made more flexible by allowing operators to 
trade quotas on an annual basis. Europêche 
shares ACFA's views on stock over-
exploitation and fleet overcapacity. 

Many environmental NGOs sent their 
comments (e.g. Greenpeace, International 
Fund for Animal Welfare, WWF, Birdlife 
International, Marine Conservation Society, 
Seas At Risk, The Pew Environment Group) 
all focusing on the importance of putting 
the protection of fish stocks and marine 
biodiversity at the centre of the reform. 

Some Member States' central authorities 
also replied to the consultation. For 
example, the Danish and United Kingdom 
governments and the Finnish Ministry of 
Agriculture emphasised their support for the 
idea of a greater degree of decentralised 
fisheries governance, and to multi-annual 
stock management plans. 

Reaction of the Council 

The Fisheries Council had an in-depth 
discussion on the Green Paper during its 
meeting of 25th May 2009. In their 
subsequent preliminary remarks, Member 
States mainly agreed on the need for a 
substantial reform intended to simplify the 
management and decision-making process. 
Emphasis was put on such issues as 
overcapacity, discards, control, responsible 
behaviour, differentiated approaches for 
industrial and costal/small-scale fisheries, 
the revision of funding rules, and the 
promotion of aquaculture development. 
Member States stressed the importance of 
close consultations with stakeholders in 
order to ensure that the latter will accept the 
outcome of the reform. 

The fisheries ministers will continue the 
discussion on the reform throughout 2010 
and into 2011. The Spanish, Belgian and 
Hungarian presidencies have already made 
public that this debate will be given high 
priority in the forthcoming 18 months. 

Reaction of the European Parliament 

During its meeting of 27th January 2010, the 
European Parliament Fisheries Committee 
(PECH Committee) adopted the report by 
MEP Maria do Céu Patrão Neves on the 
Green Paper on the reform of the CFP 
(dossier PECH/7/00514). 

The text adopted by the PECH Committee 
inter alia welcomes the EC’s analysis and 
agrees with the main principles set out by 
the EC for the reform of the CFP. It 
underlines that ecological sustainability is a 
basic premise for the economic and social 
future of European fisheries. The report calls 
for an increased CFP budget including, in 
addition, the setting up of a Scrapping Fund. 
It also recommends a simplified legal 
framework abandoning the traditional top-
down approach and laying emphasis 
instead on the principles of regionalisation 
and subsidiarity. 

The vote in the EP Plenary is scheduled for 
25th February. 

A public hearing on the same subject was 
held on 1st December 2009. Regional 
Advisory Councils, industry representatives, 
NGOs and other stakeholders discussed with 
members of the PECH Committee the major 
directions of the future CFP. 

Future developments 

The Green Paper is only a stakeholders' 
consultation document. The EC will sum up 
the results of the debate in the first half of 
2010, and then will develop an Impact 
Assessment and a proposal for a new 

http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/europeche_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/greenpeace_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/ifaw_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/ifaw_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/wwf01_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/birdlife_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/birdlife_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/marine_conservation_society_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/seas_at_risk_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/pew_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/danish_government_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/uk_government_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/docs/ministry_agriculture_finland_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/agricult/107995.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/agricult/107995.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/activities/committees/homeCom.do;jsessionid=C7DFC8B43D3569CD28B61A8C3B737B28?language=EN&body=PECH
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5803122
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=REPORT&mode=XML&reference=A7-2010-0014&language=EN
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fisheries basic regulation. The latter could be 
presented to the EP and Council early in 
2011, with a view to adoption in 2012 and 
coming into effect by 1st January 2013. 

Main references 

European Commission Fisheries website. 

Green Paper on the reform of the Common 
Fisheries Policy. 

European Commission DG MARE web page on 
the reform of the Common Fisheries Policy. 

Facts and figures on the CFP. 

Facts and Figures on the EU Fishing Fleet. 

European Parliament Committee on Fisheries. 

Studies and documents on fisheries - European 
Parliament DG Internal Policies - Policy 
Department Structural and cohesion policies. 
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European Parliament. The document is exclusively addressed to the Members and staff of the European Parliament for 
their parliamentary work. Links to information sources within this document may be inaccessible from locations outside 
the European Parliament network. Copyright © European Parliament, 2011. All rights reserved. 

 

Endnotes 

                                                           
1 There are, however, exceptions: the TACs and quotas regulations are still adopted only by the Council. 

2 Council Regulation (EC) no 2371/2002 on the conservation and sustainable exploitation of fisheries resources under the 
Common Fisheries Policy. OJ L 358, 31.12.2002. 

3 In particular, the CFP has managed to limit conflicts at sea, to provide some degree of stability to the fisheries sector and, so far, 
to avoid the total collapse of fish stocks.  

4 These numbers are based on assessments made by the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea in 2008, and refer to 
fish stocks for which there is sufficient information to make an assessment of their state. According to the EC, there is no reason 
to believe that the situation is better for those stocks where there is poor information. 

5 Total Allowable Catches (TACs) are the maximum quantities of fish that can be caught from any stock over a given period of 
time, usually one year. They are decided yearly by the Council, which then divides them among the MS in the form of quotas. 

6 After the publication of the Green Paper a major reshuffling of the fisheries control regulation, making it stricter, has been 
adopted by the Council Regulation (EC) No 1224/2009 of 20th November 2009 (OJ L 343, 22.12.2009). It entered into force on 
1st January 2010. 

7 The right to exploit fishing grounds over more than one year. When they are transferable, fishing rights constitute an intangible 
non-produced asset. A detailed description can be found in the OECD glossary. 

8 "Relative stability" is the current system of managing fish stock catches (quotas) under fixed shares between EU Member States, 
according to a formula based on historical catches. 

9 In particular, to the Integrated Maritime Policy and the Marine Strategy Framework Directive. 

10 ACFA consists of representatives of fishing enterprises, aquaculture companies, fish processors and traders, organisations of 
workers in the fisheries sector, and NGOs representing consumers, environment and development interests. It is the only formal 
consultation body at European level providing stakeholders' advice to the EC in fisheries and aquaculture matters. 

11 CPMR brings together the public administrations of around 160 Regions located along Europe’s shoreline, from 28 countries. 

12 Europêche is a European organisation of shipowners, fishermen and employers that today counts 19 member organisations 
from the most important European fishing countries. 

http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0163:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/reform/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/publications/facts/pcp08_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/fleetstatistics/index.cfm?lng=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/activities/committees/homeCom.do?language=EN&body=PECH
http://www.ipolnet.ep.parl.union.eu/ipolnet/cms/pid/2503
http://www.ipolnet.ep.parl.union.eu/ipolnet/cms/pid/2503
http://www.ipolnet.ep.parl.union.eu/ipolnet/cms/pid/2503
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/Result.do?T1=V2&T2=2002&T3=2371&RechType=RECH_naturel&Submit=Search
http://www.ices.dk/advice/fishstocks.asp
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/management_resources/conservation_measures/tacs_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/Result.do?T1=V2&T2=2009&T3=1224&RechType=RECH_naturel&Submit=Search
http://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=6451
http://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/marine/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp/governance/acfa_en.htm
http://www.crpm.org/index.php
http://www.europeche.org/
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