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OVERVIEW 
Eastern Baltic cod has long supported the livelihoods of many Baltic fishermen, but stocks of this 
valuable fish have been declining sharply in recent years. Every year since 2014, total allowable 
catches have been reduced accordingly. Scientific advice published in May 2019 reinforced the 
concerns regarding eastern Baltic cod, and estimated the stock to be below safe biological limits. 
Scientists point to high natural mortality resulting from various environmental pressures, including 
a lack of salinity, little oxygen, pollution, high water temperatures and parasite infestation. In July 
2019, as an emergency measure, the Commission imposed an immediate closure of the fishery, with 
the exception of a limited amount arising from by-catch. Subsequently, fishing opportunities for 
2020 and 2021 were limited to by-catches. As recovery of the stock is not expected before 2024, the 
Commission issued a proposal in order to allow support for permanent cessation. After two trilogue 
meetings, the Council and Parliament reached provisional agreement on the proposal on 
22 September 2020. The agreement extended the scope of the support to include fishermen 
targeting cod and herring in the western Baltic, due to the poor state of, and reduced fishing 
opportunities for, those stocks. The agreed text was adopted by the EP on 11 November 2020 and 
by the Council on 13 November 2020. It was published in the Official Journal on 30 November 2020. 
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Introduction 
The Baltic Sea is a shallow, semi-enclosed sea that is connected to the North Sea via the intermediate 
Skagerrak and Kattegat seas (division 3.a on the map in Figure 1) and the Sound and the Belt Sea 
(subdivisions 22 and 23). The sea's limited exchange with the open ocean gives it a particular water 
flow and salinity pattern. As salty water is denser than fresh water, the saline and oxygenated North 
Sea waters enter the Baltic and propagate into deeper areas. A large amount of brackish water, 
caused by inflows of fresh water from surrounding land areas, exit the Baltic Sea in the opposite 
direction as a surface layer. This creates a vertical stratification, with higher salinity at the bottom. 
The salinity also decreases further north and east with virtually fresh water in the Gulf of Finland and 
Bothnia.  

As a result, fish species in the Baltic Sea are a mixture of marine and freshwater species, with mostly 
marine species in the south-western areas and a combination of marine and freshwater species in 
the north-eastern brackish areas. As regards fisheries management, the Belts and the Sound are 
included in the Baltic Sea management area. A few major species dominate commercial fisheries in 
the Baltic Sea: Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua), Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus) and European 
sprat (Sprattus sprattus) constituted 94 % of the total catch volume in 2018.1  

All surrounding coastal states, namely the eight EU Member States (Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Sweden) along with the Russian Federation, fish in the Baltic 
Sea.2 Until 2005, fisheries in the Baltic Sea were mainly managed by the International Baltic Sea 
Fishery Commission (IBSFC), the regional fishery management organisation established by the 
governments of Baltic Sea states in 1973. Since the EU enlargement in 2004, fisheries management 
in the Baltic Sea has fallen solely under the EU's common fisheries policy (CFP) and Russian 
legislation and the IBSFC was therefore finally replaced by a bilateral framework for cooperation.  

The EU fleet in the Baltic Sea numbered around 5 290 active vessels in 2018. Herring generated the 
highest value (€88.9 million, 40 % of the total landed value), followed by sprat (€53.2 million, 24 %) 

Figure 1 – The Skagerrak, Kattegat, Sound, Belt Sea, and Baltic Sea (sub)divisions 

3.a:      Skagerrak and Kattegat 

22:       Sound 

23:       Belt Sea 

24-31: Baltic Sea 

24:      Baltic West of Bornholm 

25:      Southern Central Baltic - West 

26:     Southern Central Baltic - East 

27:     West of Gotland 

28.1:  Gulf of Riga 

28.2:  East of Gotland 

29:     Archipelago Sea 

30:     Bothnian Sea 

31:     Bothnian Bay 

32:     Gulf of Finland 

 

 

Source: ICES Baltic Sea Ecoregion and FAO geonetwork metadata. 

https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=fish_ca_atl27&lang=en
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/fisheries/management
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52004PC0577
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/scientific-technical-and-economic-committee-fisheries-stecf-2020-annual-economic-report-eu#:%7E:text=Fisheries%20and%20Aquaculture-,Scientific%2C%20Technical%20and%20Economic%20Committee%20for%20Fisheries%20(STECF)%3A%20The,Fleet%20(STECF%2020%2D06)&text=subsidies%20and%20fishing%20rights)%20was,gross%20profit%20margin%20at%2023%25.
http://ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2019/2019/BalticSeaEcoregion_FisheriesOverviews.pdf
http://www.fao.org/geonetwork/srv/en/metadata.show?uuid=fao-fsa-map-27.3
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and cod (€24 million, 11 %). Fisheries targeting cod use mainly demersal trawls and gillnets, while 
herring and sprat are caught mainly by pelagic trawls. Normally, cod can inhabit the whole Baltic 
Sea except the Bothnian Bay and the far east of the Gulf of Finland, but its main spawning grounds, 
requiring a minimum level of salt and oxygen in the water, are located in the south-western waters.  

The eastern Baltic cod stock is currently in a very poor shape, which is why the fishery targeting this 
stock has been closed and the Commission proposed measures for the sector. 

Existing situation 
Main Baltic fishery management measures 
According to the principles of the CFP, taking into account the best available scientific advice is a 
basis for defining fishery management measures. To this end, the European Commission seeks 
scientific advice from the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) and the Scientific 
Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF). Furthermore, EU fisheries management 
includes input from the regional Baltic Sea fisheries forum (BALTFISH) and the Baltic Sea advisory 
council (BSAC), both of which fit in with the concept of regionalisation in the CFP.  

One of the main measures used to manage stocks consists of setting fishing opportunities or 'total 
allowable catches' (TACs), distributed among the countries in quotas. In the Baltic Sea, ten stocks 
of five commercially important fish species are managed using TACs: cod (two stocks), herring (four 
stocks), sprat, salmon (two stocks) and plaice. For a long time, Baltic cod was seen as a single stock, 
until ICES advice pointed out that the stock is actually divided into two separate biological stocks. 
Only since 2004 have they been managed through separate TACs.3 The geographical border 
between the two stocks is along the island of Bornholm on the border of subdivisions 24 and 25 (see 
Figure 1). The eastern stock is significantly larger than the western and is distributed over a wider 
geographic area.4 As eastern Baltic cod is uniquely adapted to the brackish waters of the Baltic Sea, 
the stock cannot be 'replenished' by migration from the western stock (subdivisions 22 to 24). As a 
mixing of the stocks appears in subdivision 24, since 2015, ICES assessment and advice for the 
eastern Baltic cod has also taken into account partial catches of the stock in subdivision 24. The bulk 
of the eastern Baltic cod stock and catches is concentrated in the southern Baltic Sea (subdivisions 
24 to 26).  

Another important management tool in fisheries are technical measures. They define how, where 
and when fishermen may fish. They include restrictions on fishing gear types and specifications to 
reduce catches of undersized fish for some fisheries. Regulation (2019/1241), containing the current 
technical measures, was adopted at the end of the last legislature. It includes both common 
provisions and measures for all Union waters as well as specific annexes dedicated to the different 
sea regions. The technical measures specific to the Baltic Sea are listed in Annex VIII. These include 
minimum conservation reference sizes (e.g. 35 cm for cod),5 specific mesh sizes for certain fisheries, 
by-catch limitations, and periods and areas closed to fishing (e.g. to protect spawning grounds).   

In addition, a multiannual plan for the Baltic Sea (the 'Baltic MAP') was adopted in the form of 
Regulation 2016/1139 in July 2016, the first of a series of multiannual plans developed in line with 
the 2013 CFP reform. Multiannual plans set the goal for fish stock management, expressed in terms 
of fishing mortality (i.e. a mathematical value representing fish that are killed by the fishery on 
average over the year) and/or targeted biomass (i.e. the stock size), in order to achieve and maintain 
the maximum sustainable yield (MSY).6 The Baltic MAP focuses on the three major fished species 
in the Baltic Sea, namely cod, herring and sprat. As regards Baltic cod, it is not the first multiannual 
plan.7 Important changes in the new multiannual plan include the end of the existing complex effort 
regime for cod fisheries and the introduction of a multispecies approach taking into greater account 
the biological interactions between species (including the spatial and temporal overlap among the 
stocks). More particularly, it takes into account the fact that cod prey on sprat and herring and the 
fishing mortality of a prey will have an effect on the predator and vice versa. The most important 

http://www.ices.dk/Pages/default.aspx
https://stecf.jrc.ec.europa.eu/
https://helcom.fi/action-areas/fisheries/management/baltfish-forum/
http://www.bsac.dk/BSAC/About-the-BSAC
http://balticsea2020.org/english/press-room/434-fisheries-brief-no-3-the-baltic-sea-cod-a-unique-and-isolated-species
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019R1241
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32016R1139
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aspect of the Baltic MAP, however, is in the way in which conservation reference points are used 
as the basis for total allowable catches. Concretely, target fishing mortality must be in a lower range 
in order to achieve and maintain MSY, and TACs must be set in accordance with these lower ranges 
of FMSY. Council can set TACs according to a higher fishing mortality range depending a number of 
conditions, as long the spawning stock biomass is above a certain level (referred to as MSY Btrigger). 
On the other hand, if the spawning stock biomass falls below a minimum limit (referred to as BLIM), 
remedial measures must be taken to allow for the stock to return to levels above the MSY. These 
remedial measures may include a further reduction of the TACs or even a suspension of the fishery 
concerned. As regards the eastern Baltic cod stock, the conservation reference points have not yet 
been defined and the precautionary approach is being used.8 Additional measures in the Baltic MAP 
include control and enforcement measures, such as a weight threshold above which a fishing vessel 
is required to land its catches in a designated port (750 kg in the case of cod).  

Evolution of the eastern Baltic cod fishery 
Archaeological findings of cod bones, dating back to the sixth century, indicate that the Baltic cod 
fishery has a long tradition. The existence of cod taxes show it has been an important economic and 
social activity in the region since at least the 1400-1500s. While cod fishing in the Baltic Sea used to 
be mainly small scale and limited to coastal regions, motorised trawling from around the 1920s 
allowed a movement further offshore. New techniques and larger, more effective trawlers have 
been developed since the 1950s, eventually leading to historical record catches in the middle of the 
1980s. The increase in catches was also driven by exceptionally large stock sizes due to favourable 
environmental conditions (high salt and oxygen levels following large inflows of oxygenated water 
in the late 1970s), a decrease in seal numbers (the main predator of cod and drastically reduced by 
hunting earlier in the century) and increased eutrophication in the 1970s (due to nutrient inputs 
from agriculture production), which initially favoured higher productivity in a historically nutrient-
poor sea.  

Figure 2 shows the historic landings of the eastern Baltic cod stock during the period from 1966 to 
2018 broken down by country, with a peak of almost 400 000 tonnes of eastern Baltic cod landed in 
1984. Eastern cod fisheries are dominated by Poland, Denmark and Sweden, but Germany, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Russia also land substantial catches, while lower amounts are landed by Estonia and 
Finland. The graph also shows the spawning stock biomass (SSB, blue line) and the biomass of 
commercially sized cod (above the conservation reference size of 35cm, red line), both of which 
were at their highest levels in 1980. The strong drop in biomass since the second half of the1980s 
relates to a number of factors such as lower levels of saline inflows from the North Sea and related 
poor oxygen conditions, grey seal recovery, and overfishing. Poor oxygen conditions are also 
worsened by the effects of high eutrophication (the rise in nutrients boosts algae growth eventually 
leading to a high consumption of oxygen and so-called 'dead zones'). Since the 1990s, the SSB has 
fluctuated at a lower level. The previous 2007 multiannual plan for cod has been evaluated as 
effective in the case of the eastern Baltic stock and contributed to a decrease in fishing mortality and 
an increase in biomass (with a modest SSB peak in 2010 and estimated catches below FMSY). Since 
2016, fishing opportunities have been set on the basis of the Baltic MAP and in the case of eastern 
Baltic cod this means applying the precautionary approach. Although catches have been further 
reduced, the biomass has declined and the stock is in a very poor state. 

Current state of the eastern Baltic stock 
Every year the Union seeks scientific advice from the ICES on the state of commercially important 
fish stocks. For eastern Baltic cod, after an interval of several years, the ICES was able to carry out a 
new analytical assessment in 2019. Its scientific advice of 29 May 2019 suggested that the eastern 
Baltic cod stock was in a more severe situation than previously estimated. ICES noted that the SSB 
had been declining since 2015 and had been estimated to be below BLIM for the previous two years 
(indicating a higher risk that the stock could 'collapse'). The biomass of commercial size cod (>35 cm) 

https://helcom.fi/action-areas/fisheries/commercial-fisheries/history-of-catches-in-the-baltic-sea/
https://academic.oup.com/icesjms/article/72/8/2197/2458929
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20081/almdel/MPU/bilag/7/596240.pdf
https://www.ft.dk/samling/20081/almdel/MPU/bilag/7/596240.pdf
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/in-brief/our-baltic-sea/
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/HELCOM_HOLASII_Fig-1.8-Intensity-of-inflow-events.png
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/pressures-and-their-status/eutrophication/
https://stecf.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/43805/44893/10-10_SG-MOS+10-06+-+Evaluation+baltic+Cod_JRC61945.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2019/2019/cod.27.24-32.pdf
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is at the lowest level observed since the 1950s. Estimated catches have declined since 2012 (from 
67 024 tonnes in 2012 to 21 605 tonnes in 2018). According to the ICES assessment, the poor status 
of the eastern Baltic cod has been driven largely by biological changes in the stock during recent 
decades and growth, condition (weight at length), and size at maturation have substantially 
declined. It also estimates that natural mortality has been considerably higher than fishing mortality 
in recent years. This relates to changes in the ecosystem including poor oxygen conditions, low 
availability of fish prey (as sprat and herring have been distributed further north in recent years) and 
an increased abundance of grey seals. The ICES stock advice for 2020 therefore advised zero catches. 

Equally, in its stock advice for 2021, published on 29 May 2020 in abbreviated form due to Covid-19 
disruption, ICES again advised a zero catch when applying the precautionary approach. 

Figure 2 –Eastern cod landings by country (1965-2018, in tonnes), including the stock size in 
terms of spawning stock biomass (SSB) and biomass of commercially sized fish (over 35 cm)  

Data source: ICES 2019 Eastern Baltic cod advice, Tables 9 and 10. 

Furthermore, in its ecosystem overview for the Baltic Sea, published in December 2019, ICES pointed 
out various factors that contribute to the poor condition of habitats, including nutrient inputs and 
contaminant levels. It also noted structural shifts in the open-sea foodweb of the central Baltic Sea 
that occurred in the late 1980s and early 1990s, in relation to 'increasing water temperature and 
hypoxia, and decreasing salinity, in combination with overfishing of eastern Baltic cod, in 
particular, during years characterised by low reproductive success of cod'.  

The poor state of the Baltic Sea was also the subject of a high-level conference on 28 September 
2020, involving scientists, NGOs and the industry, and including a ministerial session leading to a 
common declaration. The joint declaration focussed both on the general threats of climate change 
and loss of biodiversity as well as on specific local human-induced pressures such as eutrophication, 
elevated levels of contaminants and overfishing. It highlighted the importance of holistic, integrated 
and science-based policy-making. On demersal fisheries, it mentioned the need to continue efforts 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2020/2020/cod.27.24-32.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2019/2019/cod.27.24-32.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2019/2019/EcosystemOverview_BalticSea_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/events/our-baltic-conference_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/ministerial_declaration_our_baltic_conference.pdf
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to introduce more selective gear to effectively reduce by-catches, notably of eastern Baltic cod, as 
well as to promote the use of remote electronic monitoring as a method to tackle illegal discarding. 

Closure of the eastern Baltic cod fishery 
Article 12 of the basic CFP Regulation allows the Commission to adopt emergency measures in cases 
of a serious threat to the conservation of marine biological resources, and Article 5 of the Baltic MAP 
even obliges the EU to take remedial measures when a stock's biomass is below safe biological limits. 

In line with these articles, the Commission requested specific advice from ICES and published an 
implementing regulation on 22 July 2019, establishing an immediate closure of the fishery 
targeting eastern Baltic cod stock for the remainder of 2019. The closure applies to the southern 
Baltic Sea area (subdivisions 24 to 26), where most of the eastern Baltic cod is located. This means 
the closure includes subdivision 24, where the western and eastern Baltic cod are mixed but where 
most of the cod catches are taken from the eastern stock. However, the closure does not apply for 
catches by small scale vessels, using passive gear, in the shallow waters close to shore in subdivision 
24, which affects the western stock more. The prohibition also exempts limited by-catches made by 
vessels not targeting cod. 

Fishing opportunities  
The Council, as proposed by the European Commission, decided to maintain the closure of the 
fisheries targeting eastern Baltic cod by means of Council Regulation 2019/1838, agreed at the 
Council meeting of 15 October 2019, setting the fishing opportunities for 2020 in the Baltic Sea. The 
TAC for eastern Baltic cod is not set at zero catches as recommended in the ICES advice as this would 
create the 'choke species' effect, whereby vessels targeting other species would be halted on 
account of the unavoidable by-catch of eastern cod. In practice, this has led to a reduction of 92 % 
of the catch limits for eastern Baltic cod as compared to the original 2019 limits, leaving only a 
limited amount for by-catches (2 000 tonnes). In addition, in order to have an undisturbed 
spawning season, any by-catch is also forbidden from 1 May to 31 August in subdivisions 25 and 
26 (previously the closure period was limited to July and August), with the exemption of small-scale 
vessels with passive gear in shallow waters. Along with other measures, it also limits recreational 
fishing for cod (including a complete prohibition in subdivisions 25 and 26 and also in subdivision 
24 beyond six nautical miles from the shore). 

During the presentations of the 2020 fishing opportunities to the PECH Committee on 
24 September and 11 November 2019, the Commission highlighted that the scientific advice had 
been reviewed as compared to previous years for a number of stocks, which led to strong reductions 
in the proposed 2020 fishing opportunities also for western Baltic herring (- 65 %, after already 
strong reductions in 2018 - 39 % and 2019 - 48 %) and western Baltic cod (- 60 %). The Commission 
also explained that the remaining TAC of 2 000 tonnes for eastern Baltic cod was based on its own 
estimation of the unavoidable by-catch of other fisheries (such as plaice and pelagic fisheries).9  

In October 2019, the Council adopted the fishing opportunities for 2020, along with a political 
statement from the eight EU Baltic Member States. In the declaration, the Member States invited the 
Commission as a matter of urgency to put forward a proposal for an amendment to the EMFF 
Regulation to allow support for permanent cessation. They also recognised the need to effectively 
and urgently address at source the key environmental pressures in the Baltic Sea area through the 
implementation of the relevant EU legislation and through additional measures. These measures 
would also be included in an integrated way in an update of the Baltic Sea action plan.10  

The closure of the fisheries targeting eastern Baltic cod was also continued in the Baltic fisheries 
opportunities for 2021, adopted through Council Regulation 2020/1579 at the Council meeting of 
19 October 2020. The remaining TAC for the unavoidable by-catch of the stock was significantly 
further reduced from 2 000 tonnes to only 595 tonnes for 2021 (-70 %). As explained in the 
Commission proposal and during the presentation of the 2021 fishing opportunities to the PECH 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2019/Special_Requests/eu.2019.11.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_19_4149
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019R1248
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52019PC0380
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2019/1838/oj
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/10/15/baltic-sea-council-agreement-on-2020-catch-limits/
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13250-2019-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13250-2019-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2020.362.01.0003.01.ENG
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2020/10/20/baltic-sea-fishing-council-agrees-on-2021-catch-limits/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020PC0436
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Committee on 1 October 2020, the reduction of the TAC is according to scientific advice requested 
on the topic, updated by ICES in May 2020, whereby the Commission follows the scenario of a 
maximum 20 % of cod bycatch.11 Also the TAC for western Baltic herring, was again strongly 
reduced (-50 %) as the stock continues to be assessed as below the safe biological limit, requiring 
remedial measures. As the western Baltic cod stock also remains below healthy levels, its TAC has 
been set again at a low level, however the Council adjusted the value slightly upwards (+5 %) to 
4 000 tonnes as compared to the 11 % reduction envisaged in the Commission proposal. The closure 
period for cod catches in subdivision 24, where both cod stocks are mixed, has now also been 
extended to the four-month spawning closure period (May-August) already applicable in the 
eastern subdivisions, 25 and 26. Figure 3 shows the evolution of the TACs for western herring and 
the two cod stocks in the Baltic Sea over the last six years, together with the level of quota uptake 
(based on available data for the years 2016-2019). The low level of cod quota uptake even before 
the closure of eastern Baltic cod fisheries mid 2019, was already a sign of the poor state of the stock. 

Figure 3 –Fishing opportunities for the western Baltic herring and the two Baltic cod stocks 
(2016-2021, in tonnes) and the level of quota uptake (2016-2019)  

 
Data source: Council regulations on the Baltic fishing opportunities for the years 2016 - 2021; Quota uptake 
based on the latest ICES Baltic fisheries working group assessment and ICES western Baltic herring advice.12  

Parliament's starting position 
The emergency measure to stop directed fisheries of eastern Baltic cod was presented by the 
Commission to the PECH committee on 23 July 2019. The Commission highlighted the scientific 
findings and mentioned the environmental factors (notably pollution), changes in the ecosystem 
(partly linked to climate change) and the fishery pressure contributing to the current poor state of 
the stock. During the debate, Members took note of the situation and did not question the 
obligation by the Commission to adopt emergency measures as required by the CFP and the Baltic 
MAP. Questions and comments from Members related, for instance, to the closure of cod fishing in 
subdivision 24, also penalising fishermen operating in the western Baltic, and to the need for a 
holistic approach in tackling environmental pressures and the socio-economic situation.  

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/acom/2019/Ad%20Hoc/ADHOC_EBC.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/Fisheries%20Resources%20Steering%20Group/2020/WGBFAS_2020.pdf
http://ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2020/2020/her.27.20-24.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/committees/video?event=20190723-1430-COMMITTEE-PECH
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During the debate on the 2020 fishing opportunities in the PECH committee meeting of 
24 September 2019, some Members raised concerns about the economic impact of the drastic 
reductions, not least for fisheries targeting western Baltic cod and western herring, the processing 
industry and tourism (in the case of recreational fisheries). 

The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund Regulation (EMFF), adopted by the Parliament in 2014, 
allows for support for temporary cessation, in order to financially compensate fishermen affected 
by the closure of the fishery. Support for permanent cessation of fishing activities in fleet segments 
whose capacity is higher than the fishing opportunities has no longer been possible under the 
current EMFF since 31 December 2017, but the measure has been reintroduced in the new 
Commission proposal for the next EMFF programming period (2021 to 2027), and it is supported by 
Parliament in its first reading position.13 

Preparation of the proposal 
The Commission has analysed which fleet segments have the highest dependency on eastern Baltic 
cod and estimates that more than 300 vessels are concerned, mainly trawlers and netters in 
Lithuania, Latvia and Poland and, to a lesser extent, Denmark.14 These fleet segments are of 
significant socioeconomic importance as they represent roughly between 20 % and 50 % of the 
respective national fleet employment in Lithuania, Latvia and Poland, expressed in full-time 
equivalents. These fleet segments have already suffered from the poor status of the stock. In 
addition, due to the strong reductions in the 2020 fishing opportunities agreed for other Baltic 
stocks (notably western Baltic cod, herring, plaice and sprat), the vessels concerned will not all be 
able to redirect their fishing activities to other species.15 As the situation will persist (recovery of the 
stock is not expected before 2024, even with no fishing at all), the Commission has concluded there 
will be a structural imbalance for the impacted fleet segments, justifying a reduction in the fleet 
by re-introducing support for permanent cessation under the EMFF. No impact assessment has been 
prepared for this proposal. The Commission refers instead to the impact assessment for the EMFF 
proposal for the next programming period which includes new provisions for permanent cessation. 
However, it does not refer to an impact assessment as regards the introduction of the specific 
capacity limits and new data and control measures. 

The proposal was prepared following consultation with some stakeholders, including the Baltic Sea 
Advisory Council, and following a political commitment made during the October Agriculture and 
Fisheries Council meeting to address the socio-economic crisis in Baltic Sea fisheries.  

The changes the proposal would bring 
On 31 October 2019, the European Commission put forward a proposal including measures 
addressing the consequences of the closure of the eastern Baltic cod fisheries.  

The proposal re-introduces the possibility of financial support for permanent cessation of the 
fishing vessels concerned by amending EMFF Regulation 508/2014. It is the second exception that 
allows support for permanent cessation measures beyond 31 December 2017, after a previous 
amendment in the context of the multiannual plan for demersal stocks in the western 
Mediterranean Sea. Given the fragile state of the ecosystem, support for the permanent cessation of 
fishing activities in the Baltic Sea would not be granted for the retrofitting of fishing vessels for other 
activities than commercial fishing, such as recreational fishing. This means the support would only 
be granted for the scrapping of fishing vessels. Furthermore, the proposal explicitly links 
permanent cessation to Article 22 of the basic CFP Regulation 1380/2013, according to which 
Member States need to develop an action plan for the fleet segments where structural overcapacity 
has been identified, according to which the fishing capacity corresponding to the fishing vessels 
withdrawn with public aid is not to be replaced. To ensure this, the Commission proposal adds the 
strict conditionality that support will only be granted if the Member States' fleet capacity assessment 
is based on 'biological, economic and vessel use indicators' and if 'adjustment targets and tools have 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/ep-live/en/committees/video?event=20190924-1000-COMMITTEE-PECH
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1528899528570&uri=COM:2018:390:FIN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0343_EN.html
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13250-2019-INIT/en/pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52019PC0564
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32014R0508
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013R1380
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been set out' in relation to a permanent withdrawal of fishing capacity for the fleet segments 
concerned. 

The proposal also includes a limitation of the fleet segments concerned, namely the two demersal 
trawl and gillnet fleet segments representing together 85 % of the Baltic cod catches.16 These 
'métiers' are generally considered to target cod while other fleet segments in the top 15 in terms of 
the amount of cod landings each contributed less than 5 % to the total cod landings. The 
Commission wants to ensure the capacity levels of these two segments do not increase and 
therefore proposes to cap the Member State capacity level of these two fleet segments at the levels 
of active vessels in the most recent years before the application of emergency measures, i.e. 2017 
and 2018. To this end, the proposal amends the Baltic MAP Regulation 2016/1139 by introducing 
capacity limits for the two fleet segments, in combination with an exit scheme whereby the 
capacity of those fleet segments is reduced by the capacity of the vessels withdrawn with public aid. 
According to the Commission, this would also ensure that the capacity reduction of these segments 
will be definitive and vessels from other fleet segments would not be transferred to the segments 
formerly fishing for eastern Baltic cod.  

Other changes to the Baltic MAP Regulation include additional measures to increase control and to 
improve the collection of relevant data:  

 the weight threshold above which a fishing vessel is required to land its cod catches in a 
designated port or a place close to the shore, is reduced from 750 kg to 250 kg;  

 vessels with cod quota in subdivision 24 beyond six nautical miles and in subdivisions 25 
to 32 would need to be equipped with a vessel monitoring system; 

 vessels with a cod quota would be subject to at least 20 % observer coverage at sea. 

Advisory committees 
In the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), the Agriculture, Rural Development and 
Environment Section (NAT) appointed Gerardo Larghi (Workers – Group II/Italy) as rapporteur. Its 
opinion was adopted at the EESC’s January 2020 plenary session. Among other items, it emphasises 
that the ban on converting to recreational fishing shuts off a practical solution for operators. 

At the European Committee of the Regions (CoR), the Commission for Natural Resources (NAT) 
decided not to issue an opinion at the second meeting under its new mandate, on 5 March 2020. 

National parliaments 
The proposal was submitted for scrutiny by the national parliaments. According to the Commission 
the proposal falls under the Union's exclusive competence and the subsidiarity principle therefore 
does not apply.  

Legislative process 
In Council, the proposal was studied by the Working Party for Internal and External Fishery Policy 
on 7 and 14 November 2019. The Finnish Presidency tabled initial and subsequent compromise 
proposals on 22 November and 4 and 5 December 2019. The final compromise was adopted by the 
Committee of Permanent Representatives on 11 December 2019 and submitted to Council which 
agreed on its general approach at the Council meeting of 16 December 2019.  

At the European Parliament, the Commission presented the proposal, along with the Council 
agreement on the 2020 catch limits, to the PECH committee meeting of 11 November 2019. 
Niclas Herbst (EPP, Germany) was assigned as the rapporteur and his draft report was presented to 
the PECH committee on 20 January 2020. In the report, the rapporteur noted that the fishing 
opportunities for western Baltic herring have been significantly reduced for the third consecutive 
year and that fishing opportunities for western Baltic cod have also been also significantly reduced. 
Therefore, in line with the Council's general approach, the rapporteur proposed to extend the 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1578578272866&uri=CELEX:32016R1139
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/sections-other-bodies/sections-commission/agriculture-rural-development-and-environment-nat
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eastern-baltic-cod
https://cor.europa.eu/en
https://cor.europa.eu/en/our-work/Pages/nat.aspx
https://memportal.cor.europa.eu/Handlers/ViewDoc.ashx?pdf=true&doc=COR-2020-00172-00-01-TCD-TRA-EN.docx
https://cor.europa.eu/en/events/Pages/2nd-Meeting-of-the-NAT-Commission.aspx
https://secure.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/dossier/document/COM20190564.do#dossier-COD20190246
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/12/16/baltic-cod-and-western-herring-fisheries-council-agrees-negotiating-position/
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14802-2019-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=COMPARL&mode=XML&language=EN&reference=PE644.735
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financial support for permanent cessation to those vessels targeting western Baltic cod and western 
Baltic herring on account of the severe socioeconomic problems for the relevant coastal 
communities and fishing businesses, with the prohibition on eastern Baltic cod fisheries already 
having an impact on western Baltic fisheries. The Committees on Employment and Social Affairs 
(EMPL) and Regional Development (REGI) decided not to give opinions. The committee vote on the 
amendments (in total 58, including those from the draft report) took place during the PECH 
committee meeting of 23 April 2020. The report, as amended, was then adopted by 20 votes to 8 
(with no abstentions). At the same meeting, the PECH committee also gave the green light to start 
trilogue negotiations, a decision which was confirmed by the plenary session of May 2020. A first 
trilogue meeting took place on 6 July 2020 after which Parliament and Council reached a 
compromise at the second meeting, on 22 September. The rapporteur briefly commented on the 
agreement during the PECH committee meeting of 1 October. The provisional agreement was 
approved by the Committee of Permanent Representatives for the Council on 30 September, and 
by the PECH committee on 12 October 2020 by 26 votes to 1 with 1 abstention. 

The main change to the Commission proposal is to extend the scope of the regulation to include 
western Baltic cod and western Baltic herring, in order for vessels targeting these two stocks to 
apply for permanent cessation. The agreed text also simplifies the proposal by removing the 
detailed definition and the related capacity ceilings of the fleet segments formerly fishing for 
eastern Baltic cod. The permanent cessation is still linked to Article 22 of the basic CFP Regulation, 
according to which the Member States need to develop an action plan for those fleet segments 
where a structural overcapacity has been identified, but without the stringent conditions as in the 
Commission proposal. According to the agreement, support for permanent cessation will only be 
possible if such an action plan sets out specific capacity-reduction targets for the vessels with fishing 
opportunities for eastern Baltic cod, western Baltic cod and/or western Baltic herring. While the 
overall capacity of a Member State implementing permanent cessation will decrease by the capacity 
of the vessels that are withdrawn with public aid, the agreement allows re-allocating capacity to 
these vessel groups after five years following the withdrawal or once the stock concerned has been 
above MSY Btrigger for a period of three years. Other changes remove both the provision as regards 
the 20 % observer coverage and the obligation to use a vessel monitoring system. In the PECH 
meeting of 1 October, the rapporteur noted, on the changes to the control provisions, that the 
regulation is about emergency measures that need to be implemented swiftly, while also taking into 
account the revision of the control regulation.     

On 11 November 2020, Parliament approved the provisional agreement (by 587 in favour, 22 against 
and 77 abstentions), thereby adopting its position at first reading. The Council adopted the final act 
on 13 November 2020. It was signed by the presidents of the co-legislators on 25 November 2020 
and published in the Official Journal on 30 November 2020 as Regulation (EU) 2020/1781. The new 
regulation entered into force the following day. 

 

EP SUPPORTING ANALYSIS 
Scholaert F., European Maritime and Fisheries Fund 2021-2027, EPRS, European Parliament, October 
2020. 
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Introduction of capacity limits for Eastern Baltic cod, data collection and control measures in the Baltic 
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European Parliament. 
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ENDNOTES 
 
1  In ICES divisions 3.b, 3.c and 3.d (extracted from Eurostat 'fish_ca_atl27'). 
2  Minor occasional catches were recorded from distant states, mostly from the Faeroe Islands (especially cod in the 1980s 

and early 1990s, not included in the catch statistics from Denmark) and some statistically irrelevant catches in certain 
years from the Netherlands, Norway, Spain and the UK.  

3  Only one cod TAC was set by the IBSFC for the total Baltic Sea up to and including 2003. 
4  Recent data from the ICES show that the eastern stock size was more than seven times higher than the western stock 

(in terms of spawning stock biomass, average for 2010-2019). See Table 6 from the western and eastern cod stock 
advices. 

5  This refers to commercially sized cod. If undersized fish are caught, they still must be landed and counted against the 
quota (in line with the landing obligation), but they cannot be sold for human consumption.  

6   The MSY refers to the highest amount of fish that can be taken from a stock without affecting its reproduction.  
7  Before, Baltic cod was subject to a specific multiannual management plan (Council Regulation 1098/2007), and earlier 

still it was subject to a long-term management strategy for cod in the Baltic by the IBSFC. 
8  The ICES was not yet in position to define the conservation reference points and the Baltic MAP stipulates that in such 

cases the precautionary approach should apply.  
9  The Commission sought scientific advice but ICES stated that it was not in a position to provide figures for unavoidable 

by-catches in 2020 in advance of the adoption of the 2020 fishing opportunities. 
10  The Baltic Sea action plan is adopted by the Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission or the Helsinki 

Commission (HELCOM) with, as contracting parties, the eight EU Member States, the EU and the Russian Federation. It 
is an ambitious programme focused on reaching good environmental status of the Baltic marine environment by 2021. 
The implementation of a 2021 update of the plan is also a firm committment of the Ministrial declaration of the Our 
Baltic Conference of 28 September 2020.  

11  Namely for fisheries not targeting cod in the subdivisions 25-32, based on 2018 data. 
12  Based on table 2.1.1 for eastern Baltic cod landings (Russian landings deducted) and table 2.3.6 for western Baltic cod 

landings from the Baltic fisheries assessment working group report for 2020 and on table 5 (‘estimated catch’ for 
subdivisions 22-24) from the ICES 2020 advice on western Baltic herring. 

13  However, Parliament opposed the proposal from the Commission that financial support for this measure would be 
linked to the achievement of conservation objectives instead of being based on the real costs incurred. 

14  The EP rapporteur amended the relevant recital to add Germany to the list of impacted countries.  
15  The Commission mentions that to offset the economic losses caused by the eastern Baltic cod closure would require 

an estimated additional catch of around 20 000 tonnes in alternative species. 
16  According to ICES advice published on 29 May 2019, approximately 70 % of the cod landings in subdivisions 24 to 28 

were taken by trawlers with a BACOMA codend with a 120 mm escape window or T90, and 15 % of the cod landings 
were taken by gillnetters with mesh sizes between 110 mm and 156 mm. 
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