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Subject: Petition 1131/2008 by Michael O'Sullivan (Irish), on the impact of the 
Common Fisheries Policy on the Irish fishermen

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner challenges the fish quotas allocated to Ireland within the common fisheries 
policy, considering that they are unfair and would jeopardize the Irish fishing industry. The 
petitioner considers that the Irish fisherman would be discriminated against when compared to 
their European counterparts. According to the petitioner, the current European fisheries policy 
does not provide proper solutions for irresponsible fishing and puts into question the very 
survival of the Irish Fishing Community. He pleads for the regain of the national control over 
the fisheries policy. 

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 5 February 2009. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 20 March 2009.

The petition

The petitioner challenges the fish quotas allocated to Ireland within the Common Fisheries 
Policy (CFP), considering that they are unfair and would jeopardize the Irish fishing industry. 
The petitioner considers that the Irish fishermen would be discriminated against when 
compared to their European counterparts. According to the petitioner, the current European 
fisheries policy does not provide proper solutions for irresponsible fishing and puts into 
question the very survival of the Irish Fishing Community. He pleads for the return of the 
national control over the fisheries policy. The petitioner is supported by Kathy Sinnott, MEP.

The Commission's comments on the petition
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The Commission acknowledges that the control regime of the Common Fisheries Policy and 
in particular its implementation by Member States suffer from significant shortcomings which 
have prevented it from being effective in achieving the fundamental objective of the CFP, 
namely sustainable European fisheries. A control failure impacts negatively on the 
implementation of all elements of the CFP, undermining the success of conservation and fleet 
management initiatives. For that reason the Commission proposed a radical overhaul of the 
control framework, replacing a system which was inefficient, expensive and complex with 
one which can produce desired results. The new system aims at better and uniform 
implementation of control policy at national level ensuring a level playing field, while taking 
account of the diversity and specific characteristics of different fleets. Under the CFP, 
Member States are responsible to ensure effective control and enforcement of the CFP
legislation. The proposed reform of the control system emphasises this responsibility and 
encompasses inspection of activities throughout the market chain, from catch to the retailer. 
The Commission keeps its role to control the controllers, by monitoring the manner in which 
Member States make effective their obligations to ensure that CFP rules are enforced. 

According to the petition, Ireland has an unfairly low share of the overall fishing opportunities 
available in its own waters. The share of each Member State for a given stock is determined 
by a fixed allocation key which in CFP jargon is known as relative stability. This key is the 
basis for the allocation of all TAC (Total Allowable Catch) for stocks regulated under the 
CFP. It is largely based on historic fishing patterns and negotiation among Member States. In 
the specific case of Ireland, the shares agreed in 1983 as part of the original relative stability 
were already higher than those corresponding to the Irish historic fishing patterns. In addition 
to this, Ireland benefits from the so-called 'Hague Preferences' whereby, in case of a reduction 
of certain fishing opportunities, Ireland's share is not reduced accordingly. As is the case for 
Ireland, negotiations on accession to the EU are crucial in determining the acceding State's 
share for the future.  The basis for the current status of allocations on stocks occurring in Irish 
waters must therefore be understood as part of a package accepted by Ireland and the Member 
States, and already includes a more favourable treatment of Irish interests. This being said, the 
validity of the relative stability principle is not, as far as the Commission is concerned, 
unquestionable nor untouchable. A serious reflection on what can be done to ensure that the 
CFP works better in the future includes reviewing this principle, along with many other 
aspects of the Policy. The CFP comes up for review and reform in 2012 and the Commission 
is already reflecting on these various issues and embarking on a large consultation process1 on 
the way to reform. The concerns expressed by the petitioner are very much at the centre of 
this reflection process. Moreover, the reform of the CFP is not only looking at control and 
enforcement, but also at other elements of the Policy. Different alternatives are currently 
being considered in negotiations with Member States and explored in order for the whole 
system to work better in the future.

As regards the issue of regaining control of national waters, it is important to note, in any 
event, that most fish resources move across national jurisdictions. Therefore, if Ireland were 
to regain stewardship of its waters, Ireland would need to set up cooperation arrangements 
                                               
1

http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/publications/factsheets/legal_texts/reflection_cfp_08_en.
pdf
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with its neighbours to ensure that other nations would not overexploit the same stocks outside 
Irish waters, thereby undermining Irish fisheries.  Ireland would also have to enter into 
bilateral negotiations with other countries regarding access for Irish fishing vessels to the 
waters of other countries. The CFP ensures that all take responsibility for their shared 
resources and makes complex bilateral procedures unnecessary. 

Conclusion

The Commission agrees with the petitioner that a policy must be fair for the stakeholders 
concerned to assume ownership and responsibility. But the fairness of the situation of concern 
to the petitioner cannot be fully comprehended by looking only at the situation in Irish waters. 
The relative rights of EU fishermen in terms of their access to fishing opportunities in each 
other's waters is the result of package deal agreements among Member States themselves and 
only their overall consideration gives the true picture of the balance of interests at stake. The 
CFP, however, is far from perfect and there is an urgent need to address the areas where it is 
not working properly, notably control and enforcement, and embark on a deep reflection on 
what reforms are needed for it to effectively reach its objectives of ensuring sustainable 
fisheries and the livelihood of fishermen and fish workers, on a resource base of healthy fish 
stocks in a healthy marine environment.


