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In August 2012 the Commission presented the Green Paper on 'Marine Knowledge 2020: 
from seabed mapping to ocean forecasting', as part of the action taken to promote, develop 
and expand the 'blue economy'. The blue economy will help meet the Europe 2020 strategy 
targets in areas linked to the sea, combining knowledge and technological innovation, the 
sustainable use of resources, competitiveness and job creation for intelligent, sustainable and 
inclusive growth.

In pursuit of this objective, a seamless multi-resolution digital seabed map of European waters 
is to be prepared by 2020. This is an ambitious, wide-ranging and multidisciplinary project 
which aims to make information available to a wide variety of stakeholders with an interest in 
ocean data in public bodies, industry, education, research and civil society.

Seabed mapping involves a range of areas including information on seabed topography, 
geology, habitats and ecosystems, as well as human activity, providing data on the physical, 
chemical and biological parameters of the overlying water column and producing 
oceanographic forecasts.

Without underestimating the importance of a holistic view of the oceans, but bearing in mind 
that it is impossible to cover all the issues addressed in this wide-ranging and 
multidisciplinary Green Paper, we have opted in this report to analyse how the fishing 
industry can be integrated into this new context and consider how it can contribute and how it 
can benefit from 'Marine Knowledge 2020'.

The report will thus focus on the relevance of seabed mapping for sustainable fisheries, 
particularly as a tool to support the management of fishing activity, paying particular attention 
to three fundamental issues:

1) obtention and availability of data;

2) compilation and pooling of data;

3) processing and interpretation of data. 

1. How to promote the obtention and availability of data

The challenge here is to draw up strategies to encourage the obtention and availability of data,  
balancing the ownership of information and the benefits of sharing it. It will be necessary to 
determine what types of information are required to achieve the objectives set, bearing in 
mind that the goal is to establish a coherent and interoperable database, and to define the 
conditions under which the passing-on of information is mandatory or voluntary, taking 
account of the sources of funding and levels of access in line with the various types of body 
involved.

Specific information on fishing activity which could be integrated into digital seabed mapping 
will include plotting the spatial distribution of the fleet, the type of vessel and fishing gear, 
fishing effort and the composition and volume of catches. This data will make it possible to
determine which areas are subject to the greatest fishing intensity and identify fleet typology, 
the type and number of fishing gear used in a given area, and catches of target and non-target 
species in a given area. This information, which is held in Member State databases, could be 
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supplemented by data generated by fishing vessel monitoring systems, data recorded in 
electronic log books, records made by fisheries observers on board vessels and data collected 
during resource monitoring campaigns.

A very significant proportion of the data concerned will have been obtained by public and 
private bodies, shipowners and scientists benefiting from Community and/or national funding, 
which calls for some level of shared access; a further portion of the data will have been 
obtained through private investment in public assets, which also requires some level of shared 
access. 

Any level of access to data will have to be accompanied by guarantees to protect 
confidentiality linked to commercial and/or scientific interests, which means that vessels will 
have to remain anonymous and the data made available will have to be aggregated and not 
individually identifiable; a time-lapse will also need to be stipulated between the obtention 
and dissemination of data.

2. How to guarantee the effective compilation and pooling of data

The challenge here is to standardise the models for obtaining data and making it available, 
and to identify the institutional structures needed to compile and pool the wide range of data 
obtained that will have an impact on fishing sustainability. It is therefore important to 
establish a scientific definition of uniform standardised data collection models in order to 
ensure that they are compatible, interoperable and capable of being pooled, and to set criteria 
for data harmonisation, verification and quality control.

With regard to the need for common protocols on the sampling and collection of data and the 
format in which data is made available, consideration should be given to the experience 
gained and the model defined by the Data Collection Framework for Fisheries, which 
provides a consistent Community framework for the collection, management and use of 
fisheries data. At the same time, the variety and complexity of some types of data mean that a 
range of different data should be made available (raw data, processed data or data products), 
depending on their complexity and the need for expert interpretation. It is however crucial to 
develop a holistic view of the different factors in play, avoiding unilateral, restricted and 
disjointed perspectives and interpretations.

Cooperation and coordination among Member States and between Member States and 
scientific bodies is essential in this context in order to define priorities, prevent duplication of 
effort, optimise resources and reduce costs. The development of synergies will help boost the 
quantity and quality of the data available and contribute to an integrated and holistic approach 
on fishing activity.

3. How to draw benefits from the processing and interpretation of data

The challenge here is to establish a governance model that will ensure the objective, rigorous 
and independent processing and interpretation of data, guaranteeing the involvement of 
Member States, scientists and local communities.

As regards the first aspect, consideration should be given to the role played by existing 
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structures set up for this purpose, in particular the European Marine Observation and Data 
Network (EMODnet) and the European Earth monitoring programme (GMES) marine 
service, which will provide a basis for possible concerted restructuring with a view to the new 
objectives and the possibility of permanent status.

The fishing industry in particular should benefit from the experience gathered during the 
development of EMODnet and the experience gained with the setting-up and operation of the 
various thematic groups and the creation of corresponding thematic portals on the marine 
environment (hydrography, geology, physics, chemistry, biology, habitats and human 
activities), whereby fisheries data should constitute an additional thematic group within
EMODnet or, alternatively, be integrated into the recently created thematic portal on human 
activities. Whichever solution is chosen, it is essential to involve all stakeholders and at the 
same time to assign responsibility for coordinating the processing, interpretation and 
availability of fisheries data.

An ambitious project such as this requires robust financing, a guarantee of continuity and an 
action plan setting targets for the medium and long term, as part of a concerted effort by the 
Member States and the European Union.


