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COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT

EXTENDED IMPACT ASSESSMENT

Proposal for a Council Regulation establishing measures for the recovery of the sole
stocks in the Western Channel and Bay of Biscay (ICES divisions VIIe and VIIIa,b)

1. Content of the proposal

1.1. Objectives

The proposed regulation aims at putting an end to the deterioration of the sole stocks in the
Western Channel (ICES division VIIe) and Bay of Biscay (ICES divisions VIIIa,b), and at
promoting their recovery and biologically and economically sustainable exploitation. The
resources at stake are indeed subject to an over-exploitation, allowing for much lower
harvesting levels than those that were possible before this over-exploitation. The recovery of
these stocks is not only necessary from the biological point of view but also an essential
condition to keep in good shape the economic activities related to it. The implementation of
this plan will also allow to reduce the impact of fishing on the marine ecosystems, bringing
along ecological advantages that go beyond the pure recovery of the sole stocks. We can say
there is convergence between biological, economical and social objectives, in the medium and
long run.

Specifically, the plan proposes in the medium term to reduce the degree of exploitation of the
stocks to reach target-values for fishing mortality, fishing mortality being a coefficient used
by the scientists to measure the pressure put by fishing on a stock. These target-values are
chosen according to scientific analysis in such a way as to assure the survival of the stocks,
following an objective of biological sustainability, and at the same time promoting higher
economic performance and income levels in the industry. When the objectives of the plan are
reached, a new balance between resources and harvesting will be possible. It will then be
feasible to return to the present landing levels and even to go back to the values attained
before over-exploitation damaged the stocks, as long as other environmental factors do not
hide the advantages of a more rational approach to fishing. The current overexploitation is
caused by fleet over-capacity. Part of that over-capacity should therefore be absorbed. This
will be possible making use of scrapping premiums.

There is a double price to pay for the expected advantages of the plan:

- over-capacity must be absorbed,

- catching levels must be reduced during the transitional phase between beginning of
implementation and the moment when relevant positive impacts are observed.

Apart from the fact that some over-capacity should be absorbed on a definitive basis, the plan
will have other temporary social and economic consequences. The advantages of reducing
fishing pressure on the stocks cannot be immediately felt. It will be necessary to wait several
years until results are evident. To mitigate the transitional negative effects and to avoid brutal
impacts, the plan proposes a progressive reduction of fishing mortality. This reduction on
mortality entails a reduction on fishing activities, to bring the fishing effort back to a level
compatible with the fishing limitations. Also here the negative social and economic impacts
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can be compensated: using the resources of the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance
(FIFG) as modified in the framework of the recent reform of the Common Fisheries Policy
(CFP), in particular by using the financial incentives to temporary cessation of activities and
the those for boat decommissioning that it can provide. The available incentives can be
assigned to enterprises as well as to employees.

In the medium and long run the proposed plan should lead us to a new sustainable balance
between an inevitably reduced fleet and recovered and protected resources, more stable every
year1. The impact on the ecosystems will be also reduced, beyond the recovered target
species.

1.2. Effects of no policy change

One should also take into consideration the evolution predicted by scientists in the case that
no recovery plan is adopted: the collapse of the stocks, which would not allow more than
merely residual fishing activity in the future. In a context of quick resource-base deterioration,
the catching possibilities would be in the near future well below what is now envisaged by the
recovery plan. Fleets would then be severely reduced according to what would be the
probability of economical survival in the sector, thus reduced to much lower levels than what
the recovery plan will allow. It can be anticipated that the less protected these threatened
stocks in the near future, the more severe the negative effects on economic activity in the
distant future. A large number of induced jobs could be lost without the necessary anticipation
and availability of preventive measures.

Because marine resources are natural resources not only subject to the effects of fishing but
also to other variations of the marine environment, it is not possible to precisely predict what
would be consequences of implementing the plan when compared to the laissez faire option.
Some degree of uncertainty is unavoidable but the scientific advice is very clear in pointing
out that the absence of a recovery plan will mean denying the precautionary principle, a
principle that has been recognised as essential for the fisheries sector by all community
institutions.

1.3. Implementation of the proposed regulation by MS

The first major task of the competent authorities of the Member States will be to determine
the historical effort levels of the vessels which have harvested recovery stocks in the
designated area over the reference period, and more importantly in finding a system to
allocate the corresponding reductions in fishing effort: among vessels and within the
geographical area to which they will apply. While effort reductions by Member States will be
determined through a Community regulation, Member States are given full leeway for
establishing the way in which these effort limits will be distributed among their fishermen,
according to what is considered at a national or sub-national level, as the most appropriate
way to achieve the proposed catch and effort reductions, on the basis of their detailed
knowledge of the relevant fisheries, of existing structures and fisheries organisations, of cost-
efficiency and regional development objectives, etc. The proposal has left the allocation of
fishing effort among vessels to MS discretion, provided that the total fishing effort ceiling

                                                
1 The envisaged time horizon for reducing fishing mortality is about 4/5 years. Unpredictable elements

(like random changes in marine environment) make it impossible to precisely estimate the time needs in
this case. The recovery of resources will not necessarily be as quick as the reduction in fishing
mortality. Some extra-time will be necessary until the benefits of mortality reduction are fully felt. This
will also depend on random hydro-climatic variations.
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fixed at Community level is not exceeded. Member States would, however, have to notify the
allocation method chosen to the Commission and to regularly report on effort expended.
Reciprocally, the Commission would have to verify that the overall ceiling on effort was
complied with.

Member States should additionally adopt the necessary measures to make sure that the plan
will be correctly implemented, namely in terms of control and sanction of infractions.
Member States should also ensure the scientific follow-up of the fisheries throughout the
duration of the recovery plan, both at biological and socio-economic levels, in order that the
effects of the plan be assessed from these standpoints, and that any changes in such plan be
based on sound scientific data.

1.4. Justification for the proposal

The damage caused to the marine resources concerned by the proposed measures is so serious
that the stocks are in danger of collapsing soon. It is the very survival of these stocks that is at
stake, as well as the future of induced jobs, both inland and onboard.

The pressure put by fishing on the sole stocks in the Western Channel (ICES division VIIe)
and Bay of Biscay (ICES divisions VIIIa,b), as measured by the fishing mortality, has grown
over the last decades and has contributed to a situation of over-exploitation: landings are
lower than what we could have with a moderate exploitation, catches per day per standard
vessel have plunged, the survival of the stock is threatened from the biological point of view.

Reliable scientific advice shows that only restrictive measures will be able to create the
necessary conditions for the recovery of the sole stocks in the regions concerned. It shows as
well that the other major bottom species captured together with sole would benefit from a
lower fishing pressure, even though their situation is not as critical.

Any proposal to tackle this crisis should take into consideration the industry’s capacity to
absorb the measures envisaged. It should find a balance between the biological aspects (for
which the ideal would be to reduce the impact of fishing on stocks as quickly and as strongly
as possible) and the social and economic concerns that normally lead to refuse measures that
would have irreversible negative social consequences.

The proposed plans are based upon biological scientific advice that points out the need for a
much lower level of resource exploitation than the one observed today, which is biologically
unsustainable. But the measures put forward point to a progressively lower exploitation level,
to avoid brutal changes and to make it easier for the sector to adapt. The main line will be to
reduce each year sole fishing mortality to 80% of the value of the previous year. The
envisaged target-value will be slightly lower than half of the value observed recently.

In terms of resource conservation, the proposed action is based on:

- catching limitations, through pre-established multi-annual rules that will every year
determine the TAC for the next year;

- a scheme to limit fishing effort by Member States for the fishing vessels which fished these
stocks (hereafter referred to as recovery stocks) in recent years;

Experience shows that a combination of these different measures produces better results than
each of them individually (see below, alternative policy options):
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� The process to determine the TAC for the following years should take into consideration
that the recovery stocks are natural resources subject to random fluctuations of the marine
environment and that the strength of the future early age classes cannot be predetermined.
A rule is therefore proposed so that the plan is not put into question every year; on the
contrary the plan should be followed to progressively reduce fishing mortality according to
the evolution of the scientific data on the state of stocks.

� The proposed fishing effort limitation scheme allows Member States and fishermen to
manage and allocate fishing effort to individual fishing vessels in a flexible manner. It
ensures effective and proportionate reductions in fishing effort for each Member State.
First, the overall reduction in fishing effort, expressed in kilowatt-days, required to match
the selected TAC is determined, on the basis of the historical fishing effort of all vessels
catching the relevant recovery stock. At the same time, the reduction is distributed across
Member States in proportion to how much of this stock they have landed during the
reference period in comparison to the total Community landings of this stock.

The plan also includes specific control measures to avoid fraud that could prevent objectives
to be met.

1.5. Alternative policy options

To put into perspective the other technically feasible policy options two aspects should be
considered: the stringency level of the restrictions imposed and the types of action.

1.5.1. Stringency levels of the restrictions imposed

The target level for fishing mortality could be lower or higher, corresponding to more or less
reduced fishing efforts when compared to the present levels. The target level for mortality
could thus range from total ban on fishing to the present mortality levels. Transition towards
target mortality levels could be slower or quicker. In other words, we can define more or less
ambitious objectives in terms of fishing pressure on the stocks, and the speed towards these
objectives may also be adjusted.

As indicated above, the state of the stocks is an argument in favour of taking measures as
effective and as quickly as possible. It would be theoretically conceivable to completely close
down the sole fisheries when scientific advice is that fishing mortality should be reduced to
zero and wait until the recovery of the stocks, as it was decided for other endangered stocks
(like the North Sea herring in the late 1970s or, outside EU, cod in Canada). At the same time,
experience shows that fully closing down activities can irreversibly damage not only the
concerned fisheries but the sector as a whole. Those who are forced to find jobs in different
sectors rarely come back to fisheries once the stock situation improves and thus we risk
loosing their specific knowledge. Commercial circuits are also changed as other suppliers
compensate for the reduction or even absence of the traditional sources and this evolution can
turn out to be difficult to invert, as happened with the North Sea herring after this fishery had
to be closed for several years in the early 70’s.

At the other extreme, maintaining fishing mortality rates at their current levels would be just
as damaging to the industry and to the communities dependant on fishing. Whatever doubts
scientists have about the absolute levels of the stocks, the downward trend in abundance has
been clear for many years. Unless this is halted there is a real possibility that the stocks will
collapse, with no guarantee that they will ever recover. Clearly, this would have far reaching
environmental as well as economic consequences.
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The proposed plan tries to find a balance between biological, economic and social criteria.
This objective justifies the option for a progressive reduction of fishing mortality. This
progressive approach makes it fair to expect that, since the first year, progress in the state of
stocks will partly alleviate the consequences of the fact that activity will be consistently
reduced until the objectives of the plan are reached. A quicker reduction of fishing activities
would offer higher guaranties in biological terms but at the expenses of short-term economic
and social costs. A slower reduction of resources’ exploitation would conduct to the reverse
situation, with better economic forecasts paid by an increased biological risk.

1.5.2. Types of action and fishermen’s behaviour

It would be theoretically feasible to opt for catching limitations without accompanying it by
effort limitations, complementary technical measures or a specific control mechanism. This
would be a simpler system, and would avoid criticism that the plan is a accumulation of
restrictive measures.

Experience has shown, though, that limiting catches to a level that corresponds in theory to a
reduction of the rate of exploitation without adopting measures to reduce fishing capacity
and/or fishing activity leads fishermen to high levels of fraud in landing declarations and
massive discards of commercially less valued catches. Frauds are harmful to resource
protection and lead to lower prices in the illegal circuits, promoting unfair competition with
the legal circuits. This undermines the credibility of the CFP. The reduction of discards is in
itself a priority for the CFP. Imposing limits to fishing effort, to a level compatible with
authorised catches is therefore essential.

The effort limitation scheme could cover a more or less inclusive group of vessels and
activities. It is nevertheless advisable to include all the fleet catching sole, as exceptions
normally lead to rules difficult to apply in a clear way. The proposed system allows for
activity reports for types of fisheries other than those directly affecting sole. It would be
theoretically feasible to exclude these reports, but this would lead to excessive constraints,
preventing the use of adaptation capabilities demonstrated several times by the fishing sector.

Economic difficulties induced by a combined effect of weak resource basis and restrictive
measures make it more appealing to commit fraud. Experience shows that the normal control
procedures, recognisably insufficient even in a normal context, do not offer enough guaranties
in a crisis situation. Efficient control schemes are therefore more needed than ever, in the
framework of recovery plans including measures that will no doubt be restrictive. The first
condition for acceptance of the restrictive measures by the fishermen is that they have
guarantees that the sacrifice is equitably distributed. We could discuss to what extent the
proposed control measures should be more or less restrictive, but acquired experience
(notably in terms of the expected reaction of professionals) proves them to be balanced.

2. Anticipated impacts

The proposed measures will affect a range of stake holders, first and foremost the catching
sector (fishermen whether deck hands, officers or skippers, and vessels owners), and, to a
lesser extent, the ancillary activities including the seafood trade and the processing industries
(depending on their degree of reliance on local supplies and the availability of
alternative/competing supply sources) as well as some of the input supplying industries
(shipyards, shipchandlers, etc).

2.1. Fishing fleets and harbours likely to be affected
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The fishing fleets most likely to be affected by the proposed measures are the following:

� In the Western Channel (ICES division VIIe)

- Some 45 British beam trawlers with horse power of 530 KW and crew size of 4 on average
land approximately 1,000 mt of sole per year of which 230 mt from area VIIe, thus
representing close to 60% of the landings from this stock. Sole fishing by this fleet is
concentrated off the South Devon and Cornish coast where it also catches plaice and
anglerfish on 5-6 days trips. It can also targets cuttlefish during the winter months. It appears
that tight quotas and increasing running costs have placed many vessels in this ageing fleet
(average age of 31 years) under financial strain to keep operating with a fall in crew earnings
of more than 30% between 1998 and 2000/20012;

- About 750 French vessels (some 600 of which under 12 m) operate in that area, including
some 250 trawlers (40 offshore, 210 inshore) and about 400 gill-netters catching sole in
variable quantities and proportions3. Globally they account for slightly less than 40% of the
landings from this stock;

- Some 25 Belgian beam trawlers account for less than 5% of the landings from this stock
which they catch (together with their share of the sole stock in the Bay of Biscay) in 1.5
month with a system of individual quotas. These vessels belong to the a segment of some 60
beam trawlers (averaging 316 GT, 850 kW, 12 years,7.5 crew members) whose economic
results are highly influenced by the fuel prices and the ex-vessel price of sole4;

� In the Bay of Biscay (ICES division VIIIa,b)

- A very heterogeneous fleet of some 1,800 French coastal fishing vessels from Aquitaine,
Poitou, Charentes and Pays de Loire regions, 358 of which fish with trawls most of the time
(averaging 11.5 m, 38.2 tjb, 252 kW and 18 years for those more specialised and operating
offshore, compared to 9.5 m, 7.7 tjb, 95.5 kW, 26 years, 2 crew members for those more
polyvalent and operating closer to shore), 522 with gill-nets and trammel nets (averaging 12.5
m, 25.5 tjb, 191 KW, 17 years 2.3 crew members), 268 with long-lines (averaging 8.6 m, 7.6
tjb, 88 kW, 21 years) and 216 with pots5.;

- A similarly heterogeneous fleet of almost 700 French coastal vessels from Southern
Brittany, including some 600 small-scale multipurpose boats6.

- About 100 medium to large size trawlers based along the shore of the Biscay Gulf which
may occasionally operate in the area but usually fish on more distant fishing grounds.

                                                
2 Watson J., A. Martin. 2001 Economic survey of the UK fishing fleet. Sea Fish Industry Authority. June

2002. 276 pp.
3 Morizur et al. 1995. Etude des rejets occasionnés par la pêche artisanale française en Manche Ouest.

Ifremer ed. Brest. France
4 Economic performance of selected European fishing fleets – Annual report 2002. Concerted action

QoL-KA5-2001-01502.
5 Leauté J.P. et al. 2002 - Caractéristiques des petites pêches côtières et estuariennes de la côte Atlantique

du sud de l’Europe. Etude PECOSUDE n° 99/024
6 Regional socio-economic study for the French Atlantic region.
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- Some 15 Dutch beam trawlers (cutters) with 1,400 kW horse power on average catch 20 mt
in 2-3 weeks. These vessels belong to the a segment of some 150 beam trawlers (averaging
433 GT, 1660 kW, 13 years,7 crew members) whose economic results are highly influenced
by fuel prices and fluctuations in sole quotas7;

- Some 25 Belgian beam trawlers account for less than 5% of the landings from this stock
which they catch (together with their share of the sole stock in the Western Channel) in 1.5
month with a system of individual quotas;

- About 88 Spanish vessels, medium to small-scale (55 gill-netters with 2-3 men onboard and
33 longliners with 2 men onboard) with some by-catches of sole.

It is thus clear that the number of vessels likely to be affected by the proposed measures is
quite high and that the relevant fleets are extremely heterogeneous in capacity (GT and kW),
with crew sizes ranging from 7 for beam trawlers, gill-netters and longliners down to 1 or 2
for the smaller-scale vessels.

2.2. Socio-economic impacts

To comply with the proposed new measures, the fishing vessels concerned will have to reduce
the number of fishing days they can catch sole in the designated areas, and their catches
thereof. This implies that they will have to adapt their fishing practices either by stopping
fishing altogether for a number of days, or by moving to fishing grounds outside the
designated areas and/or by switching to fishing gear which would generate no by-catches of
sole. In addition, for control purposes, fishermen will have to store separately their catches
from recovery stocks, which could generate some additional work. Generally, and due to
commercial reasons, this is already done.

The proposed measures will thus affect a range of stake holders, first and foremost the
catching sector (fishermen, whether deck hands, officers or skippers, and vessels owners),
and, to a lesser extent, the ancillary activities including the seafood trade and the processing
industries (depending on their degree of reliance on local supplies and the availability of
alternative/competing supply sources) as well as some of the input supplying industries
(shipyards, shipchandlers, etc).

2.2.1. Impact on catches in the short term

The comparison of the 2002 catches and of the 2002 and 2003 quotas and actual catches for
Sole in area VIIe and VIIIa,b is as follows:

Sole in VIIe (mt) Sole in VIIIa,b (mt)MS

Quota 2002 Catch Quota 2003 Quota 2002 Catch Quota 2003

FRA 198 196.8 148 3,667 3,622.9 3,483

NLD 0 0 0 275 0 261

UK 309 287.7 232 0 0 0

BE 19 31.4 14 50 211.8 47

                                                
7 Economic performance of selected European fishing fleets – Annual report 2002. Concerted action

QoL-KA5-2001-01502.
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ESP 0 0 0 9 2 9

525 515.9 394 4,000 3,876.7 3,800

This table shows that these quotas are already following a downward trend (-25% in VIIe and
–5% in VIIIa,b) and that sole in the designated areas only represent a small share of the total
catches of the Dutch (20 mt/vessel), British (7 mt/vessel) and Belgian (3 mt/vessel) beam
trawlers. This suggests that, on average, a reduction of these quotas, even a drastic one, would
have a marginal impact on the total catches of these vessels.

It is not straight-forward to establish a precise regional break-up of the economic impact of
these measures. In particular, given that the distribution of the reduction in fishing effort for
each Member States will be conducted by the member States themselves, the Commission
cannot anticipate such distribution and therefore which fleets segments and regions will be
most affected. However, given that the fishing sector rarely represents more than a few
percent of the regional economic turn over even in the regions most directly dependent from
the fishing sector8, the overall regional impacts of these economic losses are likely to remain
quite limited even in those most dependent on fishing in Cornwall or in Southern Brittany.

Both short and long-term impacts are variable among fleets and even among vessels, and
therefore among ports and regions. They depend namely on the part of their activities that are
linked to the recovery stocks and their capacity for reconversion. The Commission services
cannot precisely estimate the impact on each fleet. Only the MS have access to data allowing
the estimation of the importance of each species in the turnover of the different fleet
segments. Besides, it is the MS that will decide on the distribution of effort limitations
between vessels or groups of vessels. Moreover, MS have the possibility to allow transfer of
fishing efforts between vessels, after the definition of the initial rules of allocation. This is
allowed by at least one MS, Spain.

2.2.2. Long term gains (and losses)

Once the recovery of the stocks is a fact, the economic health of the sector will benefit from
higher catching levels than those observed these last years, and much higher than those
expected in the absence of adequate measures. Downstream activities (marketing, processing)
will therefore benefit from more stable supplies (and higher quantities).

The sector’s profitability will itself be greatly improved. Even in the worst case the value of
landings will be at least the same as in recent years, with a halved fishing effort. The margin
resulting from this will depend on the organisation of the fishing effort reduction: if it is fully
obtained through reduction in fishing capacities the margin will be lower than the case where
a higher capacity is kept but compensated by reductions in activity. This second scenario will
in turn limit job losses.

As mentioned previously, even beyond the transitional recovery period, the necessary
reduction of fishing efforts will have permanent negative impacts on employment onboard
and on land. All other variables kept constant, the envisaged reduction could be about 50%.
This could be softened if activities were distributed by a number of vessels higher than that
necessary to fully exploit the fishing possibilities, if reconversion to other fishing activities

                                                
8 Megapesca et al. 2000. Regional Socio-economic studies on employment and the levels of dependency

on fishing. DG Fish Studies.
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were confirmed and if an option is taken for fishing gears more compatible with higher
employment levels.

2.2.3. Short term losses

2.2.3.1. Impact on fishing activities

To comply with the proposed new measures, a number of fishing vessels will have to leave
the sole fisheries. The remaining fishing vessels concerned will have to reduce the number of
fishing days they can catch sole in the designated areas, and their catches thereof. This implies
that they will have to adapt their fishing practices either by stopping fishing altogether for a
number of days, or by moving to fishing grounds outside the designated areas and/or by
switching to fishing gear which would generate no by-catches of sole. It is not possible to
evaluate to what extent activities will be affected by the effort limitations, as MS have not yet
analysed the detailed data on catches, which they alone have access to. This will be one of
their priorities.

If not a single vessel were withdrawn from the fleet (extreme scenario) and if no vessel were
reassigned to other purposes, the necessary reduction of activities would be in average of 20%
the first year, followed by another 20% the next year, and so on until the aimed reduction of
fishing mortality is reached. The word “average” has two meanings here: on the one hand the
random aspects mentioned above make it difficult to plan the reduction of effort and fishing
mortality, and on the other hand MS will be free to distribute effort reductions domestically as
they deem fit.

Reducing the number of fishing days for recovery species may mean preventing a number of
vessels dependent on these and on a number of associated species from operating during
certain key periods when they cannot switch to any alternative fishery. Small gill-netters with
insufficient autonomy, for example, may not be able to move to more distant fishing grounds.
The same is also likely to apply to small trawlers with little ability to convert to other fishing
techniques/gear. Without a scheme to compensate for their temporary cessation of activity,
such vessels may be forced out of fishing.

Member States may anticipate the above situation and encourage decommissioning of a
number of fishing vessels with direct financial incentives. Employment from decommissioned
vessels would then be lost, although, given the current recruitment crisis in the catching sector
in many European regions, redundant crew members may be able to find employment on
other vessels. This, however, would depend on whether there is a local labour shortage or
whether these crew members would be willing or able to move to fishing ports where such
shortages exist.

As for the regional break-up of the short economic losses it will depend on the distribution of
the reduction in fishing effort decided by each Member State. And as mentioned above, given
that the fishing sector rarely represents more than a few percent of the regional turn over, the
overall regional impacts of these economic losses are likely to remain quite limited.

2.2.3.2. Impact of the plan on landings during the first year of implementation

The table presented in section 2.2.1. shows that sole quotas in area VIIe and VIIIa,b are
already following a downward trend (-25% in VIIe and –5% in VIIIa,b) and that sole in the
designated areas only represent a small share of the total catches of the Dutch (20 mt/vessel),
British (7 mt/vessel) and Belgian (3 mt/vessel) beam trawlers. This suggests that, on average,
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a reduction of these quotas, even a drastic one, would have a marginal impact on the total
catches of these vessels.

The first year of implementation of the plan, the reduction of sole catches due to the TAC
limitation and to the restrictions imposed on fishing efforts could be slightly below 20%. This
figure could be approximately the same for other bottom species.

Although this does put the impacts of any reduction in catches from the recovery stocks into
perspective, it must be underscored that it overestimates these impacts on the landings and
income of the most numerous group, the small-scale vessels, to which the recovery species
only contribute marginally. Conversely, it underestimates this impact for larger sized-vessels,
in particular for trawlers whose catches and income depend much more on these species and
on other species caught simultaneously which cannot be caught independently from sole.
Furthermore, these species may also represent a large proportion of the total catch of these
vessels in certain months of the year, especially during their peak fishing season.

2.2.3.3. Impacts after the first year and during the recovery of the stocks

Due to the biological characteristics of the concerned species the reduction on catches carried
out one year implies an increase in fishing possibilities the following years. The impact of the
plan on landings after the first year will be below the reduction of fishing effort planned in
relation to the currents levels. It is not possible to establish a detailed planning, mainly
because, as it was said before, the population in earlier classes of age cannot be foreseen
because of the influence of random aspects of the hydroclimate in the concerned areas. For
example, if population within these classes of age were equivalent to what was recently
observed, the maximum impact of the plan on the value of landings would be close to 30%,
and would be felt essentially in the second and third years.

2.2.3.4. Impact on fishing incomes

The vessels affected by cessation of activities during a part of the fishing season will
experience a parallel reduction of their running costs, notably of fuel consumption. A
reduction of activities of 20% could generate a saving of about 5% of the running costs.
Therefore the reduction of income would be less important than the reduction of catches.

If it is not possible to precisely evaluate the combined result of different elements that will
affect turnover and income during the transitional period, it can be said that the impacts will
be much lower than those implied by too simplistic arguments that neglect the reduction of
costs and improvement of the resource basis.

2.2.3.5. Impact on employment in the associated sectors

As for the fish processing and trading sector, these are likely to be affected by the proposed
measures as a result of changes in supply and its own dependence on local supply.
Information is available on the relationship between fishing employment at sea and fishing-
induced employment on land, for the regions affected9. This has been further refined for some
regions to an estimate of the number of jobs generated both at sea and on land by the
harvesting of a particular species. For sole in the southern shores of the Gulf of Biscay for

                                                
9 Megapesca et al. 2000. Regional Socio-economic studies on employment and the levels of dependency

on fishing. DG Fish Studies.
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example, 1,666 fishermen represent the full-time employment of 532 men generating 291 jobs
on land (a ratio of .55)10. This, however, does not indicate what the potential impact of a
reduction in effort could be regarding fishing or fishing-induced employment. For lack of a
better hypothesis, it could be assumed that the rates of employment losses at sea would apply
to ancillary activities11. However, a more suitable methodology12 has been developed which
showed in two test cases that a 50% cut in landings could generate a local employment
reduction ranging from negligible to 10 or even 30% depending of the region and species
concerned and the processing industry reliance on a local supply of raw material.

In any case given that the fishing harvesting and processing sector rarely represents more than
a few percent of the regional turn over even in the regions most directly dependent from the
fishing sector13, the overall regional impacts of employment are likely to remain limited.

2.2.4. Remarks about the limitations of the estimation of socio-economic impacts

Several factors have been put forward to show that it is not possible to have a comparative
forecast of landings and income, under the condition that (i) the plan is implemented or (ii)
continuation of the current levels of fishing effort. This is due first to the fact that the
availability of resources does not only depend on fishing but also on environmental factors.
The economic environment (fuel costs, impact of competition with other products…) cannot
be precisely foreseen either. Moreover, as pointed above, the plan itself cannot determine how
the effort reductions will be shared at the national level.

Also unpredictable is how individual economic operators (ship owners and/or skippers) will
react to the proposed measures either by switching to alternative fishing techniques/gear or
fishing grounds, or by reducing their level of fishing.

The above might actually contribute to a significant reduction of impacts, while the latter
might be mitigated by MS ability to draw on the structural funds, in particular the Financial
Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG). A recent assessment14 for the Dutch Parliament,
for example, has shown that the 2001 North Sea cod recovery measures were largely
compensated by Government premiums for temporary lay up combined with the use of more
selective gear, the transfer of fishing effort toward other fishing grounds and increased fishing
activity in non restricted periods. It also showed that changes in ex-vessel prices and in fuel
costs can have en even greater impact on the financial results of fishing than management
measures.

But, following the precautionary approach mentioned previously, these uncertainties must be
put into perspective with the scientific advice concerning the state of the stocks in the near
future if no measures are taken to tackle the current crisis that is the very serious risk of a
complete collapse of the sole stocks in the designated areas.

                                                
10 Baranger L., Y. Perraudeau. Une mesure par pêcherie de l’emploi en mer et de l’emploi direct

“portuaire” associé: Le cas des principales espèces de l’AGLIA dans le Golfe de Gascogne. ? ? ? ?
11 Archipel et al. 1995. Impact socio-économique des mesures d’ajustement des efforts de pêche de la

flotte communautaire. Etude DG XIV- Structures
12 COWI et al. 1997. Employment impact assessment in the Fishing industries of the UK, Portugal and

Denmark. Study 94/62
13 Megapesca et al. 2000.
14 J.W. de Wilde 2003. The 2001 North Sea cod recovery measures: Economic consequences for the

Dutch fishing fleet. Paper presented at the XVth annual EAFE conference, 15-16.06.03, Brest, France
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Better quantification of the impact of this and other recovery plans will be possible in the
future as socio-economic data become available from the Member States under Council
Regulation (EC) No 1543/2000 of 29 June 2000 establishing a Community framework for the
collection and management of the data needed to conduct the common fisheries policy 15.
These data will include information on income, production costs, fixed costs, prices,
employment and capacity utilisation in both the catching and processing sectors of the
industry.

2.3. Environmental impacts

The plan will bring threefold benefits for the marine ecosystems:

- direct improvement of the recovered stocks,

- recovery of the range of sizes and food webs,

- reduction of disturbance imposed on habitats and benthic fauna.

Since the regulation will result in a decrease of fishing pressure of the fleets operating in the
designated areas, it should have a direct positive effect for the target species, as well as for
other commercial and non-commercial species which are caught with the recovery species. As
regards non-commercial species gill nets may even catch a number of sea birds, while
trawlers tend to catch a large variety of animals from the benthic megafauna.

Apart from the fact that the abundance of sole and of a number of associated species would be
improved by a reduction in the fishing pressure, this will be particular true for the large
animals. This would rebalance the length distribution within fish communities.

As regards habitats, bottom trawls produce large alterations in the benthic communities and
habitats. The effects of bottom trawls on the benthic environment are multiple:

- sediments are compressed, which can destroy the habitats of several species,

- the re-suspension of fine sediments negatively affect suspension-feeders,

- the passing trawls leave killed or wounded animals, favouring the development of
opportunistic scavengers, changing deeply the trophic networks.

It is expected that these alterations will be substantially reduced, since the fishing effort of
trawlers must be reduced. This will globally contribute to rebuilding of biodiversity.

2.4. Impacts outside the European Union

It is not expected that this proposal would have significant impacts outside the Union, either
on the candidate countries and/or other countries (external impacts) given that the stocks
concerned are not shared with non European countries. Indirect effects due to the transfer of
fishing effort to alternative fishing grounds in third countries waters would only occur if some
of the vessels scrapped from the EU fleet were to be definitively exported to these third
countries thus contributing to the renewal of the local fishing fleets.

                                                
15OJ L176, 15.7.2000, p.1
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3. Stakeholders consultation

The present proposal is based on the most recent scientific advice and recommendations from
the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES)16 and the Scientific, Technical
and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) 17 on the biological status of targeted stocks.
These recommendations have been discussed again with the scientists (9-13.06.03).

A stakeholders consultation was held on 10.06.2003 to discuss possible measures with
representatives of the fishery sector and the authorities of Member States, in association with
scientists involved in the provision of the advice. The views expressed then were not
consensual regarding the status of the stocks concerned, nor the long term potential economic
benefits of the proposed recovery plan. Conversely, there was wide agreement among
participants (vessel owners, seamen unions, fish processors, non-governmental organisations)
that the proposed measures would generate short term economic losses for the catching sector
and that financial compensation or support would be necessary to mitigate the ensuing socio-
economic impacts.

The Commission considers that the precautionary approach requires that action be taken to
recover the concerned stocks. According to that approach, enshrined in the Treaty, the
uncertainty in the scientific advice (which will always have a degree of uncertainty by its very
nature) should not be an excuse to fail to take the action recommended by scientists. In this
case, although the estimation of current and possible target biomass levels are very uncertain,
the advice is very clear concerning the excessive fishing mortality levels and the need to
reduce them substantially to ensure the sustainability of the resource.

On the socio-economic impact, the Commission referred to the instruments available to
Member States in the framework of the Action Plan to counter the social, economic and
regional consequences of the restructuring of the EU fishing industry (COM (2002) 600
final).

4. Commission draft proposal and justification

In view of the most recent scientific advice on the very poor state of the sole stocks in the
Western Channel and Bay of Biscay (ICES divisions VIIe and VIIIa,b), the only responsible
choice for the Commission is to submit the attached proposal. This proposal combines in a
multi-annual recovery plan a fishing effort control scheme with reductions of TACs and
quotas

Should current data and knowledge be considered insufficient and the proposed action be
postponed, the risk of stock collapse would seriously increase thus implying a complete
closure of the relevant fishery with even worse socio-economic hardship. The closure of the
Atlanto-scandian and North Sea herring fisheries in the 1960s and 70s and more recently that
of the Canadian cod fisheries should act as potent reminders of the risks of social disruption
involved.

                                                
16 ICES Co-operative Research report No 255
17 Report of the Subgroup on Resource Status (SGRST) of the Scientific, Technical and Economic

Committee for Fisheries (STECF) on Mixed Fisheries . Brussels, 22-26 October 2002. Commission
staff Working Paper SEC(2002), 16.12.2002
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Finally, the affected Member States (here France, and to a lesser extent British, Belgian,
Dutch and some Spanish vessels) should be encouraged to make full use of the European
structural funds in particular those of the FIFG to facilitate the implementation of this
recovery plan. Given that so far MS have programmed only 3% of the structural funds
available under the FIFG for socio-economic measures, these Member States should be
encouraged to re-programme these resources to better mitigate the socio-economic impact of
the necessary catch and effort reductions.


