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Research for PECH Committee −   
Policy options for strengthening the 
competitiveness of the EU fisheries and 
aquaculture sector 
Background 

The European Union (EU) is the world’s largest 
market for fishery and aquaculture products 
(FAPs). Over the last 15 years, various EU 
institutions have expressed concern about the 
increasing dependence of the EU market on 
imports. This is seen as a lack of 
competitiveness of the EU fisheries and 
aquaculture sector, which can only partially 
meet the needs of the internal market. The self-
sufficiency rate is a useful indicator of the 
ability of the EU producers to meet internal 
demand.  

Self-sufficiency has been declining since 2008 to the point where EU producers were only able to 
meet 38% of demand in 2021. Some of these imports may come from countries where the 
conservation and management measures (CMMs) for fisheries, the hygiene and quality of FAPs, and 
working conditions, etc. are too lenient compared to those in force in the EU. They therefore 
constitute unfair competition for EU producers, who are subject to strict CMMs and control 
measures, and administrative procedures. It appears that the many external operators have a strong 
comparative advantage in terms of lower production costs, due to the less demanding legal 
requirements, subsidies and, in some cases, their fleets engaging in illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing. This study aims to identify the internal and external factors that are 
leading to the lack of competitiveness of the EU sector, in order to propose policy options to 
strengthen its competitiveness, while ensuring a level playing field between external and domestic 
operators. 

The present document is the executive summary of the study on ‘’Policy options for 
strengthening the competitiveness of the EU fisheries and aquaculture sector’’. The full study, 
which is available in English can be downloaded at: https://bit.ly/3T5f1kP 

https://bit.ly/3T5f1kP
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Internal factors 
Fisheries and aquaculture in the EU are regulated by an extensive body of legislation, covering the 
entire fish value chain, including not only the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), but also other 
legislation such as trade, food safety, labour, and environmental aspects. In turn, fishing activities 
must strictly comply with the CMMs through a comprehensive control and enforcement system. 
Increasing restrictions on the fishing fleet’s access to resources are affecting the supply of fish, while 
at the same time increasing operating costs. This is particularly problematic given the energy-
intensive nature of the EU fleet. In turn, severe restrictions on the use of the marine space for 
aquaculture concessions, and the difficulties in obtaining licences limit the production of farmed 
fish and shellfish. Trade in EU FAPs on the internal market is also subject to the strict regulatory 
framework of the Common Market Organisation (CMO), which aims to ensure that products meet 
high standards of quality, hygiene, and labelling, among other things. As a leading player in global 
maritime governance, the EU has an obligation to lead by example. The European Green Deal 
(EGD), and its 2030 Biodiversity Strategy, which aims to protect a number of areas identified as 
vulnerable marine ecosystems (VMEs), is a global reference for other countries, but may affect the 
competitiveness of the EU fleets vis-à-vis external operators. Emerging sectors may also limit access 
to traditional fishing grounds and affect offshore fish farming. In turn, generational change in the 
sector, particularly in the extractive phase, has a negative impact on competitiveness. There is 
evidence of a lack of effective customs control in some Member States, which would lead to forum 
shopping and thus access to the EU market for FAPs of dubious origin. Nevertheless, there are a 
number of structural elements that can strengthen the competitiveness of the sector, such as the 
EU research and innovation framework, which promotes more energy-efficient processes, more 
selective fishing, or more productive and more environmentally friendly aquaculture. For its part, 
the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) offers opportunities to 
improve the competitiveness of the sector, provided that the funds are used more effectively by 
Member States and the sector, leading to more efficient processes and added value for FAPs. 

Figure 1:  EU’s self-sufficiency rate for fisheries and aquaculture products (FAPs) in %,  
2008-2021 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on EUMOFA (2022) 
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External factors 
The EU is a world leader in ocean governance and is a signatory to several multilateral conventions 
and has many bilateral fisheries agreements with developed and developing countries. The EU is 
also party to several Regional Fisheries Management Organisations (RFMOs) and is active in 
proposing CMMs, while participating in the provision of scientific advice. The EU’s role in the 
international arena underpins much of the EU’s policy and legislation to protect the marine 
environment, and to ensure sustainable fisheries. These policies impose restrictions on the activities 
of the EU fleet in international and non-EU countries waters. However, not all international actors 
are strongly committed to the conservation of the oceans and marine resources. Many foreign fleets 
and aquaculture producers are heavily subsidised, some fleets engage in significant IUU fishing 
activities, fishing practices affect endangered, threatened and protected (ETP) species, working 
conditions are poor, and product quality is not optimal. These FAPs of dubious origin are traded 
around the world, and there is evidence that many may find loopholes to access the attractive EU 
market. There is little the EU can do to promote sustainable practices by fishing fleets operating 
under the sovereign decisions of their governments. However, the EU can impose conditions on 
access to its market. The IUU Regulation and its carding system were designed with the intention 
of deterring the escalation of illegal FAPs' access to the EU market. The autonomous tariff quotas 
(ATQs) system affects the level of tariffs to be paid, not the conditions of market access. There are 
currently no provisions on working conditions and alleged forced labour in non-EU countries, 
although these will be addressed in future legislative instruments. On the other hand, Brexit has led 
to a progressive loss of fishing opportunities and, consequently, economic losses for some EU fleets, 
increased dependence on imports and rising prices. Future negotiations on access to UK waters after 
2026 will therefore be crucial. 

Recommendations on policy adaptations 
Based on the evidence reviewed, a number of general policy recommendations are set out below, 
as well as a number of more specific policy recommendations based on the four case studies: 

General policy recommendations: 

• Better implementation of the CFP should lead to equal treatment of imported FAPs and EU 
products by requiring that all imported products comply with EU’s conservation and 
management measures and internal product requirements. 

• In addition to the existing EU fish and aquaculture consumer labels, another label should be 
created for FAPs from non-EU countries, for both fresh and processed products distributed 
in the EU (including the HORECA channel). This would allow consumers to distinguish 
between EU and non-EU FAPs. 

• In the case of imported products, it should also be made compulsory to label fishery 
products with the name of the State under whose flag the catching vessel sailed. 

• Strengthen coordination between the EU's trade and fisheries policies, in particular when 
negotiating trade agreements that include fisheries-related issues. In this respect, it is 
considered essential to analyse the economic and social impact of Free Trade Agreements 
(FTAs) on the EU fisheries and aquaculture sector, to establish appropriate safeguard 
measures where necessary and to treat certain FAPs as sensitive products. 

• Ensure greater uniformity in the application of customs rules and identical customs controls 
in all Member States in order to prevent non-EU operators from using points of entry with 
fewer controls to import goods that do not meet EU standards. 
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• New Sustainable Fisheries Partnership Agreements (SFPAs) should be signed to reduce 
the dependence on imports of FAPs into the EU. 

• Products from non-EU countries that do not have fully guaranteed domestic food safety 
legislation and control mechanisms equivalent in effect to those applied in the EU, should 
be denied access to the EU market. 

• The programme of inspections in non-EU countries should be improved by strengthening 
the missions of the Food and Veterinary Office by increasing the number of inspections 
carried out by this Office in establishments authorised to carry out inspections in the country 
of origin or even in a non-EU country. 

• Reactivate cooperation with China through the already established but dormant Blue 
Partnerships to improve international maritime governance in the fight against IUU fishing. 

• Improve the collection of trade data, in particular for processed products from outside the 
EU, so that authorities can accurately trace the origin of the product and all other intermediate 
steps until it reaches the final consumer. 

• Ensure that all Member States are signatories to each and every international agreement 
adopted in the field of the fight for decent working conditions in the fisheries and 
aquaculture sector, covering the entire production process including logistics and processing. 

• Encourage a more comprehensive use of EMFAF resources by all Member States through: 

o promoting careers in the sector; 

o promoting lesser known species with low demand; 

o identifying new consumption habits and new potential fish presentations; 
o the potential of niche markets in the EU for domestic production; 

o the development of a more energy efficient and productive fisheries and aquaculture 
sector. 

• Strengthen efforts to add value to the products, in particular through geographical 
indications, use of sustainable practices, innovative products or other means that can 
differentiate the product and obtain a price premium in some niche markets. 

Recommendations based on case studies: 

• As the small pelagic fisheries in the North Sea can be considered unregulated due to the 
lack of cooperation between coastal States as expected under UNCLOS, the EU could 
eventually impose trade measures under the IUU Regulation (1005/2008). 

• Consider whether small pelagic species such as herring should be excluded from ATQ 
schemes. 

• Renegotiate access to UK waters, particularly in the light of the post-2026 situation. 

• Explore the possibility of a mixed SFPA, which could provide greater legal certainty for EU 
fishing companies operating in the Falklands. 

• Strengthen safety and hygiene measures for pangasius and similar non-EU products (e.g. 
by increasing the inspection rate to 50%, as for Indian shrimp products). 

• Investigate production methods in exporting countries, including for Norwegian products 
processed in non-EU countries. 
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• Restrict imports of Russian products, not just the removal of any duty-free or most-favoured 
nation treatment. Maintain some state aid framework to adjust to the ongoing geopolitical 
unrest, in particular the level of energy prices. 

• Benchmark the environmental licensing system used in Norwegian aquaculture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further information 
This executive summary is available in the following languages: English, French, German, Italian and 
Spanish. The study, which is available in English, and the summaries can be downloaded at: 
https://bit.ly/3T5f1kP 

More information on Policy Department research for PECH: 
https://research4committees.blog/pech/ 
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