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PROCEDURAL PAGE

By letter of 1 December 2000 the Commission forwarded to Parliament a communication on 
application of the precautionary principle and multiannual arrangements for setting TACs 
(COM(2000) 803 - 2001/2055(COS)).

At the sitting of 15 March 2001 the President of Parliament announced that she had referred 
the communication to the Committee on Fisheries as the committee responsible 
(C5-0106/2001).

The Committee on Fisheries appointed Giorgos Katiforis rapporteur at its meeting of 23 
January 2001.

It considered the Commission communication and the draft report at its meetings of 29 May, 
9 October and 20 November 2001.

At the last meeting it adopted the motion for a resolution unanimously.

The following were present for the vote: Daniel Varela Suanzes-Carpegna chairman; Rosa 
Miguélez Ramos and Hugues Martin, vice-chairmen; Elspeth Attwooll, Arlindo Cunha, 
Carmen Fraga Estévez, Ian Stewart Hudghton, Heinz Kindermann, Carlos Lage, Brigitte 
Langenhagen, Giorgio Lisi (for Antonio Tajani), Albert Jan Maat, John Joseph McCartin, 
Patricia McKenna, James Nicholson, Camilo Nogueira Román, Struan Stevenson, Catherine 
Stihler and Margie Sudre.

The report was tabled on 20 November 2001.

The deadline for tabling amendments will be indicated in the draft agenda for the relevant 
part-session.
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MOTION FOR A RESOLUTION

European Parliament resolution on the communication from the Commission on 
application of the precautionary principle and multiannual arrangements for setting 
TACs (COM(2000) 803 – C5-0106/2001 - 2001/2055(COS))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to the Commission communication (COM(2000) 803 - C5-0106/2001),

– having regard to Rule 47(1) of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Fisheries (A5-0407/2001),

A. whereas the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982, to 
which the European Union is a party, requires that measures be adopted to guarantee 
sustainable fishing,

B. whereas the FAO Code of Conduct for responsible fishing and the United Nations 
Agreement on the conservation and management of straddling fish stocks and highly 
migratory fish stocks refer to the adoption of the precautionary principle in order to 
guarantee the conservation and management of marine resources and the marine 
environment, and whereas, in particular, Annex II of the UN Agreement provides a 
comprehensive, operational definition of the precautionary approach to fisheries 
management,

C. whereas the situation with regard to fishery resources is characterised by the fact that 
many commercial species are over-exploited and indeed face the risk of biological 
collapse, and whereas the Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries 
has itself noted that the vast majority of stocks do not conform to its definition of a 
precautionary approach,

D. whereas, in order to secure more accurate scientific assessments of the state of fisheries 
resources and with a view to removing any uncertainties more successfully, scientific 
experts from the countries and communities affected and representatives from the 
fisheries sector should be involved in the studies and research projects,

E. whereas the over-fished species and the sectors of the fishing fleet which are engaged in 
catching those species must be identified clearly (and, in the case of the species, with 
scientific accuracy),

F. noting that fishing gears and practices as used at present lead to large quantities of quota 
species being discarded,

G. having regard to the emergency decisions which have had to be taken this year 
concerning cod in the North Sea and Scotland area and the northern hake stock, which 
demonstrate the failure of the measures for the rational management of fishery resources 
currently in force in the European Union,

H. whereas all the factors which affect the volume of fisheries resources and the 
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sustainability thereof (in particular pollution, transport by sea and illegal fishing) must be 
evaluated,

I. having regard to the sweeping criticism voiced by the industry with regard to the system 
of total allowable catches (TACs) by the EU Council of Ministers each December, 
including its frequent practice of setting TACs at levels in excess of those recommended 
by the scientific advisory bodies,

J. whereas the application of the precautionary principle in setting TACs is a necessary 
measure to ensure the continuity of species and the rational exploitation of resources in 
the long term,

1. Notes the substance of the Commission communication on application of the 
precautionary principle and multiannual arrangements for setting TACs and shares its 
objectives;

2. Calls for the Commission to give a clear definition of multiannuality;

3. Considers that the system of TACs and quotas should be the cornerstone of the future 
common fisheries policy;

4. Trusts that measures to conserve resources will be a priority topic in the imminent reform 
of the common fisheries policy, and that decisions will be taken that are realistic when 
measured against the state of stocks, effective and consistent;

5. In that context, points out that the most important aspect of a rigorous precautionary 
approach to fisheries involves the choice of target and limit reference points which are 
sufficiently conservation oriented;

6. Calls on the Commission and Council, when setting TACs, to use available scientific 
data, duly verified, as a determining criterion and to take information from fishermen into 
consideration;

7. Urges the Council to take decisions on setting catches in line with the actual situation as 
regards stocks, avoiding the adoption of measures based more on socio-economic 
circumstances than on a rigorous analysis of the state of stocks, and avoiding arbitrary 
measures which are impossible to comply with;

8. Urges the Commission to carry out thorough research into fisheries resources so that 
better use can be made of data relating to stocks;

9. Stresses that setting multiannual and multi-species TACs, a measure which favours the 
conservation of resources, will not in itself be very effective unless coherent decisions are 
taken designed to improve the operation of other important aspects of the common 
fisheries policy such as restructuring the Community fleet, fisheries monitoring, reducing 
discards and improving the technical measures used; regrets in particular in this regard 
that the Commission has failed to take the opportunity, in devising a scheme for the 
allocation of resources, to put forward a comprehensive and workable plan to solve the 
problem of discards;
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10. Urges the Commission and the Council to study the effect which industrial fishing for the 
purposes of fishmeal production (which these days absorbs one-third of the fish caught in 
Community waters) has on fisheries resources and, in doing so, to apply the precautionary 
principle right from the start;

11. Stresses that, with regard to the setting of multiannual TACs, it would be sensible to make 
the required mechanisms flexible so that they can be adjusted when necessary; they should 
be established for the purpose of achieving certain targets within a given period of time 
and should not serve solely to impose a ceiling on catches;

12. Is of the opinion that when fish of species for which TACs have been set are discarded at 
sea, the quantities discarded should be counted against quotas;

13. Takes the view that the Commission and Council must make provision for additional 
socio-economic measures to support the sector in order to compensate fisheries workers 
whose professional activity is significantly curtailed as a consequence of the cuts in 
catches which will have to be made owing to the unforeseeable decline in stocks; such 
support must be available on an equitable basis throughout the EU and in addition to 
financial structural measures for compensation and regeneration, there must be effective 
and practical measures to facilitate diversification;

14. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and Commission.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

One of the key issues in analysing the future of Community fisheries policy is the definition 
of mechanisms to set catches in accordance with criteria which will ensure the rational 
exploitation of existing fishery resources, thus guaranteeing the conservation of marine 
species at optimum population levels.

Up to now, resource-conservation policy within the Community has hinged on the end-of-year 
setting of an annual TAC covering most commercial species and the adoption of a series of 
technical measures aimed at favouring the viability of the youngest specimens so as to allow 
them to reach maturity and thus secure the necessary renewal of stocks.

The precautionary principle basically means that possible catches of fish species should be set 
at a level which will amply guarantee the conservation of the species in the medium and long 
term, securing an adequate level of specimens of breeding age which will allow the necessary 
renewal of biological cycles, the guiding principle being to maintain stocks at adequate levels 
to guarantee the optimum exploitation of the resource. 

It is now widely recognised that the instruments used in Community fisheries policy to ensure 
the conservation of fishery resources at satisfactory levels have not proved as effective as had 
been hoped, the clearest evidence of this failure being provided by the increasingly worrying 
situation which is gradually spreading to affect more and more species. Suffice it to mention 
the recent deep crises to hit such major fisheries as North Sea cod, Atlantic hake and the 
previously abundant stocks of sardines along the Spanish and Portuguese coast.

The fact that the instruments used in Community fisheries policy have not succeeded in 
stabilising resources or favouring their regeneration does not necessarily imply that they were 
not appropriate. In many cases, they would have proved suitable mechanisms if they had been 
applied consistently.

One example is provided by the issue of TACs, the measure at the centre of this 
communication. Nobody would dispute that the establishment of a system of TACs set on a 
multiannual and multi-species basis will allow a more rational exploitation of resources, while 
making it easier for the industry to define its options in terms of economic planning, but even 
the current system of setting annual TACs for each species is perfectly compatible with a 
suitable policy on the conservation of fishery resources, since the underlying problem is not 
the question of whether TACs are annual or multiannual but the need for the decision taken 
on their application to be consistent with the data provided by scientists on the actual state of 
stocks. This is not currently the case, given that the facts show that TACs in recent years have 
always been set at higher levels than those which scientists were recommending, the aim 
being to cushion the negative socio-economic impact of a decision taken in line with what 
should have been considered advisable in the light of the scientific data.

There is a broad tradition of applying the precautionary principle in relation to the 
exploitation of natural resources and conservation of species in international law, and it was a 
significant topic for debate in the course of Agenda 21 of the United Nations Conference on 
the Environment and Development, in the drawing-up of the FAO Code of Conduct on 
responsible fishing and at the United Nations Conference on straddling and highly migratory 
stocks held in New York in July 1993, which is legally enshrined in the 1982 United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea.
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Concern at the application of the precautionary principle in the conservation of existing 
marine resources is directly linked to the development of the fishing industry in the 1970s and 
1980s, when a general policy of subsidies for the construction of vessels was applied by 
virtually all major fishing nations, leading to the expansion of the fleet and a consequent 
exponential increase in fishing effort. By the end of the 1980s there had been a fourfold 
increase in average catches by comparison with the previous decades. In the following years, 
this plundering of fish led to a sharp drop in catches for fishing fleets throughout the world as 
a consequence of the high mortality rate over those years in virtually all commercial species, 
particularly Atlantic cod and some widely consumed pelagic species such as sardines and 
anchovies.

Paradoxically, the drastic fall in catches arising from the decline in stocks led to an increase in 
fishing effort, since the fleet was obliged to fish more to obtain similar yields and thus be in a 
position to cope with the high level of investment which had been incurred in a fleet which 
was clearly oversized by comparison with the available resources. This vicious circle, in 
which the European Union also played its part, is at the origin of many of the most far-
reaching problems now facing Community fisheries policy.

Before considering the matter further, it might be appropriate to outline the way in which total 
allowable catches (TACs) are currently set. The decision on this crucial matter is taken by the 
Council of Ministers, which meets each December to decide on the maximum catches 
applicable to the vast majority of commercial species of fish.

The annual nature of the measure and the fact that it is decided in December, meaning that it 
applies for a period which starts only a matter of days after the decision is taken, is one of the 
industry's most telling criticisms, since it obliges them to adapt their professional activity, in 
an extremely short time, to circumstances which may entail a huge variation caused by 
unforeseeable factors such as uncertainty regarding the state of stocks, changes in fishing 
areas, the introduction of restrictions in certain fisheries, etc., which are likely to ruin any kind 
of rational economic planning.

In principle, the decision of the Council of Ministers is based on work carried out in advance 
throughout the year, the main basis of which should be (and we use the words 'should be' 
advisedly, because it is not the case) the scientific reports drawn up by accredited bodies, 
chiefly the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) and the Commission's 
own Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF), as well as 
scientific bodies in countries which have fishing interests in cooperation with the European 
Union, particularly Iceland and Norway.

The data provided by scientists and the recommendations made by them would in themselves, 
if they were respected, incorporate a philosophy in keeping with the precautionary principle in 
setting TACs. What happens is that these recommendations are not generally followed when a 
final decision is taken by the decision-making body, i.e. the Council of Ministers, since the 
figures suggested by scientists are generally added to quite significantly in order to take 
account of the socio-economic circumstances involved and pressures stemming from the 
interests of certain Member States. This sometimes leads to surprising results, since the TAC 
set for a species is frequently far higher than the actual level of catches, which unfortunately 
tally with the actual state of stocks, which are scarce.
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In fact, the upshot of this tendency for TACs to be set at higher levels than those 
recommended on the basis of scientific data and which do not correspond to catches has been 
that the overall TACs set for many species have never in fact been a restrictive measure to 
prevent the over-exploitation of stocks, reducing fishing mortality. In short, the setting of 
annual TACs by the Council has been guided more by socio-economic and political 
considerations than by criteria relating to the strict conservation of stocks. Not only that, it has 
also ignored the real situation as evidenced by data relating to actual catches.

The overall outcome of this failure of policy on the conservation of resources is that, at 
present, according to the data provided in April 2000 by the Commission's Scientific, 
Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries, of the 240 species of interest for the 
Community fisheries analysed, embracing both Community and international waters, stocks 
of only 40 species can be considered to be in a state which conforms to the rules of the 
precautionary principle; 80 species, including such valuable commercial species as hake and 
cod, are at imminent risk of collapse or over-exploitation.

Moreover, the development of the spawning biomass between 1994 and 1998 and fishing 
mortality levels in the 1990s make it possible to deduce that Community policy on the 
reduction of the fleet as implemented through the multiannual guidance programmes has not 
proved effective in terms of ensuring the recovery of Community fish stocks.

This state of affairs - which has become clear from the crisis affecting cod stocks in the 
Scottish and North Sea areas, as a result of which urgent protection measures have needed to 
be taken such as the closing of fishing grounds until 30 April 2001 and the adoption of a 
rigorous long-term plan for the recovery of stocks, as well as from the collapse in northern 
hake stocks, which are now at levels which seriously threaten their continued existence, given 
that the biological safety limits have been exceeded in recent years, as shown by the scarce 
recruitment observed from 1997 to the present – has demonstrated the unavoidable need to 
adopt measures to cut fishing mortality to levels compatible with sustainable fishing, since we 
will be facing a serious crisis unless extremely restrictive measures are taken on catches.

In short, these circumstances have highlighted the fact that it is now vital to respect the 
precautionary principle when setting TACs, and that this is an indispensable measure if the 
desired aim is to be achieved, which is to guarantee sustainable fishing governed by the 
criterion of the conservation and rational management of resources. This must be based on the 
following points:

- the catch possibilities allocated to the Community fleet must be based on the actual 
state of fish stocks as evidenced by the data provided by reliable scientific studies;

- no fishing opportunities should be granted for new species and existing fishing 
opportunities for species covered by TACs should not be expanded unless there is a 
rational exploitation plan based on scientifically verifiable data;

- catch possibilities must be based on the principle of sustainability, which means that 
the determining criterion must be the existence of sufficient spawning biomass of the 
species concerned, so that the medium- and long-term survival of stocks is guaranteed 
by the existence of satisfactory levels of spawning biomass;
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- the abundance of spawning biomass and measures to protect species and guarantee a 
good level of adult specimens may initially represent a burden and a severe limitation 
for the industry but will be highly beneficial in the long term because they will allow 
satisfactory catches of adults specimens, which are of higher market value.

Application of the precautionary principle when setting TACs cannot be considered in 
isolation if it is to prove an effective conservation measure. Far-reaching changes must also be 
made to other key aspects of the common fisheries policy such as efforts to reduce the fleet, 
fisheries monitoring and action on discards.

There is a general consensus on the part of both the Commission and the majority of the 
industry that plans to reduce the capacity of the over-sized Community fleet, chiefly 
structured around MAGPs, the fourth programme of which ends in 2001, have proved a 
failure. This was entirely foreseeable given the fact that they were poorly adjusted to the real 
situation from the very start. This was due to two determining factors: the modest nature of 
the objectives set, which were far-removed from the real needs as regards reducing fishing 
effort in line with the state of stocks, and the lack of real will on the part of some member 
countries to adopt the measures required for their application.

With regard to monitoring, it must be pointed out that there will be little point in setting TACs 
in line with the precautionary principle if there is then no intention of checking that they are 
complied with and the necessary human and material resources are not available. The current 
situation is characterised by a high degree of laxity as regards application of Community 
rules, which are interpreted in different and indeed discriminatory ways by the various 
inspection services belonging to Member State administrations, whose activities are basically 
focused on port landings, with little more than token checks being carried out on land 
transport and marketing after the first sale.

On the subject of discards, it must be recognised that consideration needs to be given to 
whether or not the current rules should be maintained, bearing in mind that it appears to be a 
proven fact that their application leads to the destruction of huge quantities of fishery products 
which are thrown back into the sea, representing a tremendous waste of food which is of no 
use whatever to the population if it does not enter the marketing circuit in the normal way and 
which certainly does not prevent the destruction and waste of marine resources.

To sum up, adopting the precautionary principle for setting total allowable catches is both 
praiseworthy and necessary, but this alone will not bring about the much-needed improvement 
as regards fish stocks unless it is considered in a wider context embracing vital issues of 
fisheries policy which have been poorly or insufficiently resolved and which must be tackled. 
This would appear to be the right time to do so, since we are in a crucial period during which 
there is a legal mandate for the redefinition of Community fisheries policy in line with the 
current situation, which is quite different from the situation in the 1990s.

The industry expects and has a right to demand that those responsible in both national and 
Community administrations should be capable of coping with the circumstances and 
challenges facing us and should be able to guarantee the viability and future prospects of an 
activity which is as old as history itself and which represents a factor of economic and social 
cohesion in Europe.
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