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Summary of background content 

The European Union is committed to promoting the sustainable use of the oceans and 
protecting marine ecosystems. Scientists and policy makers have recognised that fishing, 
through resource extraction and damage to the sea floor, is a key pressure on the EU’s seas. 

The EU common fisheries policy (CFP) covers fishing in EU seas, and aims to ensure that 
fishing activities are environmentally sustainable. The Commission has a greater role in the 
conservation of marine biological resources than for environmental policies, where the 
Commission and Member States share responsibility. The most relevant maritime 
environmental policies are set out in the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD), and 
the Birds and Habitats Directives, establishing the Natura 2000 network, a cornerstone for 
biodiversity protection. 2020 is a key year for the EU in terms of meeting conservation 
objectives under the 2011 biodiversity strategy, the CFP and the MSFD, and 2021 should see 
the Conference of Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity.

EU funding is spread over different funding instruments such as the European maritime and 
fisheries fund (EMFF), the LIFE and Interreg programmes, but none is specific for marine 
protection and the Commission does not explicitly report on total EU funding dedicated to the 
marine environment. 

The Court analysed the EU policy and spending framework and how it addressed the main 
pressures on marine biodiversity and habitats, focusing on pressure from commercial fishing, 
and whether results flowed from the use of EU funds.
The Court’s audit covered the period from the adoption of the MSFD in 2008 to 1 March 
2020, and focused on the Bay of Biscay and the Iberian Coast, Macaronesia and the Western 
Mediterranean Sea, with visits to national and regional authorities and representatives from 
the fishing sector and environmental organisations in the Member States with coastlines on 
these sea areas – Spain, France, Italy, and Portugal. Moreover, the audit approach included 
the examination of the Commission’s proposals, guidelines and relevant reports, a review of 
EU funding for projects to protect the marine environment and of 21 long established marine 
protected areas with diverse protection objectives from the selected sea areas, a consultation 
of  an expert panel, and a review of relevant studies and reports including that of the 
Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) and the European 
Environmental Agency.
The audit did not cover the Maritime Spatial Planning Directive and the Blue Growth Strategy 
as Member States will not report to the Commission on marine spatial planning until 2021.

The Court’s conclusions

I - Member States face challenges in applying the EU framework for protecting the 
marine environment

 Overall, a framework was in place to protect the marine environment, but the EU’s 
actions had not restored seas to good environmental status, nor fishing to sustainable 
levels in all seas.

 Member States cannot impose restrictions on fishing activities beyond territorial 
waters without engaging in multilateral discussions, which complicates protection of 
the marine environment.
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 It is concluded that in practice, the provisions to coordinate fisheries policy with 
environmental policy did not work as intended weakening coordination between these 
policy areas.

 The species and habitats protected by the birds and habitats directives were based on 
outdated threat assessments, resulting in legislation not protecting some threatened 
species.

II - Progress in the Atlantic but poor results in the Mediterranean
 EU action had contributed to measurable progress in the Atlantic where fisheries 

management is linked to limits on allowable catches, but the Mediterranean remained 
significantly overfished. In the Mediterranean, the relevant EU’s scientific body 
(STECF) advised in 2019 that fishing was at twice sustainable levels.

 Marine protected areas (MPAs) are the most emblematic marine conservation 
measures. Member States are required by the marine strategy framework directive to 
create coherent networks of such areas; and the EU had the objective of protecting 10 
% of its sea areas by 2020. The Court’s assessment of the role of MPAs is in line with 
the European Environment Agency (EEA), which identified a lack of an effective, 
well-managed and well-connected network of MPAs and as a result, they provide only 
limited protection of marine biodiversity. 

 EU action had not created the EU fishing protected areas required by the 
Mediterranean Regulation of 2006. There is scope for technical measures to contribute 
more effectively to minimising the negative environmental impact of fisheries on the 
marine environment in the Mediterranean. EU technical measures applicable to the 
Mediterranean are difficult to enforce and have not yet been sufficient to protect 
marine resources. The EU, its Mediterranean Member States, and other Mediterranean 
nations are parties of the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean 
(GFCM). Fisheries restricted areas established by the GFCM cover about 1 % of the 
Mediterranean, and GFCM has banned some damaging fishing techniques. 

 The EU fishing capacity ceilings and the Entry Exit Scheme were not designed to 
respond to the specific circumstances of the EU regional seas and did not consider the 
environmental impact of different types of fishing techniques.

III - A small share of EU funding is used to support marine conservation
 A total of EUR6.4 billion were allocated to the EMFF for the 2014-2020 period. 

However, the auditors estimate that the four Member States visited (Spain, France, 
Italy and Portugal), had used only 6 % for measures directly related to conservation 
measures by the end of 2019 and a further 8 % for measures with a less direct impact 
on conservation. Of this, they had used less than EUR 2 million (0,20 %) to limit the 
impact of fishing on the marine environment.

 Overcapacity of the fishing fleet in the Mediterranean is a factor in overfishing. The 
Commission’s proposal for a new fund for the 2021-2027 programming period largely 
retained existing restrictions for funding increases in fishing capacity.

 The Court identified good examples of projects funded with LIFE and Interreg.

The Commission’s position

The Commission acknowledges the importance of the work of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) and underlines the crucial importance of the post-2020 global biodiversity 
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framework and the need for ambitious and realistic targets, driving action, including as 
regards marine and coastal biodiversity. The Commission agrees that the effectiveness of the 
marine protected areas and coherence of their networks needs to be improved and this is one 
of the main goal of the new Biodiversity strategy.

The Commission understands that ‘EU actions’ include actions by Member States and their 
responsibility to implement the provisions from environmental and fisheries legislation. 

The Commission notes that the North East Atlantic has seen a significant progress and the 
state of fish stocks has significantly improved. Only a few stocks remain overfished and here 
the Commission is working together with the International Council for the Exploration of the 
Sea (ICES) towards a fuller scientific picture on the state of the stock in order to improve the 
management of these stocks.

 The Commission notes that while the state of the stocks in the Mediterranean is affected by 
high fishing rates, the overall context needs to be considered, especially against the 
background of the new policy initiative launched with the 2017 MedFish4Ever Declaration 
and the large number of new management measures adopted at the level of the basin through 
the GFCM. These measures are however recent and more time is needed for them to translate 
into an improved state of the fish stocks. Technical measures, provided for in the Technical 
Measures Regulation (2019) are also an important fisheries management tool.

As reflected in the recent MSFD implementation report (COM(2020) 259) and in the 'Fitness 
Check' evaluation of the EU Birds and Habitats Directives, the major challenges to achieve 
good environmental/conservation status are linked to implementation gaps and lack of 
ambition and resources, rather than significant problems in the policy framework. The 
Commission is starting the evaluation and possible review of the MSFD, and will explore the 
existence of policy gaps.

On the EMFF aspects, the Commission notes that it is for Member States to target/make use 
of the available EU funds.

The Commission accepts all recommendations of the ECA.

The Court’s recommendations

Recommendation 1 – Identifying the regulatory and administrative changes necessary to 
protect sensitive species and habitats

To strengthen links between environmental and fisheries policies, the Commission, together 
with the Member States, should identify the regulatory and administrative changes necessary 
to protect sensitive species and habitats, which both:

a) facilitate faster application of conservation measures under the CFP and MSFD;
b) extend protection to more species (in particular those classified as critically 

endangered) and habitats in the light of current scientific knowledge.

Timeframe: 2022

Recommendation 2 – Improving protection measures in the Mediterranean
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Given the long standing degradation of Mediterranean marine ecosystems, the Commission 
together with the relevant Member States should:

a) examine the case for establishing further fishing protected areas in the Mediterranean 
Sea basin;

b) report regularly on the progress achieved and on the need for corrective actions, under 
the Western Mediterranean multiannual plan, to enable corrective actions to be 
identified and taken.

Timeframe: 2023

Recommendation 3 – Increasing the potential of EU funding

The Commission should, together with the Member States, in the context of the next EMFF 
programming exercise, identify how to increase the contribution of EMFF funding to marine 
conservation objectives.
Timeframe: 2023

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,

 Welcomes the Court’s special report, its findings and the Commission’s readiness to 
implement the recommendations;

 Stresses the importance of the objectives under the EU fisheries and environmental 
policies, and particularly those with regard to fishing protected areas; notes the study 
“EMFF use for the protection of sensitive species” of March 2020 by the EEA which 
identifies a need for better alignment of funding from the EMFF with the MSFD;
 

 Calls on the Commission to further improve and strengthen links between policies and to 
direct actions towards more meaningful results, and in particular, those with respect to 
the specific provisions of Article 11 of the CFP and Article 15 of the MSFD;

 Notes that the EU funding supports marine environment protection through several 
instruments but none is specific for marine protection; warmly invites the Commission 
to explicitly report on total EU funding dedicated to the marine environment;

 Calls on the Commission and Member States under share responsibility to implement the 
good use of funds such as the EMFF, the LIFE, and Interreg programmes, supporting 
environmental projects and the common fisheries policy; calls on the Commission and 
Member States to increase the potential of EU funding, especially with regard to EMFF, 
on measures protecting the marine environment;

 Notes that the European Parliament’s Report on the proposal for a regulation of the 
European Parliament and of the Council amending Council Regulation (EC) No 
1224/2009, and amending Council Regulations (EC) No 768/2005, (EC) No 1967/2006, 
(EC) No 1005/2008, and Regulation (EU) No 2016/1139 of the European Parliament and 
of the Council as regards fisheries control was adopted in plenary on 10 March 2021.


