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Overviews of the European Union activities - Fisheries

The EU fishing industry is a major source of employment and food. It is therefore 
important to prevent over-fishing by some to the detriment of all. The European Union 
has a common fisheries policy (CFP) in order to manage the industry for the benefit of 
both fishing communities and consumers.

A comprehensive overhaul of this policy took effect at the beginning of 2003. The 
previous CFP was only 20 years old, but it was no longer doing an adequate job of 
conserving fish stocks, protecting the marine environment, matching fleet size to supply 
and providing consumers with quality fish at affordable prices.

As a result of over-fishing, there were too few adult fish to reproduce and rebuild the 
stocks. This not only left several important fish stocks on the verge of collapse, but hit 
fishermen's income and harmed the balance of the marine ecosystem. The purpose of the 
reform is to ensure that the EU has biologically, environmentally and economically 
sustainable fisheries.

The cornerstones of the policy
The cornerstones of the policy are:

l conservation

l fleet upgrading

l a single market for fisheries

l international cooperation.

Conservation protects fish resources by regulating the amount of fish taken from the sea 
and the way in which fish are caught. This gives young fish time to mature so they can 
reproduce. Conservation measures also protect other marine life by ensuring, for 
example, that fishing techniques minimise the number of dolphins and porpoises which 
get caught up in fishing nets.

Funding for producer organisations and equipment help the fishing and aquaculture 
industries manage the scarce resources more effectively and market their catch more 

In brief

Page 1 of 4EUROPA - Overviews of the European Union activities - Fisheries - Print vers...

10/06/2005file://\\epades\edprint\dg2_commis\euro\SWIT\fd\20050615\DEEA20050615_...



efficiently.

The common policy on marketing standards, producer organisations, minimum prices for 
producers and rules for trade with non-EU countries is designed to provide fishermen 
with an assured and reasonable income and consumers with a regular supply of fish at 
fair prices.

Fisheries agreements with countries outside the EU and negotiations within regional and 
international fisheries organisations ensure that not only the waters of the EU, but those 
of the whole world, are not over-fished. At the same time, they give EU fishermen access 
to fish in distant waters. Where cooperation does not work, the EU takes trade sanctions 
against countries which are not complying with rules which will make international fish 
stocks sustainable.

The planks of reform
The main changes since the new common fisheries policy took effect are:

l a long-term approach;

l better application of the rules;

l greater involvement of stakeholders;

l a new policy for the fleets.

In the past, decisions on fishing opportunities and related measures were taken annually. 
The amounts fishermen were allowed to catch and the periods when they were allowed 
to fish could vary considerably from year to year. Under the new policy, it will be easier 
for fishermen to plan because fish stock objectives are set several years ahead. 

EU policies prevent overfishing and help fishermen plan ahead.
Stakeholders, particularly fishermen, but also scientists and others, now have a greater 
say in managing the policy through regional advisory councils on which they all 
cooperate in identifying how best to achieve sustainable fisheries in their own areas.

Greater powers for European Commission inspectors and closer cooperation between the 
relevant authorities are making it more difficult to break the rules. Controls and sanctions 
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are becoming uniform across the EU, so that all fishermen will face the same risk of 
getting caught and punished for over-fishing. An EU Fisheries Control Agency is being 
set up in Vigo, Spain. A compliance scoreboard casts a spotlight on member states 
breaking the rules. 

The latest reform tackles the chronic excess capacity of the EU fleet by restricting public 
sector financial assistance to the industry. It is acceptable to provide funds to improve 
security and working conditions on board. But aid to buy new vessels or modernise 
existing vessels is being phased out. In a parallel development, the EU has proposed 
within the World Trade Organisation that the rest of the world take a similar approach to 
subsidies in the interest of sustainable development. 

Developing aquaculture
Aquaculture is one means of offsetting declining fish stocks. This is already an important 
industry. Production of fish such as trout, salmon, sea bass and sea bream in fish farms 
and the culture of shellfish, such as mussels, oysters and clams, has increased by more 
than one third in the last decade. Of the EU’s total fish catch, more than one fifth is from 
aquaculture. Aquaculture is even more important in monetary terms than in terms of total 
catch. 

However, EU aquaculture is not growing as fast as aquaculture in the rest of the world. 
The Union is working through policy measures and financial assistance to ensure that the 
range of products is enlarged and marketing strategies improved in order to provide the 
industry with an assured future. This is in the interests of choice and affordable 
foodstuffs for consumers, but also of the EU’s remoter regions where fishing often 
provides a basic livelihood. Aquaculture can create jobs where unemployment is 
otherwise high, or where employment is seasonal because it depends on tourism or a 
short sea fishing season.

The environmental dimension
More and more, EU policymakers look at the environmental implications of their 
decisions not only on fisheries and marine life, but on the whole marine ecosystem. In 
addition, environmental tenets which have long applied to agricultural and industrial 
activity on land are being extended to fishing. So fishermen will be liable for any 
pollution for which they are responsible (the “polluter pays” principle). When the 
environmental impact of a specific course of action is uncertain, then it will not be 
pursued (the “precautionary principle”). Work is under way to see whether eco-labels for 
the final product could stimulate environmentally sound fishing practices.

Financial support
Significant funding is available to support the CFP. The main instrument is the Financial 
Instrument for Fisheries Guidance. Its budget for 2000-2006 is €1.11 billion, mainly for 
the EU’s less developed regions. There is separate funding for inspections and controls. 
In addition, research funds are available under the Sixth Framework Programme for 
research and innovation to gain, for example, a better understanding of marine 
ecosystems and to develop indicators to monitor the environmental performance of the 
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fishing industry.
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