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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION

on More fish in the seas? Measures to promote stock recovery above the maximum 
sustainable yield (MSY), including fish recovery areas and marine protected areas
(2019/2162(INI))

The European Parliament,

– having regard to Article 3(3) of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), and to Articles 
11 and 191 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU),

– having regard to Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy 
(CFP),

– having regard to Directive 2008/56/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council 
of 17 June 2008 establishing a framework for community action in the field of marine 
environmental policy (Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD)),

– having regard to Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of 
natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora, and Directive 2009/147/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 30 November 2009 on the conservation of wild birds,

– having regard to the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, set out in the Commission 
communication of 20 May 2020 entitled ‘EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 – Bringing 
nature back into our lives’ (COM(2020)0380),

– having regard to the 2019 Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services,

– having regard to the 2016 International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
resolution on increasing marine protected area coverage for effective marine 
biodiversity conservation,

– having regard to its resolution of 16 January 2020 on the 15th meeting of the 
Conference of Parties (COP15) to the Convention on Biological Diversity1,

– having regard to the 2017 World Bank report entitled ‘The sunken billions revisited: 
Progress and Challenges in Global Marine Fisheries’,

– having regard to the Commission report of 1 October 2015 on the progress in 
establishing marine protected areas, as required by Article 21 of the Marine Strategy 
Framework Directive 2008/56/EC (MSFD) (COM(2015)0481),

– having regard to Rule 54 of its Rules of Procedure,

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Fisheries (A9-0000/2020),

                                               
1 Texts adopted, P9_TA(2020)0015.
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A. whereas the common fisheries policy (CFP) is aimed at ensuring that fishing and 
aquaculture activities are environmentally sustainable in the long term and at 
progressively restoring and maintaining populations of fish stocks above biomass levels 
capable of producing the maximum sustainable yield (MSY);

B. whereas the aim of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) is to protect and 
preserve the marine environment, prevent its deterioration and restore marine 
ecosystems, and to achieve Good Environmental Status (GES) for EU marine waters by 
2020;

C. whereas fisheries management measures adopted under the CFP are beginning to bear 
fruit, as the number of fish stocks exploited at sustainable levels is increasing, making 
higher yields possible for stocks which were until recently overexploited;

D. whereas still around 38 % of stocks in the North-East Atlantic and around 92 % in the 
Mediterranean are overexploited, according to the Scientific, Technical and Economic 
Committee for Fisheries (STECF), despite the legal requirement to stop overfishing by 
2020;

E. whereas fishing at maximum economic yield (MEY) refers to the level of capture at 
which social, environmental and economic benefits for society are maximised, which 
improves the resilience of the sector;

F. whereas the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) calls for at least 
30 % of all marine habitats to be transformed by 2020 into a network of highly 
protected marine protected areas (MPAs), among other efficient area-based 
conservation measures, the aim being to have no extractive activities carried out in at 
least 30% of the ocean;

G. whereas the 2030 EU Biodiversity Strategy calls for a legally binding objective to 
protect at least 30 % of the EU’s sea area, and for 10 % of the EU’s sea area to be 
strictly protected;

H. whereas the loss of marine biodiversity has socio-economic impacts on the fishing 
sector, coastal communities and society as a whole, and should therefore be prevented; 
whereas rebuilding fish populations would bring larger economic benefits than the 
current state of marine fish populations, according to the World Bank;

I. whereas there is a strong scientific consensus that MPAs are beneficial to fisheries 
because of their spillover effect and their positive effects on recruitment;

Improving fisheries management to end overfishing

1. Reiterates its call for full implementation of the CFP with the aim of restoring and 
maintaining populations of fish stocks above biomass levels capable of producing MSY;

2. Calls on the Commission and the Member States to strengthen scientific coverage with 
the objective that 100 % of the fish stocks exploited in European waters be assessed at 
the latest by 2025 and that the MSY can be calculated for all these stocks;

3. Urges the Commission to strengthen the implementation of the ecosystem approach to 
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fisheries management in order to minimise negative impacts on marine ecosystems, fish 
stocks and society;

4. Calls on the Commission to continue to support plans to improve selectivity and to take 
into account the results of studies showing the detrimental impacts of fishing techniques 
such as bottom-contacting gear or fish aggregating devices (FADs) by strongly limiting 
their use;

5. Considers that the EU should go beyond current fisheries management practices and 
promote a transition towards low-impact fisheries in order to rebuild fish stocks and 
restore marine ecosystems;

6. Considers that MSY should not be the only indicator relating to EU fisheries 
management and that maximum economic yield (MEY) should also be used;

7. Calls on the Commission to progressively seek scientific advice on MEY, starting with 
the most important stocks;

8. Calls on the Commission to progressively propose TACs that are set at the level of 
MEY for all stocks in the long term and for 30 % of TACs by 2030;

Expanding the network of protected areas and improving its management

9. Emphasises that, while the European Union has made progress and met the target of 
designating 10 % of Europe’s waters as protected areas, the network of MPAs is far 
from being fully effective, and that only a very small share of the existing MPAs have 
management plans and protection measures;

10. Welcomes the Commission’s proposal, in its 2030 Biodiversity Strategy, to have at least 
30 % of sea area in the EU protected;

11. Calls for half of that area, meaning 15 % of European waters, to benefit from a high 
level of protection, which includes areas where all catches and any economic activities 
are prohibited (no-take zones), areas where only the most destructive fishing techniques, 
such as bottom-contacting gear, are banned, and fish stock recovery areas, as provided 
for under the CFP;

12. Urges the Member States to continue to designate MPAs under the Birds and Habitats 
Directives and the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, in order to achieve those 
objectives;

13. Calls for MPAs to be established as part of a coherent network of connected areas, 
including offshore and deep-sea areas; recalls the requirement to cease fishing with 
bottom-contacting gear below 400 m in areas where vulnerable marine ecosystems 
(VMEs) are known to exist or are likely to occur;

14. Urges the Commission to set strong MPA management guidelines for Member States 
and to establish a classification of MPAs taking into account their stage of 
establishment, management plans and ecosystemic benefits, drawing on existing 
guidelines such as the global standards of the IUCN;
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15. Urges Member States to set stronger and more effective management plans for the 
existing MPAs and to put in place stronger control measures to ensure that MPAs are 
respected, including by involving the fisheries sector;

16. Recognises that the success of MPAs and other protected areas lies in them being 
accepted and embraced by fishers, coastal communities and other stakeholders; calls 
therefore for the inclusion of the fisheries sector, including its artisanal component, as 
well as other relevant stakeholders, in the design, management and monitoring of 
MPAs;

17. Stresses the importance of having a comprehensive and coherent approach when 
establishing MPAs, by not only limiting commercial fishing activities but also tackling 
other activities such as fossil fuel exploration and exploitation, mining, large-scale 
aquaculture, dredging, transport and recreational fisheries;

18. Invites the Member States to expand the network of fish stock recovery areas under the 
CFP;

Tackling other environmental factors threatening fish stock recovery

19. Stresses that rapid and strong action to fight climate change is essential for the 
preservation of healthy fish populations, and therefore for the continuity of fishing 
activity and for food security in the long term;

20. Stresses that the rebuilding of fish stocks also requires tackling other anthropogenic 
effects such as oxygen depletion and acidification, as well as various sources of 
pollution impacting the rebuilding of fish stocks, such as nitrates, waste water, 
fertilisers, pesticides, toxic chemicals, pollution from industrial activity and mass 
tourism, residues from aquaculture, plastic and microplastic pollution, sun creams, 
hormones, noise pollution, oil leaks and lost or discarded fishing gear;

21. Calls on the Commission to consider these requests and to respond to them in its new 
action plan to preserve fisheries resources and protect marine ecosystems, which it plans 
to present by 2021, as well as in all forthcoming legislative proposals;

°

° °

22. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission, and 
to the governments and parliaments of the Member States.
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT

By 2020, the marine environment was supposed to have achieved good environmental status 
and the exploitation of all fish stocks was supposed to be at a sustainable level. Measures 
taken under the common fisheries policy (CFP) are starting to bear fruit: the number of fish 
stocks exploited at a sustainable level is on the rise, increasing yields for some species which 
were under threat until recently. However, the targets set in the Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive (MSFD) and the CFP have not been met. Given the scale of the challenge and new 
threats that climate change poses, following a rationale of simply conserving resources and 
protecting the environment is no longer enough: we must now pursue a ‘rebuild and restore’ 
strategy. 

Since 2013, one of the main aims of the CFP has been to put a stop to overfishing of all 
European stocks and, by 2020, to introduce maximum sustainable yields (MSYs) for stocks. 
According to the Scientific Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF), 38% 
of North East Atlantic stocks and 92% of Mediterranean stocks are still overexploited. The 
CFP needs to be implemented in full and additional measures must be taken.

Not all stocks are scientifically assessed to a degree that makes it possible to calculate their 
MSY, despite considerable efforts by the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES). The lack of scientific data and the resources needed to analyse these data is put 
forward all too often as an argument to justify the failure to introduce total allowable catches 
(TACs) and quotas for some species, particularly in the Mediterranean. The Commission and 
Member States must step up scientific coverage if we are to meet the target of assessing 100% 
of stocks in European waters by 2025 at the latest and of calculating the MSY for all these 
stocks. It is unacceptable that we continue to fish species on which we do not have enough 
data, thereby putting them at risk.

What is more, MSY may enable stocks to stabilise, but this approach alone is not enough to 
rebuild stocks to a sustainable level. Scientists have developed another indicator: maximum 
economic yield (MEY). Whereas MSY is designed to obtain the highest possible number of 
sustainable catches, MEY is designed to keep fishing below this level, in an effort to improve 
the resilience of stocks. The special report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) on oceans and the cryosphere made clear the impact that climate change will have on 
seas and fish. Against this backdrop, and to safeguard food security in the long term, a margin 
large enough to enable species to resist the effects of climate change must be maintained and, 
at the same time, fuel consumption must be reduced. Fishing at MEY, i.e. at the most 
economically beneficial level for fishermen, also bolsters the sector’s economic resilience. 
MEY, which has already been introduced for stocks managed exclusively by Iceland, boosts 
fishermen’s incomes and could help to rebuild the most endangered stocks. The Commission 
must seek scientific advice on MEY and set TACs at that level.

Improving selectivity could also produce significant results. Research must continue on 
fishing techniques that have less of an impact on the marine environment, and the EU must 
support this research. Many studies have highlighted the detrimental impact of fishing 
techniques such as bottom-contacting gear and fish aggregating devices (FADs). Their use 
must be strictly limited. The introduction of ‘ecological’ or ‘biodegradable’ FADs might be a 
solution to the problem of the pollution that existing FADs cause, but they cannot be part of a 
long-term solution, given the non-selective nature of this technique.
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Small-scale artisanal fisheries have been using less harmful techniques for a long time. These 
local fisheries, which create many jobs, provide high-quality products and are more 
environmentally friendly, represent the future of European fishing. They must be protected 
under our legislation and receive a fair share of the TACs and quotas allocated to each 
country.

Fisheries management measures on their own are not enough to tackle the challenge of 
conserving the oceans. ‘Spatial’ measures such as marine protected areas and stock recovery 
areas, provided for under the CFP, may help to rebuild fish stocks and protect marine 
biodiversity.

Poor or little use has been made of the tools provided for in the CFP, the MSFD, the Birds 
and Habitats Directives and in national legislation, and coordination between those that are 
used is lacking. Some, such as stock recovery areas, provided for in Article 8 of the CFP, 
have barely been used at all. It is not always the same authorities that manage these tools. 
Stronger links need to be established between them.

The Convention on Biological Diversity and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
provide that 10% of the world’s waters must be protected by 2020. On paper at least, the EU 
achieved this goal in 2017. Scientists and the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) recommend that 30% of waters should be protected by 2030. Parliament incorporated 
this recommendation into a number of resolutions and the Commission has included it in its 
EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. Now, if it is to be achieved, this target must be laid down 
in EU law and made legally binding.

However, it is important to look at the reality lurking behind these figures. A number of 
studies have shown that no management plans or effective measures are in place for many 
marine protected areas. This state of affairs must end. The Commission and Member States 
must step up their efforts to ensure that all existing marine protected areas have effective 
management plans. 

To achieve the goal of restoring the seas to good environmental status, half of the 30% of 
protected areas, i.e. 15% of European waters, should enjoy a high level of protection. These 
areas should include zones where all catches and economic activities are banned (no-take 
zones), fish stock recovery areas established under the CFP and areas where only the most 
destructive fishing techniques, such as bottom-contacting gear, are banned, depending on 
local characteristics and the time of year. Degraded areas, whose environment was destroyed 
in the past, must be restored. To ensure that the proposed measures have been implemented 
properly, progress checks should be carried out at pre-set intervals.

In these areas, protection must go beyond restrictions on fishing activities: other activities, 
such as transport, energy production, mining, fossil fuel exploration, mass tourism, dredging 
and large-scale aquaculture should also be curtailed and measures taken to limit pollution 
from external sources.

Very few fish stock recovery areas have been established since the concept was introduced in 
2014. Nevertheless, some recovery areas, such as ‘Jabuka/Pomo Pit’, which the General 
Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) set up in 2017, are already delivering 
results. This recovery area has been set up in a strategically important location, a breeding 
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ground for some species, including hake, whose numbers have started to increase again as a 
result, even outside the protected area. The project has the support of local fishermen. 

Other marine protected areas, established as a first step towards protecting specific species, 
have helped to nurture fish populations. In part of the Swedish reserve Åsvikelandet-Kvädö 
(Natura 2000 area SE0230138), fishing has been banned since 1979 in an effort to protect the 
white-tailed eagle. This ban has led to an increase in the number and size of predatory fish 
(pike, perch, etc.) on the nearby Baltic coast.

Fishermen’s acceptance of marine protected areas is key to these areas’ success. Fishermen 
must, therefore, be involved in the preparation and management of protected areas. Fishermen 
can also play a part in monitoring marine protected areas, alongside the more widespread use 
of vessel-monitoring systems (VMS) and more frequent spot checks.

Resources from the current and future European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) should 
be channelled as a matter of priority towards the establishment of highly protected areas of 
this kind, the training of stakeholders and the management and monitoring of the areas.

Lastly, awareness of the impact of different kinds of pollution on marine life should be 
improved and suitable action taken to minimise and prevent them. The report calls on the 
Commission, in particular, to focus on the issues of nitrate pollution, particularly in partially 
closed seas, waste water treatment, plant protection products used in farming, industrial 
pollution, plastic and micro-plastic pollution, cigarette ends, sun cream and even hormones.

Collectively, these management, technical, spatial and environmental measures will make it 
possible not only to achieve the EU’s environmental objectives as part of an ecosystem-based 
approach (conservation and regeneration of marine plant life, bird species, etc.), but also to 
improve the health of fish stocks and to generate long-term benefits for the fishing sector.
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