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The EU Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) as 
we know it today was instituted in 1983. 
Since then it has undergone reform every 
ten years.  The last revision in 2002 
introduced far reaching reforms including 
multi-annual recovery plans for stocks in 
distress, further fleet capacity reductions 
and the establishment of regional advisory 
councils to bring stakeholders into the 
equation.   
 

The Commission began the next reform of 
the CFP with the publication of a green 
paper consultation (closing date 31 
December 2009), which lays open for 
debate all aspects of the fisheries 
management except repatriation of fishing 
waters.  Click here for access to paper. 
 

In his article Commissioner Borg paints a 
gloomy picture of the current situation for 
Europe’s fish stocks, with 9 out of 10 
species considered to be overfished, a third 
perilously so. The Commissioner confirms 
that this reform must be the most far 
reaching thus far undertaken.  The result 
must be a simpler, ecologically sound 
management system that is a model for 
fisheries management the world over. 
 

Chair of the European Parliament’s 
Fisheries Committee Philippe Morillon 
MEP is also gloomy about the state of the 
stocks but he believes that fundamental 
failings in the CFP itself are also to blame, a 
situation exacerbated by distrust between 
the various interested parties – fishermen, 

scientists, environmentalists and 
administrators.  At the nub of the debate 
M. Morillon believes lie questions of 
overfishing, discarding and weak controls, 
as well as issues of climate change and 
pollution.  Progress, he believes, will rely 
upon incentivising conservation while 
addressing abuses.  M. Morillon also 
recognises the importance of fishing as an 
economic lifeline for Europe’s coastal 
communities. 
 

The Advisory Committee on Fisheries 
& Aquaculture, an EU-sponsored body, 
which brings together key stakeholders, is 
pragmatic in its approach, seeing several 
broad problems to be addressed: fleet 
capacity, quota ownership (where no 
consensus has so far been reached), the 
complexity of the rules, the problem of 
discards, and importantly addressing the 
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issues of financial support to fishermen. 
 

The Scottish Government also agrees 
that the CFP is not working, and strongly 
believes that decision-making should be 
returned to Scotland.   
 

To assist in the development of a 
response to the consultation, the 
Scottish Government has established an 
independent inquiry body, the Inquiry 
into Future Fisheries Management 
(IFFM), to develop alternative models of 
fisheries management and to inform the 
Scottish Government’s input into the CFP 
consultation.  The body will report 
towards the end of 2009. 
 

The Scottish Government will also 
consult stakeholders during 2009 
through meetings of the Scottish 
Fisheries Council. 
 
Next steps 
The Commission consultation will close 
on 31 December 2009, with the 
Commission expected to publish a 
communication analysing the results 
during early 2010. 
 

Legislative proposals are expected to 
emerge during the Belgian Presidency of 
the Council, (where all the discussions 
will be led by Flanders, as per the 
Belgian constitutional settlement).   
 

If the Lisbon Treaty is adopted, the 
European Parliament will become a co-
legislator in the development of the next 
CFP. 
 

Finally after two busy years of debate 
and deliberation, the reformed CFP 
should be ready for implementation on 1 
January 2013. 
 

 
 

Ian Duncan 
Scottish Parliament 

Plenty of Fish in the Sea? 
 

Why European fisheries need fixing - and 
why this time we need to get it right 

 
Dr Joe Borg 

Fisheries Commissioner 
 

 
 
Imagine a situation where we are able to 
eat healthy and safe fish that is not 
imported from outside the Union; where 
the fishing industry is viable and its 
workers feel secure and adequately 
rewarded; where younger generations 
once again start to consider fishing as a 
reliable way of making a living; and 
where we can draw from our marine 
resources without fear of destroying 
them for good.  
 

This is my dream scenario for European 
fisheries in, say, 2020. But while steady 
progress has been made towards this 
situation since the most recent reform of 
the Common Fisheries Policy in 2002, 
frankly speaking we are not yet there. 
And yet if we want to keep fishing, we'd 
better make some changes to the way 
we fish, and we'd better make them 
fast. 
 

In contrast with my dream scenario, the 
harsh reality is that 9 of EU fish stocks 
out of 10 are overfished and a third of 
them are in worrying state. Europe has 
to rely on imports for two-thirds of its 
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fish. The sector lives on low profits and 
depends on subsidies for survival. How 
did we get here? There is a fairly simple 
explanation. 
 

We have enough fishing fleets in Europe 
to fish much more than fish stocks can 
sustain.  In fact year after year fishing 
technology makes us even more 
powerful - or more lethal, depending on 
your point of view. Clearly, once the fish 
is taken out of the water it cannot 
reproduce.   The remaining fish can only 
produce fewer offspring than the 
previous levels and so the fish 
population starts going down. 
Meanwhile, fishermen notice there is less 
fish available to catch and see their 
profits decline; so understandably they 
resort to those potent technological 
means to try and catch more fish. Under 
increasing pressure from the industry, 
politicians find cushioning solutions that 
increase short-term fishing opportunities 
but that do little for the future 
sustainability of the sector.  
 

Add to this the current global economic 
downturn and a few intermittent hikes in 
fuel prices, and you have a very fragile 
situation which makes fishermen and 
coastal communities vulnerable in the 
first place, but which ultimately impacts 
each and every one of us.   
 

I have therefore come to the conclusion 
that we need to undertake a thorough 
review of the Common Fisheries Policy. 
But we cannot afford to come up with 
just another reform which might prove 
obsolete in half a decade or so.  This 
time we need to get it right. For it to be 
truly innovative, the reform process will 
have to question some of our basic 
assumptions and overhaul some of the 
mechanisms and principles that we have 
counted upon so far. 
 

There are at least three building blocks 

that will ensure that our future policy 
lasts well into the 21st century. Firstly, it 
should uphold ecological sustainability as 
the source and economic and social 
sustainability as the results – and not 
the other way round. Secondly, rules 
should become simpler, less costly and 
easier to implement; decision-making 
should happen as close as possible to 
the people it affects. Thirdly, as fish 
move across oceans and share one 
single ecosystem, we need to look 
outside the EU as well and promote 
responsible fishing throughout the 
planet.  
 

Other than these broad aims, the debate 
on the future face of European fisheries 
remains open. It is in fact open right 
now: between now and December 31st 
anyone can take part in the European 
Commission's internet-based public 
consultation to on the reform of the 
Common Fisheries. To get people 
involved we have posed open questions, 
but everybody is free to explore new 
ideas - I promise a broad-based, no-
holds-barred debate which should leave 
no stone unturned. And I'm hoping for a 
massive response from civil society too - 
not just the usual stakeholders but 
people from all walks of life - because 
such an ambitious reform cannot be 
done without them.  
 

We can keep pushing sustainability aside 
and end up one day with an 
impoverished marine environment, a 
struggling fishing industry and a volatile 
fish market.  Or we can preserve our fish 
stocks and restructure our fisheries 
today, and a few years from now the 
sector will thrive, coastal regions will 
reap the benefits of a diversified local 
economy and consumers will have more 
fish on their plates – and everybody will 
win. 
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Europe needs a strong and viable 
fisheries sector 

 
Management of seas and coastal 

resources in the framework of the 2012 
CFP review 

 
 Philippe MORILLON, MEP 

Chair of the Committee on Fisheries of 
the European Parliament 

 

 
 

Fisheries and aquaculture are key 
factors in securing high-quality food 
supply worldwide. They play an equally 
vital role for the economic and social 
cohesion of coastal and peripheral 
regions, as well as for the cultural 
identity of their people. While substantial 
efforts have been deployed over the past 
decades to improve the overall situation 
of European fishermen, results appear 
still to be far from satisfactory. Even the 
medium-term efforts aimed at 
safeguarding the fish stocks have been 
disappointing.  
 

In many respects, the 2002 reform of 
the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) has 
failed to satisfactorily achieve its 

fundamental objectives. We witness 
today that not only are many fish stocks 
seriously depleted and showing little or 
no sign of recovery (such as cod in the 
north-eastern Atlantic or the blue fin 
tuna in the Mediterranean), but at the 
same time too many European fisheries 
jobs have been lost.  
 

Calls to ensure a sustainable exploitation 
of the sea and its precious resources are 
generally met by broad consensus ad 
support. Yet, we have to acknowledge 
that views still differ widely on the 
practical ways to achieve such goals. 
Overlapping or even conflicting interests 
between the parties involved - fishing 
communities, administrations, scientists, 
environmental groups - seem to have 
led to a frustrating stalemate. Truly 
effective measures for a strong and 
viable EU fisheries sector still need to be 
found. The need for an in-depth review 
of the CFP and a thorough political 
debate on how to successfully reform 
this policy after the year 2012 appears 
therefore more urgent than ever.  
 

In this context, the European Parliament 
is aware of the important challenge 
ahead and is keen on fully assuming its 
responsibility in this process. The entry 
in force of the Lisbon Treaty could finally 
endow it with co-decision powers also in 
the area of Common Fisheries Policy, 
thus providing it with appropriate 
political weight and sharper institutional 
tools. 
 

All over Europe fishermen experience a 
meltdown of their profits, squeezed 
between increasing operating cost and 
ever smaller catches. They find it more 
and more difficult to make a decent 
living and see no perspective for their 
profession. This becomes even worse 
when it affects the younger generation 
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of fishermen. Competition by low-cost 
imports or by illegal, unregulated or 
unreported (IUU) fishing puts them 
under additional - and unfair - pressure. 
Last but not least, inefficient marketing 
and distribution channels may contribute 
to further reducing their thin profit 
margins. Clearly, this situation has to be 
improved: any CFP reform will need to 
address these very issues in detail. No 
efforts should be spared at European, 
national and regional level, to provide 
our fishing communities with appropriate 
levels of support in order to assure their 
long-term viability. 
 

The upcoming CFP reform will need to 
focus in particular on the key problems 
of overfishing, discards and the 
weakness of control systems. The 
persistent discrepancy between fishing 
capacities - spurred by oversized fleets 
and new fishing technologies - and the 
actual amount of available fish stocks is 
another problem area. Today, we have 
to admit that, even when implemented 
correctly, catch limits can lead to 
negative side-effects such as discards, 
which - we all agree - represent a 
shameful waste of valuable fish 
resources. The current system needs 
therefore to be upgraded so as to allow 
better controls on catches, while offering 
incentives rewarding true conservation 
measures and sustainable fishing 
policies. Pollution and climate-change 
induced factors should also be taken into 
account as concurring factors 
responsible for stock depletion. 
 

In its deliberations, the Committee on 
Fisheries of the European Parliament has 
been supporting proposals for an 
evolution of the current quota system 
towards multi-annual and multi-specific 
stock management measures. The 
Regional Advisory Councils, which 
represent the local and regional fisheries 

sector on a broader scale, should be 
awarded a greater role in the drawing up 
of CFP measures. The dialogue between 
scientists and fishermen on the definition 
and implementation of stock 
conservation measures must clearly 
improve, as should the transparency and 
effectiveness of national aid schemes for 
the fisheries sector falling under the ‘de 
minimis' rule.   
 

We firmly believe that preserving the 
long-term viability of the European 
fisheries sector must be at the core of 
the new EU maritime policy which should 
promote the sustainable use of the seas 
and their resources, as well as a fair and 
efficient management of coastal zones. 
The European Parliament is keen on 
actively contributing to all stages of the 
ongoing reflexion process leading to 
better and more efficient post-2012 
Common Fisheries Policy. In order to be 
successful, it has to be a win-win policy, 
serving the legitimate interests of fishing 
communities but at the same time 
providing real guarantees for the 
recovery of European fish stocks. 
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Opinion of the 
Advisory Committee on Fisheries 

and Aquaculture 
 

representative body of European 
fishermen 

 
The Rural Affairs and Environment 
Committee of the Scottish Parliament 
met with a representative of the 
Advisory Committee on Fisheries and 
Aquaculture (ACFA) during its fact-
finding visit to Brussels 27 – 28 April 
2009. The body represents vessel 
owners, fishermen, fish farmers, the 
processing industry and NGOs.   It is a 
body that is consulted by the 
Commission on measures related to the 
CFP although it can also issue opinions 
on its own initiative.   
 

ACFA has produced a paper outlining its 
initial reflections on the CFP green 
paper.  The full document can be 
accessed here. 
 

ACFA is not as critical of the CFP as the 
Commission itself and sees considerable 
improvements in the policy since the 
2002 reform.  However, the membership 
of ACFA believes that there are several 
issues that still need to be addressed in 
the current reform. 
 
1. Governance.  The introduction of 
co-decision, if the Lisbon Treaty is 
adopted, will necessitate greater 
transparency in decision making.  It will 
also mean the current system could not 
function in real time. There should also 
be greater stakeholder scrutiny of both 
policy development and determination 
and also scrutiny of the scientific advice 
upon which management is based. 
Greater co-ordination should take place 
between ACFA and Regional Advisory 
Committees (RACS). 
 

2.  Conservation policy and fleet 
management.  Better integration of the 
CFP into general maritime policy is 
required.  An assessment of the current 
size, capacity and status of the EU fleet 
should be undertaken to ensure that 
measures are well tailored to need.  A 
move to multi-annual TACs should also 
be prioritised to allow for variations in 
the fishing year.   
 
3.  Rights-based management, 
relative stability, individual transferable 
quotas.  ACFA believes that the issue of 
fishing rights should be left to member 
states. No opinion on relative stability or 
transferability of fishing rights was 
possible, although ACFA would welcome 
a debate on both issues.  Members of 
ACFA will make their own opinions 
known to the Commission separately. 
 
4. Discards.  The piloting of various 
options to reduce discards should be 
undertaken on a gradual process. 
 
5. Control and IUU fishing.  The 
current legislation should be simplified. 
During the 2008 debate on reform of 
control measures the European 
parliament raised a number of issues 
that should be given greater 
consideration in Commission policy. 
 
6.  Reform of labelling and import 
conditions.  Further simplification of the 
rules of labelling should be undertaken, 
along with elimination of much of the 
bureaucracy, with greater consolidation 
of the various forms of labelling 
necessary.  Application of the same 
standards should apply to all imports in 
to the EU. 
 
7.  Financial aid.  There is support for 
continued well-targeted support of the 
fishing industry in general and maritime 
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regions in general. 
 
8.  Simplification and coherence of 
the legislation.  There is broad 
agreement that EU fisheries regulation 
should be simplified wherever possible, 
particularly in the areas of conservation 
policy and the monitoring of fishing 
activities.  
 
 
 
 

The view of the 
Scottish Government 

 
As a maritime nation with 10% of 
Europe’s coastline, 20% of Europe’s seas 
and well over half of Great Britain’s 
Coast, Scotland has a strong interest in 
influencing the EU’s Integrated Maritime 
Policy. A key element of that policy is 
the delivery of sustainable fisheries. The 
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) is the 
European Union’s policy for managing 
fisheries in Europe. It is reviewed and 
reformed every ten years and is 
currently being reviewed for the 2012 
reform. 
 

The Scottish Government’s view is that 
the CFP has not served Scotland’s 
interests because the policy has secured 
sustainability for neither Scotland’s fish 
stocks nor its fishing communities. We 
want to see decision making for 
Scotland’s  fisheries returned to 
Scotland. Until that happens, the 
Scottish Government is focusing on 
making EU fisheries policy as beneficial 
as possible for Scotland’s fishermen and 
communities. The Commission’s 
intention to reform the CFP provides us 
with an opportunity to achieve that. 
 

Earlier this year, the Scottish 
Government set up an independent 
inquiry body, the Inquiry into Future 

Fisheries Management (IFFM), to 
develop alternative models of fisheries 
management and to inform Scotland’s 
input into CFP reform. The IFFM panel is 
gathering evidence from stakeholders 
throughout the summer. It will report 
findings to the Scottish Government 
towards the end of 2009, with an interim 
report provided to help inform the 
Scottish response to the Commission’s 
Green Paper on CFP reform.  
 

The Scottish Government will also be 
consulting this year with stakeholders 
through meetings of the Scottish 
Fisheries Council, the main fisheries 
stakeholder/Government policy group, 
and is also planning a number of 
stakeholder workshops to discuss 
aspects of the Green Paper.  We intend 
to play and full and influential role in the 
development of European fisheries 
policies with the European Commission 
and other Member States. 
 

The CFP reform process began on 22 
April with the European Commission 
publishing the “Green Paper on CFP 
reform”.   
 
The paper was presented to the 
European Council of Agriculture and 
Fisheries Ministers on 23 April and 
discussed more fully at the EU 
Agriculture and Fisheries Council on 25 
May.  The consultation on CFP reform 
closes on 31 December 2009. In early 
2010, the European Commission will 
respond to the results of the 
consultation.  
 

A draft CFP regulation will be launched in 
2011, with a discussion of regulation at 
Expert Groups and the agreement of the 
new CFP at the December Council of 
Ministers in 2012. The new CFP is due to 
take effect from 1 January 2013. 
 

Scotland is well placed to influence 
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fisheries reform in Europe because, as 
well as being a major fishing nation in 
northern Europe, the Scottish 
Government has worked hard to involve 
stakeholders in decision making and the 
management of stocks.  
 

Around 70% of stocks fished by Scottish 
fishermen are fished at levels within 
scientific advice. Scotland has also 
shown leadership in the development of 
innovative fisheries policies such as the 
Conservation Credits Scheme, which 
rewards fishermen with additional days 
at sea in exchange for responsible 
fishing behaviour. This provides an 
example to Europe of how government 
and industry can work together to meet 
sustainability targets. 
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE COMMON FISHERIES POLICY (CFP) 
 

Date Event 
1971 EEC members adopt principle of free access to community 

waters and a single fishing market 
 

1972 Norway holds referendum and votes against completion of 
EEC accession process 
 

1973 The UK, Ireland and Denmark become members of the EEC 
and accede to common fisheries measures 
 

1976 Member States extended their rights to marine resources 
from 12 to 200 nmiles from their coasts, in line with 
international developments 
 

1983 Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) launched, with system of Total 
Allowable Catches (TACs) and quotas introduced to allocate 
fishing entitlements in community waters on a national basis 
(‘relative stability’), as well as schemes for fleet restructuring 
and negotiation with ‘third party’ nations 
 

1986 Spain and Portugal become members of EEC but remain 
excluded from existing community waters, since according to 
the relative stability principle the stocks are already fully 
allocated  
 

1992 First 10 year-review of CFP.  Minor adjustments to quota 
system (multi-annual and multi-species management; the 
precautionary principle).  First steps to reduce EU fleet fishing 
‘effort’, improve compliance and vessel monitoring.  UK fleet 
effort to be cut by 19%. 
 

1995 Introduction of permit system limiting where and when boats 
can fish. Scientific studies commissioned to better determine 
available stocks and tailor permit allocation. UK fishing effort 
cut by further 40% 
 

2001 
2003 

UK introduces two separate fishing vessel decommissioning 
schemes to bring capacity into line with fishing opportunity; 
Scottish white fish fleet is reduced first by 10% and then 15% 
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2002 Second 10-year review of CFP.  Introduction of (i) long-term 
fisheries management approach (multi-annual recovery plans 
for stocks outside safe biological limits and multi-annual 
management plans for other stocks) and implementation an 
ecosystem-based management; (ii) reduction in fleet 
overcapacity (including elimination of funding for fleet 
modernisation); (iii) extension of inspection powers; and (iv) 
establishment of regional advisory councils (RACs) bringing 
together stakeholders and scientists. 
 

EU scientific advisors recommend total closure of the North 
sea cod fishery.  End of year Council sets aside advice but 
severely cuts cod quota 
 

2008 Publication of Commission paper providing indication of 
thinking that will feed into next 10 year review.  (Click here 
for details).  Key features include preparation for co-decision 
(post Lisbon Treaty), accommodation of CFP within Integrated 
Maritime Policy and further fleet reform 
  

2009 Green Paper on reform of CFP published (22 April 2009). 
(Click here for details).  The Commission intends to address 5 
structural failings; (i) a ‘deep-rooted problem’ of fleet 
overcapacity; (ii) imprecise policy objectives resulting in 
insufficient guidance for decisions and implementation; (iii) a 
short-term focused decision-making system; (iv) a framework 
that does not give sufficient responsibility to the industry; and 
(v) lack of political will to ensure compliance and poor 
compliance by the industry. Consultation closes on 31 
December 2009. 
 

2010 
 

The Commission will publish an analysis of responses during 
the Spanish Presidency of the Council (Jan – Jun 2010). 
 

Legislative proposals expected to emerge during the Belgian 
Presidency of the Council (Jul – Dec 2010), so beginning the 
legislative journey that will end in 2012 
 

2013 Implementation of CFP reforms 
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CONTACT 
DETAILS 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr Ian Duncan 
Rond Point Schuman 6 
B – 1040 
Bruxelles 
 
Tel: 0032 2282 8377 
Fax: 0032 2282 8379 
 
Email: 
ian.duncan@scottish.parliament.uk 
 
 
 
 
 


