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In July 2011, the European Commission published its plan for a once-in-a-decade reform of the EU’s 
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), marking out measures that are meant to avert nothing short of an 
environmental and socio-economic catastrophe. The reform will probably be the last chance to stop the 
collapse of European fish populations and the inevitable demise of the EU fishing sector. 
 
Europe’s fishing grounds, the largest in the world, were also once among the most productive in the world, 
but forty years of unsustainable fishing under the CFP have resulted in serious depletion of fish stocks and 
degradation of marine habitats, including sites supposedly protected by EU environmental laws. Today, 
63% of assessed stocks in the Atlantic are overfished, 82% in the Mediterranean and 66% in the Baltic [1]. 
The Commission predicts that if overfishing continues unabated, only eight fish stocks out of 136 (for which 
data is available) will still be viable by 2022 [2]. 
 
Overfishing is driven by a fleet that is too large and destructive. In some fisheries, the fleet is so large that it 
can catch two to three times more fish than is sustainable [3]. As a result, fishing has become increasingly 
unprofitable and reliant on public subsidies, leading to deprivation in coastal communities and an ever-
growing reliance on imported fish. 
 
Despite the dire state of the oceans and the bleak outlook for the fishing industry, the governments of 
Europe show little appetite for change. They are deeply split on core elements of the reform, including the 
fundamental objective of recovering fish stocks to sustainable levels, in line with internationally agreed 
timelines, and the need to regulate in favour of selective, low-impact fishing practices. 
  
It is time for Europe to break the mould on fishing and start rebuilding a healthy marine environment. A 
few brave decisions today will guarantee a dependable food source close to Europe’s shores and ensure 
that fishing continues into the future. Other countries, like the US and New Zealand, have changed the way 
they manage their fisheries and are now reaping the benefits.   
 
  
Notes: 
[1] Communication from the Commission concerning a consultation on fishing opportunities: 
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/partners/consultations/fishing_opportunities/consultation_document_en.pdf. 
[2] Commission Staff Working Paper Impact Assessment: Accompanying Commission proposal for a Regulation of the European 
Parliament and of the Council on the Common Fisheries Policy: http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=SPLIT_SEC:2011:0891%2851%29:FIN:EN:PDF. 
[3] Commission Working Document: Reflections on further reform of the Common Fisheries Policy: http://www.cfp-
reformwatch.eu/pdf/reflection_cfp_08_mid.pdf. 
 
 
Contacts: 
Saskia Richartz – Greenpeace EU oceans policy director: +32 (0)495 290028, Saskia.Richartz@greenpeace.org 
Markus Knigge – Pew European marine programme advisor:  +49 (0)178 800 7278, MKnigge@pewtrusts.org  
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Five–point plan for EU fisheries reform 
 
 

1. The new Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) must require EU countries to reduce exploitation rates to 
allow the long-term recovery of stocks to levels that can sustain catches without risking further 
depletion. This maximum sustainable yield (MSY) can be reached if governments agree to temporarily 
reduce the amount of fish taken from the sea. This would allow populations to recover beyond a 
critical threshold which will then, in principle, allow higher catches to be sustained over time. This 
should happen within the agreed international timeline of 2015. The US and New Zealand, among 
others, have already agreed measures consistent with the 2015 goal. The EU must do the same. 
 
 

2. The new CFP must grant priority access to fishing to those fishermen who have the least impact on 
the environment and add the most value to local fishing communities. The granting of fishing quotas, 
licenses and concessions for days at sea should be linked to the performance of individual operators 
and not rely exclusively on the operator’s economic power (as would happen under the Commission’s 
proposed transferable fishing concessions). Fishing opportunities should serve as an incentive for best 
practice. 

 
 

3. EU countries must be required to provide information on the size and impact of their fishing fleets in 
relation to the health of the stocks they fish. The UN Food and Agriculture Organisation has stressed 
that excessive fleet capacity is a significant – if not the primary – reason for overfishing and economic 
losses within the fishing sector. An assessment of fleet capacity is vital to design and evaluate fleet 
management measures and to effectively target subsidies. 

 
 

4. EU countries must be required to reduce overall fishing capacity to a level that is aligned with a 
sustainable rate of fishing. The new CFP must set a tight timeline to achieve such a balance. 
Considering social performance when allocating access to fishing recourses (see point 2) will help to 
soften the expected negative impacts of cutting capacity. 

 
 

5. The new CFP and its funding instrument must secure compliance with the above provisions. This can 
be achieved, for example, by making subsidies conditional on meeting the above requirements and by 
awarding access to fishing resources in a way that encourages a shift to sustainable, low-impact fishing 
practices and safe, long-term employment. 


