
Current state and recommendations
by the French Academy

of Sciences

1 Current state

During the last five decades, trends in global, European and national
marine fishing clearly point to four phenomena that are a direct conse-
quence of overfishing: the varying degrees of overexploitation of fish
populations, excess fishing capacity, degradation of the exploited eco-
systems and recurrence of conflicts between the different types of
fishing activities as well as the other uses of the oceans. The very fact
that the United Nations adopted a resolution during the Johannesburg
Conference recommending the establishment of durable fisheries
before 2013, by maintaining or restoring stocks to levels corresponding
to their maximal durable production, is irrefutable proof of this trend.

The collapse of overexploited stocks is an unquestioned symptom.
By contrast, the economic mechanism at the basis of overfishing, which
is directly linked to the fact that sea resources are both communal and
renewable, has seldom been examined. Yet, it is the free access or the
insufficiently controlled access to common and renewable resources,
sometimes combined with an insufficient regulation, that has led to the
degradation of sea resources to the detriment of the interests of both the
communities and the professionals.

Faced with an increasing scarcity of resources and encouraged by
the will to reach durable exploitation, the governments of many coun-
tries are starting to regulate effectively the access to sea resources
using two approaches. The first consists of measures for taxing the
fishing capacity or the quantity of catches made. The second consists of
methods based on individual rights of access which, when they are
negotiable on a market, acquire investment value.

Within the European Union, the Community’s policy on fishing did
not succeed in stopping the overexploitation process. This failure has
led the Union to opt for the administrative rationing of the flotillas’ motor©
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power. Rationing as a regulatory instrument is insufficient and presents
serious drawbacks (arbitrary redistribution of revocations, perpetration
of outdated equipment, etc.). Free access to the resource remains in
force within the European Union where, by contrast, the prevailing regu-
latory system consists of fishing subsidies. Such a situation contributes
to the overcapitalization and the disappearance of stocks. As for indivi-
dual rights of access, unlike other countries of the Union, France has
made their non-transferability a legal principle.

The compromise reached by the European Union Council of Minis-
ters on 21 December 2002 maintains the system of catch ceilings per
species and per zone and distribution of these catches between mem-
ber countries (stability principle). Although it completely puts an end to
subsidies by December 2004, it does not introduce new mechanisms for
regulating access nor does it bring decision-making authorities and
implementation bodies any closer to each other.

2 A few recommendations

The overexploitation of global, European and national fisheries
stocks has become chronic. For certain stocks this overexploitation has
reached severe levels, approaching extinction for some marine popula-
tions. We recommend that measures be taken at the national, European
and global levels to implement strategies leading to a durable producti-
vity of marine stocks by rationing their exploitation and preserving the
integrity of marine biodiversity. These measures will have to concentrate
mainly on reaching a better participation of all those involved in the deci-
sion-making process (professionals, scientists, administrators, politi-
cians, representatives of civil society). Considered at the scale of the
European Union, debate should be encouraged at several levels
through the establishment of appropriate structures. In parallel, the
control of fisheries activity must be increased and this goal will not be
reached without the full participation of the fishing professionals. Halieu-
tic research must be maintained and its efficiency must be increased by
a strategy that can ideally be further improved at the European level.
Halieutic research appears to be closely linked to management objec-
tives, which means that the evaluation of the quality and pertinence of
research projects is made using the same scale. The expectations and
lack of understanding between scientists, professionals and managers
during the preparation of this report are indicative of the utmost impor-
tance of establishing an excellent communication between the various
partners.
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2.1. Different institutions according to trade-type

Confronted with the diversity of fishing trades, some European coun-
tries favor different regulations for coastal fishing and offshore fishing.
The management of coastal resources (12 miles) could be based on
local authorities, integrating the diversity of use and custom. Existing
historical privileges to coastal fisheries access should also be conside-
red. By contrast, we suggested that offshore fishing be managed by
regional authorities that include the representatives of several countries.
If required, these authorities would be authorized to resort to individual
licenses that could be based, but not necessarily, on economic mecha-
nisms for the attribution of fishing rights. In this way, it would be possible
to limit the contradiction between the principle of free circulation of per-
sons, goods and services and the relative stability of the national shares
in authorized catches.

2.2. A large-scale decentralization of decision-making
authorities

Within the European Union, the difficulties encountered in applying
the Community’s fishing policies are mainly linked to the distance that
separates the decision-making body from the professionals. The centra-
lized character of the Community’s decision-making with respect to
member states is also a factor, when the states have sole competence
over matters of implementation. The creation of local (mostly national)
and regional (mostly multilateral) bodies for managing coastal fishing
and offshore fishing, which has in part been suggested by the European
Union, would bring a significant improvement.

2.3. Improving communication and training

The local and regional bodies should also foster the development of
regular exchanges between professionals, the scientists in charge of
monitoring the exploitation and state of stocks, the administrators and
the representatives of other users and groups. While improving commu-
nication, these forums would help in strengthening the interface bet-
ween fishing professionals and scientists and will lead to significant pro-
gress in the quality of the data needed to reach sound diagnoses of the
current state of exploitation.

2.4. Accompanying social measures

The initial proposition by the European Commission will translate in a
loss of jobs in Europe, estimated to be 28000 jobs over four years. It will
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imply setting up accompanying measures to finance social plans for
retraining the professionals willing to accept changing their area of acti-
vity. This question should be treated on the mid-term. The change in the
regulations limiting access to the resources, their implementation and
their control must be done incrementally. Transitional experiments are
recommended to ensure that this period of redistribution of the resource
happens without provoking social and economic tensions. The ultimate
objective is reaching the sustainable development of fishing activities
and of the sea ecosystems that are exploited.

2.5. An improvement of the fishery research

The indeniable progresses achieved by the scientists for thirty years
should not conceal the importance of capabilities and new means
already essential to answer present stakes :

– assess the role played, beside the exploitation and its drift towards
overexploitation for some species, by the climatic variations and by the
land-based (natural or anthropogenic) pollutions ;

– enhance the knowledge of interactions between exploited species
and ecosystems from which they are part, that implies new collabora-
tions in marine biology and ecology and oceanography ;

– pursue the development of biomathematical models ;
– better take into account evolution of fishing technics and of fleets

management ;
– with regard to aquaculture, search for the breeding of new spe-

cies, improve their nutrition, process induced pollutions and improve the
monitoring of commercialized products.

At the institutionnal level and in the framework of the European
Union, progresses should be searched in two main directions :

– promote regional cross-border collaborations between research
teams of the Member States, which implies an increase of human
resources, more mobility, and synergies between research institutions ;

– look for the conditions of a reasonable distinction between
research activity and expertise.
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