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Integrating biodiversity and EU fisheries policy
This Marine Update highlights the

findings of a recently published WWF

report investigating the integration of

biodiversity objectives into EU fisheries

policy. As part of the project, WWF

invited key stakeholders to four

workshops with the aim of identifying

common goals and promoting policy

solutions. The workshops addressed

institutional frameworks, subsidies and

financial incentives, the ecosystem

approach, and the integration of policy

frameworks. Several gaps in the existing

institutional and legislative frameworks

Box1: Biodiversity

Growing international concern 

over the unprecedented loss of

biological diversity prompted 

the ratification of the 1993 UN

Convention on Biological Diversity

(CBD). Biodiversity is defined under

Article 2 of the Convention as “the

variability among living organisms

from all sources including, inter alia,

terrestrial, marine and other aquatic

organisms and the ecological

complexes of which they are part;

this includes diversity within

species, between species and 

of ecosystems.”

D
IG

IT
A

L
V

IS
IO

N

Marine 46
update

were identified and recommendations for

the integration of biodiversity concerns

into EU fisheries policy were provided.

Background

It is well documented that fishing

activities have significant effects not only

on target species but also on the wider

marine environment. Accidental capture

of non-target species and gear-related

damage to marine habitats and

communities may have a significant

impact on populations of species and over

time on marine biodiversity (see Box 1).

Species are at particular risk if they are

rare, endemic to a particular habitat, 

or vulnerable because of a particular

feature of their life history. For example,

species with limited mobility and a small

geographic range, such as the deep water

coral Lophelia, as well as slow-growing

animals with low rates of reproduction, 

such as elasmobranchs, turtles, marine

mammals, and many deep water fish

species, are most likely to suffer 

local extinction. 

Loggerhead turtle.



• ecosystem diversity, to maintain

interrelated communities and habitats

and to ensure the sustainability of the

longest-lived species or communities;

and

• functional diversity, to maintain

ecosystem resilience and integrity 

in the long-term.

Achieving a coherent
regulatory framework

The social and economic viability of 

the fishing sector is inextricably linked to 

the health of the ecosystem. It is widely

recognised, however, that the present

system of management underpinning the

EU Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) has

not adequately managed target stocks

and has failed to protect the wider marine

environment. The lack of integration of

environmental concerns within the CFP

was highlighted in the 1991 mid-term

review. In 2002, a reformed CFP is due to

come into force. It is important that the

new framework seeks greater coherence

with the many other legislative

instruments to which the EU and member

states are signatory, such as the Treaty of

Amsterdam, the Habitats (92/43/EEC)

and Birds (79/409/EEC) Directives and

the recently adopted Biodiversity Strategy

(COM(1998)42). As part of the European

Community’s (EC) commitment under the

Adopting an ecosystem-
based approach

In order to take marine biodiversity into

consideration, there is a need to move

away from the single species-based

approach characteristic of the existing

CFP, and adopt a multi-species and

ecosystem-based approach to

management. Such an approach would

aim to maintain the integrity of the

ecosystem by taking into consideration

the non-commercial components of the

Removing populations of species beyond

sustainable yields will cause reverberations

throughout the food web and may 

affect populations of predators, prey 

and competitors. The level of impact will

depend on how strong the inter-species

linkages are within the community. For

example, changes in the availability of

one food type will severely affect those

species unable to switch prey easily.

Knowledge of the relationships between

species is limited, however, and the long-

term effects of reducing populations of

one species are difficult to predict,

particularly against a background of

natural variability. Fishing activities may

also lead to evolutionary changes in the

biology of affected species as a result of

targeting larger and older individuals, or

by adversely affecting genetically distinct

populations of species. For example, there

is evidence to suggest that the mean size

and age structure of some populations of

bottom-dwelling fish are declining.

Alterations in genetic, species, community

and ecosystem biodiversity may affect the

stability and resilience of the ecosystem.

Biodiversity considerations should

therefore go beyond the conservation 

of single species and include the

maintenance or rehabilitation of:

• genetic diversity within and between

populations of species, 

• species diversity; 

• community diversity to maintain the

integrity of communities;

• habitat diversity to protect critical 

and representative habitats;

Convention for Biological Diversity (CBD),

the EC Biodiversity Strategy aims to

prevent significant reduction or loss of

biological diversity by integrating

biodiversity concerns into all policy areas.

Increased coherence will greatly improve

both the credibility and effectiveness of

the CFP. 

Clear and effective policies that adopt

sustainable and precautionary approaches

to resource management are needed.

These approaches already underpin

instruments such as the CBD, the FAO

Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries

(1995), and the UN Agreement on

Straddling Stocks and Highly Migratory

Species (1995), as well as the regional

seas conventions for the Baltic,

Mediterranean and Northeast Atlantic. 
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would form an important part of an

ecosystem-based approach to

management. They should be carried out

prior to the exploitation of new fisheries,

the employment of new fishing methods,

or when drawing up new fisheries

agreements with third countries or

renewing existing ones. Thus no new

fishing methods or fisheries should be

introduced on a commercial scale unless

they can be exploited sustainably and can

be shown to have limited impact on non-

target species, habitats and the overall

biodiversity of the ecosystem.

Adopting a regionalised
management approach

The existing CFP attempts to cover too

large an area. It is unlikely that such a

centralised and harmonised approach will

be able to deliver biodiversity objectives.

There is a need to adopt a regionalised

approach to management, allowing

measures to be devolved to the most

suitable levels and spatial scales. This

approach should involve redrawing

boundaries according to ecosystem

criteria.  An overarching framework

should remain, however, to ensure

commonality in the overall objectives 

and the level of enforcement. Detailed

fisheries ecosystem management plans

would allow for a tool kit of appropriate

management measures to be adopted at

an ecologically relevant scale, taking into

consideration the environmental, social

and economic characteristics of the

region. These should include mitigation

measures, control measures and the

promotion of best available technology.

Plans should also identify strategies for

recovery and long-term management of

the wider marine environment. They

would need to be integrated with other

plans for non-fisheries related activities

and inputs (eg pollution), as well as the

conservation objectives for the area. 

The inshore zone, in particular, 

is associated with a high level of

biodiversity as well as social and economic

vulnerability. It is important that the

existing 12 nautical mile derogation 

is made permanent and that the

management of both national and 

other European Union (EU) fishing 

fleets operating within the zone is placed

under the control of the coastal state.

Conditions on fishing in the zone should

be developed according to local 

ecosystem based criteria.

The importance of including
key stakeholders in the
management process

There is strong dichotomy between the

institutions responsible for fisheries and

the environment at an EU and national

level, and despite the range of policies

there is no formal mechanism for the

integration of key policy areas (fisheries,

marine environment and regional

development). Furthermore, the current

management structure for EU fisheries is

hierarchical and opportunities for

Box 2: The
precautionary principle

Introduced as one of the key Rio

Principles following the Earth

Summit in 1992, the precautionary

principle has been further

elaborated by the FAO Technical

Consultation on the Precautionary

Approach to Capture Fisheries

(Including Species Introductions),

Lysekil, Sweden, June 1995. This

principle aims to provide guidelines

for adopting precautionary

management measures where

scientific evidence is insufficient,

inconclusive or uncertain and where

preliminary scientific evaluation

indicates that there are reasonable

grounds for concern for the

environment. The European

Commission adopted a

Communication on the use of the

precautionary principle on 2

February 2000 (COM(00)1).

system, while maintaining the social and

economic viability of the industry. A long-

term strategy is needed which places the

environment and sustainability of

resources as the primary objectives, and

which takes into consideration all other

marine-based activities. Intermediate

goals with tasks, targets, mechanisms and

time scales would need to be defined.

Such a strategic and integrated approach

should be adopted at all levels of decision

making under the CFP including decisions

concerning fleet restructuring,

subsidisation, marketing and processing,

and external relations. This would require

political support and will. 

The goals of an ecosystem-based

approach would be better achieved by

adopting a precautionary and adaptive

style of management. A range of

indicators should be used to show

whether targets are being achieved and 

to guide the management process even

before the system is fully understood.

Well resourced and transparent auditing

systems would allow management

measures to be adapted according to 

the renewed requirements of the system.

Although there is a deficit of information

on which to base management actions,

the EU is data rich compared with other

parts of the world. It is important to use

the available information through better

coordination of existing data sets and

research. In the absence of scientific

information, management measures

should be adopted in line with the

precautionary principle (see Box 2),

particularly in cases where fishing

activities are deemed likely to result in

serious or irreversible damage. In the long

term, strategic research is required to

assess the impacts of fishing activities on

biodiversity and to monitor the

effectiveness of management measures.

Such research should be multidisciplinary

and include assessments of social and

economic issues. 

Strategic Environmental Assessments

(SEAs) and Environmental Impact

Assessments (EIAs) involving full

consultation with environmental bodies



Management measures
underpinning an ecosystem-
based approach

Several Technical Conservation Measures

(TCMs) are already in place under

Regulation 3760/92 of the CFP. However,

these tools are aimed mainly at the

conservation of target stocks and are

neither applied effectively nor well

enforced. There is a need to strengthen

and enforce measures with greater

emphasis placed upon the wider marine

environment. Although a more stringent

penalty system is needed, it is important

that the fishing industry is involved fully

in the development of measures in order

to support implementation. More

effective management measures 

would aim to :

• Significantly reduce the existing levels

of fishing effort, to ensure that any

species in the ecosystem does not fall

below safe biological levels. This would

require the adoption of a multi-species

approach when setting catch limits,

with target reference points for

commercial species and precautionary

limit reference points for non-target

species. Such reference points provide

maximum catch limits for a species,

beyond which exploitation would not

be considered to be sustainable. Pre-

agreed actions, including the cessation

or closure of fisheries when these levels

are approached, should be taken in line

with the 1995 FAO Code of Conduct,

and would be an integral part of a

fisheries ecosystem management plan.

No new fisheries should be introduced

on a commercial scale until such a

management plan has been agreed.

Fishing capacity should be reduced

through a strategic programme of

decommissioning (see Box 3) and by

adopting measures towards spatial and

temporal effort reduction, such as

restrictive licensing. 

• Protect target and non-target species

during critical seasons (eg while

spawning), at critical ages (eg

juveniles) and breeding populations if

they are at a particular risk to capture

or damage, through the adoption of 

a series of gear, effort and spatial

restrictions. There is a need to phase

out gear types associated with

unsustainable levels of bycatch and to

adopt those gears and devices that are

more selective. Financial support will

be required to influence the use of

more selective gears and to build

political will. Minimum mesh and

landing sizes should be substantially

increased in line with independent

scientific advice. In addition, there is

need to enforce temporal and seasonal

area restrictions on certain gear types

to protect populations of vulnerable

bycatch species, such as harbour

porpoise.

• Maintain community structure and

function in selected areas by protecting

critical sites and representative

habitats. Simply reducing fishing

stakeholders to participate in the decision

making process are limited. 

In order to put into operation an

integrated ecosystem-based approach to

management at appropriate geographical

scales, strong links between key

institutions and stakeholders need to 

be established. This would ensure that

good credible information and advice is

delivered at a locally relevant scale, and it

would also ensure that local initiatives and

experiences are fed into the decision-

making process. There is also a need to

provide sufficient time and resources

towards developing trust and consensus

between the relevant players. Formal

mechanisms for integration need to be

put in place, as well as encouraging

informal meetings, workshops and

training programmes. These could be

facilitated through the use of European

Commission (EC) Structural Funds such 

as the Financial Instrument for Fisheries

Guidance (FIFG).

While the Commission has widened

consultation through the EC Advisory

Committee for Fisheries and Aquaculture

(ACFA), this is limited to only a few

individuals. Stakeholders need to be

involved in the early stages of policy

formulation through genuine forms of

consultation.  Responsibility should also

be delegated to them for specific

management functions. 

Regional advisory groups, along the lines

of those operating in the US and Canada

(the Canadian Fisheries Resource

Conservation Council), could take

responsibility for the practical integration

of fisheries management and nature

conservation at an appropriate eco-

regional level, and could be rapidly

introduced. These groups could facilitate

participation of interested stakeholders

and plug the gap between the sub-

national and European levels, as well as

with those institutions responsible for

managing Natura 2000 sites.

Box 3: The EC Multi-
Annual Guidance
Programmes (MAGPs)

Capacity limits are already set

through the EC MAGP. However,

many member states have failed to

meet the reduction targets for the

existing MAGP (IV) and it is likely

that the real level of effective

fishing effort has actually increased.

A new transparent long-term

management plan for the control of

fishing capacity throughout EU

waters should be developed, in line

with the FAO International Plan of

Action (IPOA) on Management of

Fishing Capacity. This should

contain more realistic measures of

capacity and reflect regional

differences in the environment and

fishing sector. There is a need to

improve the level of transparency in

the process of establishing

reduction targets and to reassess

and reduce Structural Funds that are

contributing to overcapacity

through vessel building schemes.



Aquaculture

Aquaculture is also regulated under 

the CFP. For the aquaculture sector to

successfully integrate the protection of

biodiversity, there is a clear need to

develop and implement an integrated

policy at all levels, from strategic planning

and development control to the regulation

of aquaculture operations. This would

require the CFP to have greater coherence

with other areas of EC policy – for

example, the EC Directives on Habitats,

Birds, Environmental Impact Assessment,

Integrated Pollution Prevention and

Control, Dangerous Substances, Nitrates

and Freshwater Quality, as well as 

the recently-adopted Water 

Framework Directive. 

Clear strategic guidance is needed 

which is transparent and subject to

environmental appraisal, covering the full

life-cycle of aquaculture production. New

regulatory measures need to be adopted

to minimise the impacts of aquaculture 

on wild fish populations as a result of

pollution, genetic contamination and

disease and parasite transfer. In particular,

there is a need to impose a moratorium

on the introduction of Genetically

Modified Organisms in line with the

precautionary principle, until it has been

proved that there is no possibility of

adverse impacts. 

The importance of extending
integrated policies to distant
water fleets

The EU has a responsibility and obligation

as signatory to a number of international

agreements, such as the CBD and UN Fish

Stocks Agreement, to ensure that its fleet

is operating sustainably outside member

states’ waters in third countries and on

the high seas. It is particularly important

that fisheries agreements are monitored

and subjected to stringent environmental 

and social conditions as required for

sustainable fisheries. Flag states should

also be held accountable and ensure that

policies extend to their citizens operating

outside EU waters. In particular, the EU

should support third countries in their

Dead man’s fingers.

pressure is insufficient to protect

biodiversity and ecosystem integrity.

Some habitats and species are extremely

vulnerable to low levels of fishing

effort. It is therefore necessary to

prevent fishing altogether in some areas

in order to protect rare or representative

habitats, as defined under the EC

Habitats Directive and OSPAR Annex V

on the Protection and Conservation of

the Ecosystems and Biological Diversity

of the Maritime Area. The OSPAR

Annex requires parties to protect,

conserve and restore ecosystems and

the biological diversity of the maritime

area. To help achieve this, it will be

necessary to designate temporal or

spatial closures to enhance the survival

of juveniles or spawning concentrations

of target and non-target species. These

restrictions will protect critical and

fragile habitats as well as a network of

representative habitats in line with the

Habitats Directive. Such closures should

only be introduced in combination with

other fisheries management measures,

including regulations on fishing

capacity. In particular, there is a need

to form a policy for developing

Technical Conservation Measures

within Special Areas of Conservation

(SACs) under the Habitats Directive

and Special Protection Areas (SPAs)

under the Birds Directive.

• Market-driven instruments, such as

ecolabelling and certification, are also

important tools towards adopting an

ecosystem-based approach to fisheries

management. They warrant further

investigation.

efforts to achieve conservation of

biodiversity and the sustainable use of

resources through funding opportunities.

EIAs should be carried out prior to

drawing up new fisheries agreements or

renewing existing ones. Thus any renewal

of any agreement should be strongly

conditional on the elements recognised as

required for sustainable fisheries.

Financing an ecosystem-
based approach

Financial assistance is offered by the

European Commission to the fishing

sector through a series of funding

instruments including the Financial

Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG).

A large proportion of this funding is linked

to an increase in capacity through the

provision of grants for vessel building and

modernisation. There is a need to

significantly reduce harmful subsidies

associated with over capacity and reform

them towards supporting transition to

responsible and sustainable fisheries. For

example, financial incentives should be

used to support recovery plans, to

facilitate participatory management, to

carry out pilot schemes on new innovative

ecosystem-based management measures,

and to aid transition towards the adoption

of best available technology. This will

require a long-term strategy of reform. 

Although there are opportunities for the

use of FIFG for environmental projects,

there is limited uptake and to date

projects have been very ad hoc. It is

necessary to carry out environmental

appraisals and auditing of measures of the

FIFG, with the involvement of

environmental authorities, to ensure that

no EC support is being given to capture

fisheries and aquaculture developments

that are likely to impact negatively on the

environment. This would also require

information relating to subsidies to be

properly coordinated and transparent.
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Conclusion

The existing system of management for EU fisheries has failed

to protect commercial fish stocks and the wider marine

environment.  Given that the social and economic viability of 

the fishing industry is dependent on a healthy and productive

ecosystem, biodiversity concerns should be taken into

consideration within the reformed CFP.  Several

recommendations have been made. It is important to assess the

usefulness of the various management strategies through pilot

schemes, in collaboration with the fishing industry and other

interested stakeholders. These could be funded through EC

Structural Funds and could go towards developing a long-term

integrated strategy that is regionally specific and coherent with

other marine resource management plans. Most important, it is

necessary to develop a formal mechanism which allows the

findings from pilot schemes, coordinated and strategic research,

as well as local (bottom-led) initiatives, to feed into the system

and strengthen the management strategy. The precautionary

approach will play an important role in such an adaptive

management system. Contingency measures to aid recovery,

including temporal or permanent fishery closures and more

stringent gear restrictions, or any other combination of tools,

should be implemented when data indicates that fishing

activities are having a negative impact on target stocks, non-

target species and habitats. Structural funding will play an

important role in the implementation of such recovery plans.

Finally, there is a need for greater political will to tackle the

environmental problems associated with fisheries and to ensure

that biodiversity considerations are incorporated fully into EU

fisheries policy.
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