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Electric	  fishing:	  new	  revelations	  on	  a	  European	  scandal	  
	  
	  

8	   January	   2018:	   As	   the	   European	   Parliament	   prepares	   to	   vote	   on	  whether	   to	   restore	   the	  
1998	  ban	  on	  electric	  fishing	  or	  to	  authorise	  its	  wide	  use	  throughout	  Europe,	  a	  group	  of	  NGOs	  
and	   fisher	  organizations*	   have	   sent	   a	   joint	   letter	   to	   the	   European	  Commission	   revealing	   a	  
compromising	  document,	  which	  questions	  the	  morality	  of	  its	  2006	  proposal	  to	  lift	  the	  ban	  on	  
electric	   fishing.1	   The	   letter	   reveals	   that	   expert	   scientific	   advice	   to	   the	   Commission	   was	  
blatantly	   ignored	   and	   requests	   the	   European	   Commission	   immediately	   withdraw	   all	  
provisions	   concerning	   electric	   fishing	   from	   its	   legislative	   proposal	   on	   the	   Technical	  
Measures	   Regulation,2	   which	   will	   be	   voted	   by	   the	   European	   Parliament	   on	   16	   January	  
2018.	  	  	  
	  
Electric	   fishing	   consists	   of	   equipping	   trawl	   fishing	   nets	   with	   electrodes.	   When	   they	   are	  
dragged	  along	  the	  seabed,	  an	  electrical	  current	  sends	  shocks	  into	  the	  sediment	  that	  cause	  a	  
muscular	   convulsion	   in	   fish,	   forcing	   them	   out	   of	   the	   sand	   and	   into	   the	   fishing	   net.	   This	  
indiscriminate	  fishing	  method	  enables	  the	  fishing	  industry	  to	  catch	  fish	  more	  easily,	  and	  to	  
save	  on	  fuel,	  but	  at	  the	  cost	  of	  huge	  destruction	  to	  marine	  ecosystems,	  and	  to	  small-‐scale	  
fisheries.	  
	  
In	   December	   2006,	   the	   European	   Commission	   proposed	   to	   grant	   derogations	   allowing	  
Member	  States	   to	  practice	  electric	   fishing,	  despite	   the	  1998	  prohibition	   to	  use	  destructive	  
fishing	  methods	   such	  as	   fishing	  with	  explosives,	  poison	  or	  electric	   current.	  The	  EU	  Council	  
immediately	   adopted	   the	   Commission’s	   proposal.3	   The	   resulting	   Regulation4	   justified	   this	  
decision	  by	   referring	   to	   supposedly	   favourable	   scientific	  advice.5	   In	   this	   case,	   the	  scientific	  
justification	   was	   of	   particular	   importance	   because	   the	   EU	   institutions	   were	   preparing	   to	  
break	  their	  own	  law	  by	  lifting	  a	  ban.	  Electric	  fishing	  is	  widely	  recognized	  as	  destructive	  and	  
has	  already	  been	  banned	  in	  most	  fishing	  nations	  throughout	  the	  world,	  including	  China.	  	  
	  
With	   no	   precise	   reference,	   locating	   the	   scientific	   advice	   among	   thousands	   of	   pages	   of	  
scientific	   reports	   was	   virtually	   impossible,	   but	   BLOOM	   eventually	   found	   the	   document:	   a	  
STECF	   (Scientific,	  Technical	   and	   Economic	   Committee	   for	   Fisheries)	   Report	   from	   6–10	  
November	   2006.6	   Contrary	   to	   the	   December	   2006	   European	   Regulation,	   which	   considers	  
that	  "fishing	  with	  beam	  trawl	  using	  electrical	  pulse	  current	  should	  be	  allowed",	  the	  scientific	  
advice	  dated	  one	  month	  earlier	  warns	  against	  "a	  number	  of	  issues	  that	  need	  to	  be	  resolved	  
before	   any	   derogation	   can	   be	   granted".7	   Thus,	   not	   only	   has	   the	   scientific	   body	   of	   the	  
European	  Commission	  never	  approved	  such	  derogations,	  but	  it	  even	  explicitly	  advised	  the	  
European	   Commission	   against	   granting	   any.	   Under	   the	   pressure	   of	  Dutch	   fishing	   lobbies,	  
the	  European	  Commission	  decided	  not	  only	  to	  ignore	  its	  own	  committee	  of	  experts	  but	  also	  
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to	   falsely	   claim	   scientific	   guidance	   in	   support	   of	   its	   decision	   to	   revoke	   the	  ban	  on	  electric	  
fishing.	  
	  
This	  move	  and	  the	  Council	  decision	  to	  adopt	  the	  Commission’s	  proposal	  constitute	  a	  political	  
scandal	  and	  a	  direct	  violation	  of	  the	  Code	  of	  Conduct	  for	  Commissioners8	  which	  states	  that	  
"The	  Members	  of	  the	  Commission	  must	  indeed	  discharge	  their	  duties	  in	  the	  general	  interest	  
of	  the	  Union,	  without	  seeking	  nor	  taking	  instructions	  from	  any	  government	  or	  from	  any	  other	  
body".	  Whether	  it	  is	  the	  Commissioner	  or	  the	  Commission’s	  services	  that	  are	  responsible	  for	  
this	  proposal	  and	  subsequent	  proposals	  to	  grant	  derogations	   is	   irrelevant:	   the	  Commission	  
needs	  to	  act	  urgently	  to	  fix	  the	  problems	  it	  has	  thus	  created.	  
	  
Disastrous	  socio-‐economic	  and	  environmental	  consequences	  
	  
This	  dubious	  2006	  decision	  has	  had	  serious	  consequences	  for	  both	  marine	  ecosystems	  and	  
humans.	  Not	  only	  is	  the	  seabed	  impacted	  by	  huge	  industrial	  nets	  but	  marine	  organisms	  are	  
brutalized	  –	  electrocution	  causes	  fracture	  of	  the	  spine,	  bruising	  and	  burns.	  Artisanal	  fishers	  
are	  direct	  victims	  of	  electric	  trawling.	  The	  platform	  for	  European	  artisanal	  fishermen	  "LIFE"	  
(Low	  Impact	  Fishers	  of	  Europe)	  has	  gathered	  fisher	  testimonials	  online	  about	  the	  state	  of	  the	  
marine	   environment	   after	   the	   passage	   of	   electric	   trawl	   nets.	   In	   the	   North	   of	   France,	  
gillnetters	  are	  aware	  that	  the	  vote	  on	  16	  January	  will	  affect	  the	  very	  survival	  of	  many	  small	  
fishing	  businesses.	  While	  artisanal	  gillnetters	  generate	  a	  maximum	  fish	  discard	  rate	  of	  6%,9	  
they	   are	   penalised	   by	   European	   institutions	   that,	   against	   all	   objectives	   of	   the	   Common	  
Fisheries	   Policy,	   favour	   electric	   trawling	   even	   though	   it	   generates	   10	   times	  more	   discards	  
(50-‐70%).10	  
	  
But	  that's	  not	  all.	  
	  
A	  political	  and	  financial	  scandal	  
	  
The	  2006	  Commission	  and	  Council	   decision	  also	  has	   very	   serious	   financial	   implications.	  By	  
giving	  a	  hitherto	  prohibited,	  destructive	   fishing	  method	  the	  status	  of	  "experimental"11	  and	  
"innovative”12	  fishing,	  the	  Dutch	  industrial	  lobbies	  have	  been	  able	  to	  claim	  millions	  of	  euros	  
of	  public	  money	  to	  equip	  their	  beam	  trawl	  fleet	  with	  electrodes.	  A	  simple	  semantic	  shift	  has	  
allowed	  massive	  public	  funding	  for	  one	  of	  the	  least-‐sustainable	  fishing	  methods.	  
	  
Missing	  critical	  pieces	  
	  
As	   things	   stand,	   the	   scale	   of	   the	   financial	   scandal	   cannot	   be	   fully	   grasped	   because	   the	  
Netherlands	  fails	  to	  publish	  the	  file	  of	  public	  subsidies	  allocated	  from	  2007	  to	  2014,13	  making	  
it	  impossible	  to	  calculate	  the	  total	  subsidies	  granted	  to	  electric	  fishing	  since	  the	  introduction	  
of	   derogations.	   However,	   BLOOM	   has	  managed	   to	   estimate	   the	   subsidies	   allocated	   since	  
August	  2015.	  In	  just	  over	  two	  years,	  at	  least	  5.7	  million	  euros	  of	  public	  subsidies	  have	  been	  
allocated	   for	   the	   development	   of	   industrial	   electric	   fishing	   fleets	   in	   the	   Netherlands,	   of	  
which	   3.8	   million	   euros	   come	   from	   European	   funds	   (67%	   of	   the	   total).14	   These	   public	  
subsidies	   have	   been	   allocated	   under	   the	   titles	   of	   "research",	   "innovation"	   and	   "best	  
practices".	  
	  
Also	  missing	  is	  an	  answer	  from	  the	  European	  Commission	  to	  the	  complaint	  that	  BLOOM	  filed	  
against	   the	  Netherlands	  about	   the	   illegal	  allocation	  of	   licences	  by	  Dutch	  authorities	   (much	  
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higher	  than	  regulatory	  thresholds).	  How	  are	  Members	  of	  the	  European	  Parliament	  supposed	  
to	  decide	  on	  a	  dossier	  when	  crucial	  elements	  are	  not	  disclosed	  by	  European	  institutions?	  
	  
In	  every	  aspect,	  electric	  fishing	  shames	  Europe.	  
	  
Fishermen	  and	  NGOs	  demand	  urgent	  action	  
	  
On	  the	  basis	  of	  these	  revelations,	  the	  undersigned	  organizations†	  sent	  a	  formal	  letter	  to	  the	  
European	  Commission	  calling	  the	  December	  2006	  decision	  to	  lift	  the	  ban	  on	  electric	  fishing	  
in	   Europe	   “arbitrary,	   harmful	   and	   illegitimate”.	   They	   ask	   the	   European	   Commission	   to	  
expeditiously	  withdraw	  all	  provisions	  relative	  to	  electric	  ‘pulse’	  fishing	  from	  its	  legislative	  
proposal	   on	   the	   “Technical	  Measures”	   Regulation,	  which	  was	   addressed	   to	   the	   European	  
Parliament	  and	  Council.	  
	  
Today,	   the	   Commission	   does	   not	   have	   to	   stand	   by	   a	   past,	   unacceptable	   and	   immoral	  
arbitration.	  Removing	  all	   references	   to	  electric	   fishing	   in	   its	   legislative	  proposal	   is	   the	  only	  
way	   to	   give	   credibility	   to	   European	   institutions	   and	   to	   implement	   the	   objectives	   of	   the	  
Common	  Fisheries	  Policy	  and	  the	  United	  Nations	  Sustainable	  Development	  Goals,	  to	  which	  
the	  European	  Union	  has	  fully	  subscribed.	  	  
	  
The	  European	  Commission	  has	  a	  duty	  to	  repair	  the	  problems	  it	  has	  created.	  

 
***	  

	  
On	  10	  January	  2018,	  BLOOM	  will	  co-‐host	  an	  event	  at	  the	  European	  Parliament	  entitled:	  
“Electric	  Fishing:	  The	  European	  Exception”	  
Press	  conference:	  9-‐9.30	  (News	  Room	  ASP	  “Anna	  Politkovskaya”)	  
Surprise	  “Artivist”	  performance:	  9.45	  am	  in	  front	  of	  Forum	  Bar	  on	  3rd	  Floor	  (Altiero	  Spinelli	  
Building)	  
Multi-‐stakeholder	  Press	  Conference:	  10-‐12.30	  (Room	  ASP	  01G3)	  
	  
For	  Parliament	  press	  accreditation,	  click	  here:	  
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/fr/press-‐room/accreditation	  
	  
For	  more	  information,	  read	  “Electric	  ‘Pulse’	  Fishing:	  Why	  It	  Should	  Be	  Banned”	  
To understand the detailed construction of European law on electric fishing, read this page.  
To learn more about electric fishing, visit this page 
BLOOM’s	  European	  petition	  asking	  MEPs	  to	  definitively	  ban	  electric	  fishing	  in	  Europe.	  
	  
MEDIA	  CONTACTS	  (languages	  spoken	  in	  brackets)	  
	  
BLOOM	  	  
Claire	  Nouvian	  (French	  –	  English	  –	  Spanish)	  -‐	  Chair	  and	  Founder,	  +33	  (0)	  6	  13	  40	  50	  43	  
clairenouvian@bloomassociation.org	  
Frédéric	  Le	  Manach	  (French	  –	  English)	  Scientific	  Director,	  +33	  (0)	  6	  52	  52	  79	  14	  
fredericlemanach@bloomassociation.org	  
Domitilla	  Senni	  (Italian)	  +39	  349	  822	  54	  83	  domitilla.senni@gmail.com	  

                                                
†	  	  
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Inès	  de	  Agueda	  (Spanish)	  +34	  667	  019	  475	  inesdeagueda@bloomassociation.org	  	  
	  
	  
	  
LOW	  IMPACT	  FISHERS	  OF	  EUROPE	  (LIFE)	  
Jerry	  Percy	  (English)	  Director,	  +44	  1437	  751242	  or	  +44	  7799	  698	  568	  
director@lifeplatform.eu	  	  
	  
IRISH	  ISLANDS	  MARINE	  RESOURCE	  ORGANISATION	  (IIMRO)	  
Jerry	  Early	  (English)	  Chair,	  +35	  3878	  054	  246	  jerry@iimro.org	  
	  
THE	  COMMUNITY	  OF	  ARRAN	  SEABED	  TRUST	  (COAST)	  
Howard	  Wood	  OBE	  (English)	  Spokesperson,	  +44	  1770	  700466	  howard@arrancoast.com	  	  
	  
GILLNET	  FISHERS	  OF	  THE	  NORTH	  OF	  FRANCE	  (French	  only)	  
Stéphane	  Pinto	  (French)	  Representative	  of	  gillnetters	  of	  the	  “Hauts	  de	  France”	  Region,	  +33	  
(0)	  6	  11	  96	  09	  74	  
Frédéric	  Drogerys	  (French)	  Representative	  of	  the	  port	  of	  Dunkerque,	  +33	  (0)	  6	  86	  76	  28	  82	  
	  
PLATEFORME	  DE	  LA	  PETITE	  PECHE	  ARTISANALE	  
Ken	  Kawahara	  (French)	  spokesperson,	  +33	  6	  25	  10	  32	  95	  ken.kawahara@plateforme-‐petite-‐
peche.fr	  	  
	  
UK	  FISHERS	  (English)	  
	  
Lowestoft	  Fish	  Market	  Alliance	  
Paul	  Lines	  +44	  (0)7860	  518	  908	  paulenviroserve@btinternet.com	  
	  
Thanet	  fishermen	  /	  Queenbourgh	  fishermen	  
Tom	  Brown	  +44	  (0)1843	  594	  223	  Thbtfa@gmail.com	  
	  
Fishermen	  United	  
James	  White	  +44	  (0)7799	  552	  355	  Jwhite283@googlemail.com	  
	  
Leigh	  and	  Southend	  fishermen	  
Daryl	  Godbold	  +44	  (0)1702	  554	  543	  
	  
Mersea	  Island	  Fishermen	  	  
Andrew	  Craig	  +	  44	  (0)7977	  514	  069	  
Info@designcatamarans.com	  
	  
IRISH	  WILDLIFE	  TRUST	  	  
Pádraic	  Fogerty	  (English)	  Campaign	  officer,	  087-‐2959811;	  01-‐8236145	  
irishwildlife@iwt.ie	  
	  
THE	  BLACK	  FISH	  	  
Valeska	  Diemel	  (German)	  Germany	  Director,	  +49	  157	  300	  869	  53	  valeska@theblackfish.org	  
	  
END	  ECOCIDE	  ON	  EARTH	  	  
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Valérie	  Cabanes	  (French),	  spokesperson,	  +33	  (0)6	  89	  85	  28	  70	  (via	  WhatsApp)	  
valerie@endecocide.eu	  	  
	  
NOTRE	  AFFAIRE	  A	  TOUS	  	  
Marie	  Toussaint	  (French),	  Chair,	  +33	  6	  42	  00	  88	  68	  (via	  WhatsApp)	  
mariev.toussaint@gmail.com	  	  
	  
OUR	  FISH	  	  
Rebecca	  Hubbard	  (English),	  Program	  Director,	  +34	  657	  669	  425	  rebecca@our.fish	  	  
	  
BLUE	  MARINE	  FOUNDATION	  
	  

 
*** 

 
 
 
                                                
Notes	  and	  references:	  
	  
1	  Electric	  fishing	  has	  been	  banned	  in	  Europe	  since	  1998	  by	  Article	  31	  of	  Council	  regulation	  (EC)	  No	  850/98.	  
2 On	  11	  March	  2016,	  the	  European	  Commission	  released	  its	  legislative	  proposal	  to	  reform	  the	  Technical	  Measures	  
Regulation	  (COM(2016)	  134	  final).	  
3	   Important	  note:	   the	  decision	  to	  grant	  derogations	  came	  through	  as	  part	  of	  a	  TAC	  and	  quota	  Regulation	   in	  which	   it	  had	  

	  
1	  Electric	  fishing	  has	  been	  banned	  in	  Europe	  since	  1998	  by	  Article	  31	  of	  Council	  regulation	  (EC)	  No	  850/98.	  
2 On	  11	  March	  2016,	  the	  European	  Commission	  released	  its	  legislative	  proposal	  to	  reform	  the	  Technical	  Measures	  
Regulation	  (COM(2016)	  134	  final).	  
3	   Important	  note:	   the	  decision	  to	  grant	  derogations	  came	  through	  as	  part	  of	  a	  TAC	  and	  quota	  Regulation	   in	  which	   it	  had	  
absolutely	  nothing	  to	  do.	  See	  http://eur-‐lex.europa.eu/legal-‐content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32007R0041&from=EN	  	  
4	  Council	  Regulation	  (EC)	  No	  41/2007.	  	  
5	  "In	  the	  light	  of	  advice	  from	  STECF,	  fishing	  with	  beam	  trawl	  using	  electrical	  pulse	  current	  should	  be	  allowed	  in	  ICES	  zones	  IVc	  
and	   IVb	   south	   under	   certain	   conditions"	   (Council	   Regulation	   (EC)	   No	   41/2007).	   The	   STECF	   (Scientific,	   Technical	   and	  
Economic	  Committee	  for	  Fisheries)	   is	   the	  scientific	  body	  of	   the	  European	  Commission	  that	   is	  supposed	  to	  help	  the	   latter	  
implementing	  the	  Common	  Fisheries	  Policy	  (CFP)	  of	  the	  EU.	  
6	   STECF	   (2006)	  23rd	  Report	  of	   the	  Scientific,	  Technical	  and	  Economic	  Committee	   for	  Fisheries	   (Second	  Plenary	  Meeting),	  
Barza	   d'Ispra,	   6-‐10	   November	   2006.	   Available	   at:	   https://stecf.jrc.ec.europa.eu/documents/43805/99464/2006-‐
11_23rd+report+of+the+STECF.pdf	  
7	  The	  STECF	  concludes	  that	  "although	  the	  development	  of	  this	  technology	  should	  not	  be	  halted,	  there	  are	  a	  number	  of	  issues	  
that	  need	   to	  be	   resolved	  before	  any	  derogation	  can	  be	  granted"	   (page	  59,	  STECF	  2006).	  Noteworthy,	  a	  Dutch	  researcher	  
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