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This analysis is the result of a collaboration be-
tween the NGO BLOOM and the Institut Rousseau1 
(a Paris-based think tank). We review the main 
French and European public subsidies received 
by the French fishing sector between 2020 and 
2022. Our results show that tax exemptions on 
fuel play a central role in public subsidies, ac-
counting for almost 63% of all subsidies in 2021. 
Recent years have also been marked by a series 
of unprecedented crises: the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, Brexit and the rise in fuel prices triggered by 
Russia's invasion of Ukraine, all of which have 
led to a significant increase in aid, highlighting 
the structural vulnerability of a large part of the 
sector. Even though there is an extremely urgent 
need to redirect public funding in favor of the 
sector's transition, these subsidies are still very 
rarely associated with sustainability criteria and 
are almost entirely blind to the different types of 
fishing, favoring the most fuel-intensive industrial 
vessels which destroy marine ecosystems and jobs.

Since the early 1990s, the role of public subsidies in the over-
capacity of fishing fleets and the overexploitation of world fish 
stocks has been clearly established by experts and interna-
tional organizations.2 By increasing production capacity and 
rendering certain fleet segments seemingly profitable, public 
subsidies encourage fishers to continually increase their catch-
es, regardless of the declining state of resources, which would 
normally lead them to regulate their activity.3

Given that overfishing has been identified by the Intergovern-
mental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES) as the leading cause of destruction of marine 
ecosystems over the past fifty years,4 there is an absolute urgency 
to eliminate so-called 'harmful' fishing subsidies and redirect 
this funding towards the social and ecological transition of the 
sector. In 2015, this led United Nations (UN) Member States to 
adopt Sustainable Development Goal 14.6, which aims to ban 
public subsidies that encourage overcapacity, overfishing and 
illegal fishing.5 In June 2022, a first agreement banning certain 
fishing subsidies was also adopted at the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) after more than twenty years of negotiations.6 

1.  �In 2021, €327 million in European and national public 
subsidies (excluding subsidies granted by authorities) 
were paid to the French fishing sector, representing 
almost 30% of its turnover. In other words, the fishing 
sector only surves thanks to public money.

2.  �Fuel exemptions accounted for €206 million in 2021, or 
63% of total estimated subsidies. Of this amount, 47% of 
fuel subsidies were received by vessels over 24 meters, 
even though this part of the fishing fleet represents only 
3% of the number of vessels and 28% of employment.

3.  �Barely 11% of the subsidies identified in 2021 (i.e. €37 
million) are identified as expenditures to promote the 
sustainable transition. Except for the EMFF, these mea-
sures have no definition or impact measurement and are 
not monitored.

4.  �Aid from regional and local authorities falls into a 
"black hole". In the absence of consolidated data, it is 
currently impossible to assess the amount they grant to 
the fishing sector. As a result, the actual amount of public 
subsidies to the fishing sector in France is higher than the 
figure given here.

Key findings

1 The Institut Rousseau is a think tank set up by high-level civil servants in 2020. It brings together “intellectuals, researchers, civil servants and workers from the private and 
public sectors. Its aim is to produce proposals for innovative, ambitious and operational public policies". Official website available at: https://institut-rousseau.fr/.
2 FAO (1993) Marine fisheries and the law of the sea: a decade of change. Special chapter (revised) of The State of Food and Agriculture 1992, available at: https://www.fao.org/3/
u9345e/u9345e00.htm.
3� Sumaila et al. (2019) Updated estimates and analysis of global fisheries subsidies, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2019.103695.
4 IPBES (2019) Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, available at: https://www.ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2020-02/ipbes_global_assessment_re-
port_summary_for_policymakers_en.pdf.
5� https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/oceans/
6 BLOOM (2022) WTO fisheries subsidies deal: a historic first step for the ocean, a giant step for transparency, available at: https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/wto-fisheries-
subsidies-deal/ .
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Despite these international commitments, the latest global 
estimates show that the global fishing sector received $35.4 
billion in public subsidies in 2018, over 60% of which encour-
aged overcapacity and overfishing, and 22% of which was fuel 
aid.7 Industrial fisheries alone received over 80% of these 
global subsidies, despite representing less than 20% of the 
world fleet.8

France is no exception. French fishing companies benefit 
from a wide range of direct subsidies and exemptions. How-
ever, in the absence of centralized and harmonized data, it 
is impossible to know the exact amount and to produce an 
exhaustive critical assessment. In a 2010 report on State aid 
to the fishing sector in France, the 'Cour des Comptes' (Court 
of Auditors), France’s supreme audit institution, had already 
highlighted this total lack of visibility and the complete absence 
of State aid control.9

In this study, BLOOM and the Institut Rousseau review the main 
European and national public aids received by the French fish-
ing sector between 2020 and 2022. Our analysis is based on:

-> �The appropriations for the budget lines for the fisheries sec-
tor in the 'projets de loi de règlement' (Settlement Bills, or 
'PLR'), which aim to establish the final amount of government 
expenditure and revenue, and the resulting financial result. 

-> �European public expenditure that does not pass through 
State budgets: i) expenditure by the European Maritime and 
Fisheries Fund (EMFF) excluding the national offset, ii) aid 
paid to the sector to offset the negative consequences of 
Brexit for French vessels that historically fished in British 
waters, iii) subsidies paid under the Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership Agreements established between the European 
Union and a number of African States, enabling 41 French 
vessels to exploit the resources of these States.

-> �Estimated tax exemptions on fuel and social contributions. 
French fishers enjoy a wide range of tax benefits, the most 

significant of which is exemption from the 'Taxe Intérieure 
de Consommation sur les Produits Énergétiques' (Domestic 
Tax on the Consumption of Energy Products, or TICPE), a 
tax on fuel prices which amounts to €0.6091 for each liter 
of fuel purchased. Fishing businesses also benefit from low 
rates of social and employer contributions, compared with 
the average rates in force in France. In both cases, we have 
estimated the savings made by the sector compared with 
the general scheme. 

The amounts presented in this study are conservative, 
as they do not include subsidies paid by regional or local 
authorities, due to the lack of transparency of these data. 
This observation was already made by the French Court of 
Auditors in 2010, which was quick to describe this aid as a 
"black hole".

1. Subsidies are still largely geared towards 
fossil fuels and a series of unprecedented 
crises have increased their amount

Our results are clear. Fuel price exemptions account for a major 
share of total subsidies and represent a shortfall for the State 
of almost 206 million euros, or 63% of the 327 million euros 
in subsidies received by the fishing sector in 2021 (Figure 1). 
This highlights the sector's heavy dependence on fossil fuels, 
which limits any investment in its environmental transition. Fuel 
subsidies also soared by 19% between 2021 and 2022, follow-
ing the surge in fuel prices triggered by the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine and the measures taken by the European Union to 
support fishing companies facing the economic consequences 
of this crisis. Since March 2022, the European Commission has 
repeatedly relaxed EU State aid rules so that governments can 
financially support companies whose activities are impacted 
by the war in Ukraine.10 French fishers have thus been able to 
benefit from a discount at the pump of between 20 and 35 euro 
cents per liter of diesel, in addition to the fuel tax exemption.11

7� Sumaila et al. (2019) Updated estimates and analysis of global fisheries subsidies, available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2019.103695.
8 Schuhbauer et al. (2020) The Global Fisheries Subsidies Divide Between Small- and Large-Scale Fisheries, available at: https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2020.539214.
9� BLOOM (2013) Revelations from the secret and ruthless report of the French court of auditors on State aid to fisheries, available at: https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/reve-

lations-from-the-secret-and-ruthless-report-of-the-french-court-of-auditors-on-state-aid-to-fisheries/.
10 �European Commission (2023) Commission adjusts phase-out of certain crisis tools of the State aid Temporary Crisis and Transition Framework, available at: https://ec.europa.

eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5861.
11 �Secrétariat d'État chargé de la mer (2023) FAQ, Aides aux entreprises de pêche pour faire face à l’augmentation des prix des matières premières et notamment de l’énergie liée à 

l’agression de la Russie contre l’Ukraine, available at: https://mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-12/FAQ_aide_entreprises_peche_04122023_SDAEP.pdf.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2019.103695
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmars.2020.539214
https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/revelations-from-the-secret-and-ruthless-report-of-the-french-court-of-auditors-on-state-aid-to-fisheries/
https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/revelations-from-the-secret-and-ruthless-report-of-the-french-court-of-auditors-on-state-aid-to-fisheries/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5861
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_5861
https://mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-12/FAQ_aide_entreprises_peche_04122023_SDAEP.pdf
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12 �Le Brenne et al. (2021) Sustainable objectives and commitments deceived by fisheries subsidies for "temporary cessations" in times of COVID, available at: https://www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X21002815.

13 �Regulation EU 2021/1755, available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R1755.
14 �Secrétariat d’État chargé de la mer (2023) Liste détaillée des bénéficiaires finaux – AT Brexit. Régime SA. 62426 – France, available at: https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/

files/2023-06/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20AT%20Brexit.pdf.
15 �Secrétariat d’État chargé de la mer (2023) Liste des bénéficiaires finaux du Plan d’accompagnement individuel au Brexit. Régime SA. 104347 – France, available at: https://www.

mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-12/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20PAI%20-%2086%20navires-3.pdf.
16 �Carvalho and Guillen (2021) Economic Impact of Eliminating the Fuel Tax Exemption in the EU Fishing Fleet, available here: https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/5/2719.
17 �Vaughan et al. (2023) Revisiting fuel tax concessions (FTCs): The economic implications of fuel subsidies for the commercial fishing fleet of the United Kingdom, available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2023.105763. 

Alongside these fuel subsidies, several support schemes have 
been set up to deal with the unprecedented crises that have 
affected the sector in recent years. In 2020, in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, nearly 28 million euros in aid for temporary 
cessation was paid out under the EMFF to French fishing ves-
sels forced to remain docked. As a study by BLOOM revealed, 
82.5% of these subsidies were taken up by vessels over 12 
meters in length practicing fishing methods with a high impact 
on marine ecosystems, due to the unfair allocation criteria set 
by the French government.12 2021 and 2022 were years also 
marked by the establishment of the Brexit Adjustment Reserve 
(BAR), established to offset the negative consequences of the 
UK's withdrawal from the European Union for European vessels 
that historically fished in British waters.13 In 2021, the BAR thus 
compensated up to 25 million euros for the temporary cessa-
tion of nearly 350 French vessels forced to remain docked14. In 
addition, between 2022 and 2023, a fleet exit plan known as the 
'Plan Individuel d'Accompagnement' (Individual Support Plan) 
financed the dismantling of 86 vessels whose activity had been 
weakened by Brexit, for a total amount of 58 million euros.15

This array of public subsidies demonstrates the structural 

vulnerability of a large part of the sector to fluctuations in fuel 
prices and the unprecedented crises of recent years. Without 
fuel subsidies, which can take the form of tax exemptions or 
direct discounts at the pump, a number of fishing businesses 
– particularly those operating fuel-intensive industrial vessels 
– would no longer be profitable.16, 17

Exemptions from social security contributions, which are rarely 
taken into account when estimating public subsidies to the 
fishing industry, have also been included.

Compared to the average rates in force in France, the fishing 
sector enjoys a tax advantage over other sectors, and not an 
insignificant one either, since the low rates of social security 
contributions and employers' contributions represented 
a saving for fishing companies of almost 37 million euros 
in 2021. Added to these amounts are various subsidies asso-
ciated with the acquisition of equipment (13 million euros in 
2021), data collection and fisheries control (13 million euros), 
conservation of marine resources (3 million euros), exceptional 
VAT exemption on sales of seafood products (4 million euros; 
"price support" category), etc.

 Fuel       Exemptions from social security contributions       Stoppage compensation

 Monitoring, data, biodiversity and environment       Equipment

 European fishing agreements       Price support       Activity post-Brexit       Other

Data source : PLR 2020, PLR 2021, PLR 2022, URSSAF 2023, CSTEP 2023, FEAMP, EMFF, EMFF Guide for project leaders, French 
Secretary to the Sea, June 2023 French Court of Auditors, September 2023 statement by Hervé Berville ; data processing by 
the authors.

Figure 1 - Subsidies (credits, 
tax expenditure) to the fishing 
sector in France over the period 
2020-2022. Amounts in euros.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X21002815
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https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-06/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20AT%20Brexit.pdf
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-06/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20AT%20Brexit.pdf
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-12/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20PAI%20-%2086%20navires-3.pdf
https://www.mer.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2023-12/Liste%20des%20b%C3%A9n%C3%A9ficiaires%20finaux%20PAI%20-%2086%20navires-3.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/5/2719
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2023.105763
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2. The weight of fuel tax exemptions masks 
the lack of investment in long-term solutions 
and marks support for industrial fishing

Public fuel subsidies make no distinction between the most 
responsible and the most harmful practices (Table 1). In fact, 
almost 47% of subsidies go to industrial vessels over 24 
meters, even though this part of the fishing fleet represents 
only 3% of the number of vessels and 28% of employment. 
Conversely, only 16% of subsidies are directed to inshore vessels 
under 12 meters, even though they represent 87% of the fleet 
and 46% of employment.

It is also interesting to estimate the efficiency with which subsidies 
are used, by relating them to the volume of landings and sales 
generated by the sale of catches. This simple calculation shows 
that inshore vessels under 12 meters perform better in terms of 
landings (kg)/subsidy (€) than vessels over 12 meters. The gap 

widens considerably if we look at the value of landings. While 
one euro of public subsidy paid to inshore vessels through 
fuel tax exemption generates 13 euros of sales from landings, 
only 5 euros are generated for offshore and industrial vessels 
(i.e., those over 12 meters).

Small-scale fishing is also more efficient in terms of catches 
per liter of fuel consumed. On average, for one liter of fuel, 
an inshore vessel of less than 12 meters lands 2.2 kg of catch, 
an industrial vessel lands 1.6 kg and an offshore vessel lands 
less than 1 kg (Table 2). It should be noted that fuel efficiency 
depends not only on vessel size, but also on the type of gear 
used. Vessels larger than 12 meters are less efficient, as they 
mostly use bottom trawls; one of the least efficient fishing 
gears in terms of converting energy into catches, due to the 
considerable energy required to deploy and pull the nets that 
scrape the seabed.

Table 2 - Efficiency of use of fuel aids by vessel size class between 2020-2021 

Data source: Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF)

Vessel size
(FAO classification) Fuel (L) Landings (kg) Landings (€) Landings (kg)/

subsidy (€)
Landings (€)/
subsidy (€)

Landings (kg)/
fuel (L)

Inshore (<12m) 45,584 445 102,231,511 362,601,759 3.68 13.06 2.24

Offshore (12-24m) 104,980,429 103,042,998 322,827,613 1.61 5.05 0.98

Industrial (>24m) 135,387,864 219,006,854 392,366,886 2.66 4.76 1.62

Not specified 23,045,304 64,359,421 118,328,213 4.59 8.43 2.79

Vessel size
(FAO classification) Number of vessels % of 

vessels

Number of FTEs 
(full-time equivalent, 

France)

FTE 
(%) Subsidies (€) Subsidies

(%)

Inshore (<12m) 5,014 87.47% 3,013 46% 27,760,928 15.94%

Offshore (12-24m) 542 9.46% 1,758 27% 63,933,082 36.71%

Industrial (>24m) 176 3.07% 1,820 28% 82,451,209 47.35%

Not specified* 452 / 824 / 14,034,590 /

Total 6,184 100% 7,415 100% 188,179,808 100%

* Due to the aggregation of certain socio-economic data relating to fleets, some vessels could not be classified according to the 
FAO classification. 
Data source: Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF)

Table 1 - Breakdown of fuel subsidies (exemption and pump rebates) by vessel size class between 2020-2021 
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3. An overwhelming absence of subsidies 
dedicated to sustainability or based on 
sustainability criteria

By reviewing the descriptions of the various subsidies, we 
were able to identify those relating to the sustainability of the 
sector. These measures represent 37 million euros for 2021, or 
11% of total subsidies, which is low given the stakes involved. 

Except for the EMFF, we found no definition of sustainability in 
these documents, no quantified indicators associated with these 
sustainability objectives and no review of performance against 
these objectives. Thus, even within these subsidies, there is 
little evidence to confirm that spending has actually been di-
rected towards investments that are part of a clear strategy to 

transition the sector towards a model that is both low-carbon 
and respectful of marine resources. In addition, public invest-
ment aimed solely at improving the energy efficiency of vessels, 
without seeking to significantly reduce the impact of fishing on 
marine ecosystems, would be completely counterproductive. In 
this respect, lessons must be learned from the electric fishing 
scandal revealed by BLOOM.18 Under the guise of innovation and 
reducing fuel consumption in a context of rising diesel prices, 
this fishing technique with its devastating impacts has been 
developed illegally in the Netherlands and has benefited from 
over 20 million euros in European subsidies.19 In the current 
context of high diesel prices, similar arguments are used by 
lobbies seeking aid for fleet renewal and decarbonization in 
order to reduce diesel consumption, but without ever showing 
the slightest ambition to convert to low-impact methods.20

Table 3 - Subsidies to the fishing sector in 2021 mentioning sustainability criteria

Category Source Description Amount 
(2021, in euros)

Equipment

EMFF Investments to improve the quality and value of catches. 14,100

EMFF Investments to improve the energy efficiency of boats. 220,378

EMFF Investments to improve safety at sea and conditions on board. 155,957

French State Exceptional deduction for environmentally friendly ships, boats or equipment. 5,000,000

French State Development of ships and boats for a sustainable, high-performance fleet. 7,000,000

Fishing data

EMFF Data on fishing volumes, discards and stock status. 637,832

French State
Data collection on marine fisheries (biodiversity, fish stocks in the 
outermost regions and the Mediterranean) through scientific observation 
programs at sea.

2,878,562

French State Assignments carried out by MNHN as part of the monitoring and 
compliance with statistical and scientific obligations. 184,750

French State Funds delegated to IFREMER for statistical and data monitoring. 1,755,351

French State These expenses are earmarked for various organizations to provide 
expertise on statistical data. 1,028,525

Fishing 
control

French State Development and maintenance of computerized fisheries monitoring and 
control tools. 6,187,363

EMFF Investments in fisheries control: combating illegal fishing. 160,041

Biodiversity

EMFF
Investments in innovation projects (equipment, fishing practices) to 
improve catch selectivity, reduce discards and reduce the impact of 
fishing activities on marine ecosystems.

1,393,071

French State Financing eel restocking operations in application of the European eel 
management plan. 891,908

EMFF
Improving knowledge of functional areas, proposing measures for Natura 
2000 sites, raising environmental awareness, taking account of fishing in 
Marine Protected Areas.

941,255

Exemption for 
fish products French State Exemption for fishery products sold by sea fishers and shipowners. 4,000,000

Environment French State Investment in all aspects of sustainable development in the fisheries and 
aquaculture recovery plan. 5,000,000

Total 37,449,093
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4. Our main recommendations

In light of these results, and given the urgency of the eco-
logical and social transition in the fishing sector, we make 
the following recommendations:

Recommendation 1: Phase out diesel subsidies 
Gradually put an end to the compulsory exemption from the 
Domestic Tax on the Consumption of Energy Products (TICPE), 
which encourages excessive consumption of fossil fuels by 
industrial vessels. The minimum tax rate for fuels used by 
fishing vessels must be consistent with the sector's transitional 
challenges; it should increase according to the annual volume 
of fuel consumed per vessel, to favor inshore vessels over the 
most energy-consuming.  

Recommendation 2: Direct subsidies to the sector's social 
and ecological transition
Subsidies must be redirected towards transitioning the sector by 

promoting practices that are low-carbon, have little impact on 
the seabed and marine biodiversity and create jobs. Subsidies 
for destructive fishing techniques must be eliminated. Clear 
sustainability criteria must be established, and the use of funds 
must be monitored to ensure that these criteria are respected.  

Recommendation 3: Increase the transparency of subsidies 
A systematic and exhaustive review of public spending on 
the fishing sector must be carried out every year by public 
authorities, particularly in view of the entry into force of the 
WTO agreement on fisheries subsidies, which includes provi-
sions on transparency. This detailed financial data should be 
coupled with thorough socio-economic (fuel consumption, 
sales, quotas, etc.) and environmental (catch volume, area of 
activity, state of targeted stocks, etc.) information – by vessel 
whenever possible – in order to produce a comprehensive as-
sessment and inform public policy. This data should be made 
fully available to the general public in an open format, so that 
they can be reused by citizens, researchers, decision-makers 
and the media.

18 �BLOOM (2018) Electric pulse fishing: why it should be banned, available at: https://www.bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/plaidoyer-peche-electrique-v3.pdf.
19 �Le Manach et al. (2019) Public subsidies have supported the development of electric trawling in Europe, available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S0308597X18308819. 
20 �The Fishing Daily (2024) UNCTAD confirms EU fishing fleet remarkable 52% reduction in GHG emissions, available here: https://thefishingdaily.com/featured-news/unctad-

confirms-eu-fishing-fleet-remarkable-52-reduction-in-ghg-emissions/.  

A small-scale fishing vessel in Oléron
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