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BLOOM is a non-profit scientific organisation founded in 2005, with a mission is to protect the ocean, the 
climate, marine habitats and species, as well as fishing communities, from the causes of their destruction: 
unsustainable extractive activities, in particular industrial fishing and hydrocarbon production.

Our vision is that all fishing activities at sea – as they capture wild species from the planet’s greatest common 
good and impact a whole host of non-target animals and plants – must strive to minimise environmental 
impacts and maximise social benefits.
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How can we account for 80 years
of failure to protect the oceans? 

“Zero-impact fishing” is virtually impossible as any human 
activity leaves a footprint. To understand the role of fishing 
as an extractive and carbon-intensive practice in the 
crises facing our planet, we must therefore look beyond 
its impact and also consider its scale. The post-World War 
II period marked a turning point in the history of fishing. Its 
impact, previously limited to specific populations and regions 
of the globe, was widely expanded into a form of large-
scale extraction, leading to an unprecedented collapse in 
marine life between 1950 and 1980. Despite the introduction 
of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)1 in the early 1980s, 
the industrialisation of fishing has not only continued, but 
accelerated. The CFP’s target of reducing overfishing to 
zero by 2020 has not been met. In 2022, 37 % of European 
fish stocks were still being overfished.2  How can we 
account for this inability to protect the oceans?

Through a retrospective approach, this report aims to 
understand and trace the systemic political, economic, 
social, ecological, and cultural forces that have come 
into play to create an industry and a “fishing system” in 
which wild marine populations are considered “seafood” 
and “commodities” to be exploited almost without 
limit. This report also denounces the fact that, even though 
overfishing started raising concerns as early as the 1970s, 
political decisions that had proven detrimental to both 
the environment and public finances were maintained and 
even reaffirmed, helping a handful of industrial actors gain 
disproportionate control over the industry.

Sectoral industrialisation driven 
by State support and stakeholder 
expediency 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, European 
States provided technological and financial support for the 

modernisation of fishing fleets, most notably with extremely 
powerful vessels. Between 1950 and 1980, the number 
of vessels fell fivefold while the fleet’s overall power 
quadrupled: mechanical power essentially replaced 
human labour. European catches rose from four million 
tonnes in 1950 to an all-time high of just under seven and 
a half million tonnes in 1974.

At sea, large pelagic trawlers and tuna freezer vessels 
supplanted small-scale coastal and high-seas fishing while 
on land, supermarkets and processed “seafood” products 
replaced traditional markets and fresh fish, which was once 
mainly consumed in coastal regions.

Increased capacity yet fewer catches: 
evidence of a failed system

This unbridled race for high volumes showed its limitations 
very early on: from 1974 onwards, European fisheries were 
depleting sea resources faster than they could naturally 
replenish. As a result, European catches began to 
plummet. From deep-sea predators to herring and hake, fish 
stocks collapsed and catch sizes in the Atlantic fell by 
half. Between 1950 and 2005, fish populations were cut 
to 20 % of their former levels in some European waters. 
While subsistence hunting and gathering used to give natural 
resources time to replenish, overfishing is now rapidly pushing 
living ecosystems to their limits. This practice carries an 
inherent contradiction: large-scale extraction cannot occur 
without adversely affecting the fishing industry itself.

Unchecked industrialisation also puts significant pressure 
on small-scale and deep-sea fishers: between 1970 and 
2022, the number of fishers fell elevenfold in Denmark, 
fivefold in Germany, fourfold in Spain and France, 
threefold in Italy, Portugal and Poland, and twofold in the 
Netherlands.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

1 The main regulatory instrument for European fisheries management since 1983.
2 COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT EVALUATION Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common 
Fisheries Policy
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A five-pronged expansion strategy

From 1980 onwards, imports began to outweigh exports, 
leading to a trade deficit, and in the 2000s, it became five 
times harder to catch fish compared to 1950. Yet, far from 
scaling back or re-evaluating its approach, the industry 
adopted an uncompromising strategy: to deploy new 
methods to catch every last fish. From the advent of 
deep-sea trawling and fish aggregating devices, through 
to electric fishing, European fishing has become mega-
industrial. It has undergone five transformations, beginning 
with moving further out to sea, then deeper, and subsequently 
setting out in search of new species. It has adopted the 
latest cutting-edge technologies and, finally, vessels of ever-
increasing size. With this latest transformation, the fishing 
industry is undergoing a dimensional expansion. The surge 
in vessel power and time spent at sea is no longer aimed 
at increasing catch volumes, but rather at tracking down 
ever scarcer fish stocks.

Bolstered by fisheries agreements between the European 
Union and third countries, hyper-industrialised fishing has 
expanded beyond European waters and exported its impacts 
elsewhere, contributing to the overexploitation of the 
world’s waters as well as the destabilisation of many 
countries’ socio-economic systems.

However, these expansions come at a hefty cost, both in 
terms of capital and fuel. Looking into 30 years of financial 
support to the sector reveals that mega-industrial fishing 
has become dependent on public spending, most notably 
through fuel tax exemption, structural funds and fisheries 
agreements. In fact, without it, part of the industry would 
no longer be profitable. When the model fails, taxpayers 
foot the bill.

From wild animals to aquaculture 
protein production

This entire transformation has been supported and made 
possible by the industrialisation of the downstream sector, 

which has evolved to process the large quantities supplied by 
the fishing industry: processing companies are increasing 
their profit margins and large retailers are becoming 
the main outlet for fish sales, enabling them to impose 
strict logistical constraints regarding delivery and freshness, 
and to maintain downward pressure on prices. Processing 
companies and large retailers get to dictate the range 
on offer and promote standardised “fish-based products” 
that are easily interchangeable both on production lines and 
in ready meals or delicatessen products. In a context where 
8.78 million tonnes out of the 10.5 million tonnes of fish 
consumed in Europe in 2024 was imported, where per 
capita consumption of seafood is on the rise, and despite 
European fisheries yielding catches on par with the post-war 
period, the industry is now pivoting to aquaculture. In 
the span of about 10 years, the share of European funding 
allocated to aquaculture has risen from 8 to 29 %. 

So there’s a shortage of certain wild fish species? Never 
mind, humans will farm their own.

The system is on its last legs,
propped up by a handful of players

Why have decision-makers failed to address a fishing 
model that has become oversized, destructive, inefficient, 
and dependent on public subsidies? One explanation lies 
in the growing concentration of “fishing power” gained by 
industrial actors at European level in recent years, relying on 
three key mechanisms: the hoarding of quotas, control 
over the entire supply chain (from catch to plate), 
and finally the lobbying power of a handful of players, 
including long-established multinationals such as the 
five Dutch majors (known as the “Big Five”). This capture 
of the sector through political and regulatory means has 
undermined the implementation of the 2013 CFP reform, 
which introduced new tools to combat overfishing such 
as maximum sustainable yield and Article 17 on quota 
allocation. These progressive measures have since been 
obstructed by industrial actors, and the policy’s objectives 
remain aspirational.
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Putting an end to industrial excess

Eighty years at most: that is how long it took a handful of 
entrepreneurs and decision-makers to pave the way for 
a big ocean fail… This ecological disaster has been rooted 
in the blind faith that productivity could be maximised 
with complete disregard for the biological constraints of 
living organisms. However, all empires eventually fall, 
and the reign of the marine “superpredators” will 
come to an end sooner or later: the latest assessment of 
European fish stocks shows that climate change is having 
an ever-greater impact on marine ecosystems, and that 
the populations of certain species are not recovering. The 

fishing industry is well aware of this, yet remains committed 
to its extractivist mindset, which will inevitably push it 
to the brink of collapse. In this context, some industrial 
actors have already invested in other sectors, such as 
real estate. Ultimately, it is the taxpayers, consumers, 
citizens, European and third-country fishers, as well as 
the marine environment itself that bear the brunt for this 
excessive fishing. The time has come to reckon with an 
industry whose exploitative practices are widening the 
wounds of a dying world: we must seize the opportunity 
presented by the next European budget to put an end to 
this industrial excess once and for all.

© Alexis Rosenfeld - Mission 1 OCEAN
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Let us imagine a world where cod, groupers, whales, dolphins, 
turtles, and tuna would swarm our coasts by the hundreds of 
thousands. This “world of abundance” described by Didier 
Gascuel, Professor Emeritus Of Marine Ecology And Fisheries 
Science, in his manifesto for sustainable fishing,  has nothing 
to do with science fiction, but rather with the memory of a 
bygone era when fishing,3 practised on a small scale and 
with wind as its sole source of energy, had not yet caused 
the immense damage to marine populations that we are 
witnessing today. That was a time when public money had 
not yet been used to build the most powerful fishing fleet in 
European history.

The turn of the first millennium marked a major turning 
point for European fishing: it had until then been confined 
to freshwater and coastal areas, but was now venturing out 

onto the high seas. In the 11th century, the Bay of Biscay saw 
the emergence of whaling activities along the Basque coast. 
From the 13th century onwards, historical records document 
the collapse of herring stocks in northern Europe. Gradually, 
vessels began to venture further afield and fishing methods 
evolved, most notably with the adoption of trawl nets, an 
innovation dating back to the 14th century and a subject of 
controversy ever since. In 1376, a petition addressed to King 
Edward III of England denounced the destructive effects of 
this device, known as the “wondyrechaun” – a weighted net 
that scraped the seabed to capture aquatic life. 4  In France, 
the edict issued by King Henry III in March 1584 became the 
first attempt to regulate sea fishing. It specifically prohibited 
the use of dredges, also a kind of dragged fishing net, that 
were accused of destroying the seabed. 5 

3 Gascuel Didier, Revolution in the Seas: Ending Overfishing and Building Pesco-Ecology, Sustainable Agro-Ecology of Fishing, Academic Press.
4 Bearzi, G., Bonizzoni, S., Reeves, R.R 2024. The trawl supremacy: hegemony of destructive bottom trawl fisheries and some of the management solutions. OceanCare, 
Wädenswil, Switzerland. 134pp. https://www.oceancare.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/TrawlSupremacy_Report_OceanCare_2024.pdf
5 Grancher, R. “ À qui appartiennent les poissons ? Réflexions sur la généalogie du droit de pêcher en mer dans la France d’Ancien Régime ” dans Christophe Cérino; Bernard 
Michon ; Éric Saunier. La pêche : regards croisés, PURH, pp.101-114, 2017. https://hal.science/hal-01888691/document

INTRODUCTION: FROM INDUSTRIAL FISHING 
TO SYSTEMIC OVEREXPLOITATION

Fully protected marine reserves give us a glimpse of what these waters, which were once rich in biodiversity, used to look like.
© Alexis Rosenfeld - Mission 1 OCEAN
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A long battle spanning more than five centuries pitted 
advocates of technological progress against the pioneers of 
a more ecological approach, who urged caution regarding 
the overexploitation of fish stocks. Then, the advent of the 
steam engine fundamentally transformed fishing practices 
and led to a huge expansion in the trawler fleet. 6  In 1880, 
England deployed steam trawlers around the British Isles, 
subjecting the ocean to “what had already been done 
on land through hunting and agriculture”, 7 according to 
oceanographer Philippe Cury. Resources were soon being 
depleted, and vessels moved on to the North Sea and the 
North Atlantic.8 Around the same time, the advent of the 
railway and iceboxes revolutionised the marketing of seafood, 
rendering it accessible to a growing population, even those 
living further away from the coast. Between 1880 and 
1912, fishing pressure in Europe increased sevenfold,9 and 
overfishing became a cause for concern among scientists. In 
1902, the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES) was founded to investigate the decline in fish stocks 
in European waters, and an “Overfishing Committee” was 
established. 10 

At the dawn of the 20th, the first industrial revolution 
radically transformed the European fishing industry. 
Large steam-powered trawlers capable of catching cod in 
the Far North were introduced, such as Fécamp trawlers like 
the Simon Duhamel II, stretching nearly 59 metres. In Europe, 
several major fisheries thrived long before the advent of 
the diesel engine or sonar. The notion of “zero-impact 
fishing” does not actually exist as any human activity 
leaves a footprint. Even simply living leaves a footprint. 
What matters most is therefore, then, is the scale of that 
impact.

Later on, the post-World War II period saw the biggest 
disruption in the history of fishing, characterised by a race 
for productivity across many sectors that would eventually 
lead to an unprecedented collapse in marine life. Within 
a few years, and often out of the public eye, fishing turned 
into large-scale extraction. From the 1950s through to the 
late 1970s, European countries undertook to rebuild their 
fleet damaged by the war and develop industrial vessels 
fitted with modern equipment, particularly diesel engines. 

6 Roberts, C. The Unnatural History of the Sea. Washington, DC, Island Press/Shearwater Books, 2007.
7 Cury, P., & Pauly, D. (2013). Mange tes méduses ! Réconcilier les cycles de la vie et la flèche du temps. Paris : Éditions Odile Jacob
8 Ibid
9 Thurstan, R.H. et al. The effects of 118 years of industrial fi shing on UK bottom trawl fisheries. Nat. Commun. 1:15 doi : 10.1038 / ncomms1013 (2010). 
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms1013  
10 To learn more about the history of ICES, refer to American historian Helen Rozwadowski’s book: The Sea Knows No Boundaries. A Century of Marine Science under ICES, Copen-
hagen-Seattle, ICES-University of Washington Press, 2002.

A steam trawler in 1905. © Jack Daussy.
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The impact was almost immediate: European waters, 
became a  hotbed for the deployment of the latest 
fishing technologies, including new trawling techniques, 
and were gradually depleted of their endemic large 
species. In the North Atlantic, 90 % of marine 
predator biomasses have disappeared since 1900. 11 
Between 1950 and 2005, fish stocks fell by fivefold in 
the Bay of Biscay and the Celtic Sea. 12  This decline has 
caused significant changes in oceanic food webs (or food 
chains) and led to the simplification of marine ecosystems. 
Simultaneously, employment on board fishing vessels has 
fallen dramatically. The damage inflicted upon marine life and 
ecosystems is very much evident, and their recovery remains 
a significant challenge. As of 2026, the Common Fisheries 
Policy’s (CFP) ambition of ending overfishing by 2020 is 
effectively six years behind schedule, 13 with only 50 % of 
the target achieved.

However, nothing about this situation is inevitable. This is 
primarily because the industry’s predatory approach is 
incompatible with the conservation of ocean ecosystems 
and carries an inherent contradiction: there can be no 
fishing without fish... By its very nature, this model is not 
sustainable. Acknowledging this reality compels us to avert 
the worst and seek out a path where fishing and ecosystems 
regeneration can coexist. Furthermore, small-scale 
coastal fishing – which is fighting to survive against the 
overwhelming pressure of the industry – remains the light 
at the end of the tunnel, showing us that other paths are 
possible for reconciling food security with the preservation 

of living organisms. Finally, the current situation only stems 
from a set of economic and political choices shaped by a 
handful of stakeholders, meaning a paradigm shift could still 
tip the balance towards positive change.

The purpose of this report is to shed light on these choices 
that have transformed the sector into a “system”. It also 
aims to offer insight into the political, economic, social, 
environmental, and cultural forces that have come into 
play to create, in just a few decades, an industry and a 
“fishing system” in which wild marine populations are 
considered “seafood” – commodities to be exploited 
almost without limits. Our analysis does not seek to rewrite 
the past, as these decisions were rooted in a very specific 
post-war context in which Europe was emerging from four 
years of devastation. Rather, it aims to question why, despite 
overfishing already raising concerns as early as the 1970s, 
these policies that had proven detrimental to both the 
environment and public finances were maintained and even 
reaffirmed.

In an attempt to offer insights on 80 years of industrialisation 
in the fishing industry, BLOOM and the consultancy firm AScA 
spent months identifying the trends that contributed to this 
shift, from fishing being carried out by small vessels serving 
local markets to a large-scale industrial fishing system 
supported by public funding and controlled by a handful of 
private actors.

SCOPE
This report is mainly dedicated to examining major trends in European fisheries, focusing primarily on the 28-member European 
Union (still including the United Kingdom, a historically major fishing power, which left the EU in 2020), with more in-depth 
analysis of specific western European countries (most notably France, Spain, and the Netherlands). As disaggregated 1950s 
data on European fisheries is not available, Tables 1 and 2 feature data on geographical Europe, comprising, among others, 
the Russian/former USSR fleet, from which many European Union countries originated.

11 Christensen, V., Guénette, S., Heymans, J.J., Walters, C.J., Watson, R., Zeller, D. and Pauly, D. (2003), Hundred-year decline of North Atlantic predatory fishes. 
Fish and Fisheries, 4: 1-24. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1467-2979.2003.00103.x
12 Guénette, S., Gascuel, D. 2012, Ocean & Coastal Management, updated in 2021 by Hernvann et Gascuel.
13 The main regulatory instrument for European fisheries management since 1983.
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THE POST-WAR BOOM: 
CONQUERING THE SE A S   
The expansion of the European fleet  

By the end of World War II, the fishing fleets and 
infrastructure of many European nations had been 
devastated: in some countries, such as France, fishing 
vessels had been requisitioned for wartime operations. 14  
Trade routes were disrupted and populations were suffering 
from a general food shortage. 15  Reviving the fish catching 
and processing industry became an absolute necessity 16  
to restore maritime power, revitalise shipyards, and 
address the supply crisis. 17  With complete disregard for 
past overfishing practices, States sought to reaffirm their 
“traditional prerogatives relating to the high seas and assert 
their historical rights over areas subject to international 
negotiations”.18 They anticipated the introduction of a 
fishing regulatory framework and were banking on the fact 
that vessels that had caught the most fish would be allocated 
larger quotas in the future: this is how the unbridled race for 
high volumes was structurally encouraged from the outset. 
Another driving force behind the rapid restoration of the 
fleet was the expectation of biological recovery following a 
decline in catches during the war. 19 Overall, the objective 
was clear: States wanted to build up a powerful fishing fleet. 

In Europe, the industrialisation of fisheries initially led to 
a significant decline in the number of unpowered vessels 
(falling from 187,000 in 1950 to 34,000 in 1980), and the 
rise of more powerful vessels 20  (Table 1).

The European industrial fleet’s total engine power grew 
from 4.3 GW in 1950 to 16.8 GW in 1980 (Table 2). In France, 
total engine power increased sixfold between 1950 and 1990, 
rising from around 0.2 GW to nearly 1.2 GW 22  (Figure 1). 

THE ILLUSION OF AN INEXHAUSTIBLE OCEAN 

14 Locher, F. “ Reconstruire la pêche française. État, écologie et modernisation (1939-1958) ”. Le Mouvement social, 2022, 278 (1), pp.73-88
15 Mesnil, B. “ Public-aided crises in the French fishing sector ”, Ocean & Coastal Management, Volume 51, Issue 10, 2008, Pages 689-700, ISSN 0964-5691 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0964569108000720
16 Ibid
17 Locher, F. “ Reconstruire la pêche française. État, écologie et modernisation (1939-1958) ”. Le Mouvement social, 2022, 278 (1), pp.73-88.⟩ 
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-03925528/
18 Ibid (Locher 2022)
19 Ibid (Locher 2022)
20 Geographical Europe, figures including Russia. Y. Rousseau, R.A. Watson, J.L. Blanchard, E.A. Fulton, Evolution of global marine fishing fleets and the response of fished 
resources, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 116 (25) 12238-12243, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1820344116 (2019).
21 As disaggregated data for the area corresponding to the 28-member European Union prior to 1950 isn’t available, the authors have used existing data for geographical Europe 
for both Tables 1 and 2.
22 Mesnil, B. Public-aided crises in the French fishing sector, Ocean & Coastal Management, Volume 51, Issue 10, 2008, Pages 689-700, ISSN 0964-5691 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0964569108000720

Type 1950 1980 2015

Unpowered 187,000 34,000 8,000

Powered, 
artisanal

53,000 96,000 80,000

Powered, 
industrial

19,000 40,000 30,000

Table 1 : Number of vessels by type of fishery, between 1950 
and 2015, in geographical Europe (including Russia)21. 

Source : Rousseau et al 2019, Evolution of global marine 
fishing fleets and the response of fished resources.

Segment 1950 1980 2015

Artisanal 
(Europe incl. 
Russia)

1.6 GW 3.6 GW 3.5 GW

Industrial 
(Europe incl. 
Russia)

4.3 GW 16.8 GW 9.5 GW

Table 2 : Fishing fleet’s total engine power (in GW), between 
1950 and 2015, in geographical Europe (including Russia).
Source : Rousseau et al 2019, Evolution of global marine 

fishing fleets and the response of fished resources.



1 1		      THE BIG OCEAN FAIL 

Figure 1 : 
Increase in the French fishing fleet’s power.

Source :            BLOOM.

This radical transformation in the fleet’s composition was 
primarily driven by the technological innovations of 
the Second Industrial Revolution. The introduction of 
diesel engines, steel hulls and, later, electronic equipment 
(radar, sonar detection devices, etc.) made fishing vessels 
considerably more powerful and capable of accurately 
locating fish, while the advent of on-board fish processing 
and packaging enabled longer and more efficient fishing 
trips. In France for instance, diesel-powered vessels 
achieved 20 to 25 % larger catches compared to pre-war 
vessels of the same tonnage.23 In Europe, the restoration of 
the fishing fleet was carried out at the expense of small, 
unpowered vessels, in favour of bottom trawlers and 
pelagic trawlers that used conical nets to catch more fish.24 
On-board freezing also revolutionised the sector and drove 
the emergence of deep-sea freezer vessels, including 
(mainly French and Spanish) freezer tuna purse seiners 25  
capable of fishing off the African coast as early as the 1950s.26 

Thanks to modern fishing nets and new fish-tracking 
methods, fishing vessels increased their catching capacity 
to unprecedented levels. Nylon was used to replace cotton 
in fishing nets from 1950 onwards. This synthetic fibre invented 
in 1935 offers substantial benefits as it is strong, lightweight, 
rot-proof, and virtually invisible once dyed.27 In addition, a 
whole range of tactics were implemented to optimise fishing 
strategies: as early as 1960, certain fleets, such as tropical tuna 
vessels, were using aeroplanes and helicopters as spotters 
to track down surface shoals. The sheer amount of resources 
deployed gave fish little to no chance of escape.28 

Furthermore, certain countries (like France and Spain) set 
up financial support for the fisheries sector, 29 working 
in close partnership with the industry and most notably with 
trade unions. In France, for instance, these unions would later 
go on to form the “Comité national des pêches maritimes et 
des élevages marins” (CNPMEM – French National Committee 
for Maritime Fisheries and Marine Farming). This support was 
leveraged to build powerful tropical tuna vessels, which during 
their very first fishing seasons in the 1950s measured between 
32 and 50 metres (compared to an average length of over 80 
metres today, and up to 116 metres). 30

30 
 

vivo y el requerido para el sistema de cerco . Disponían asimismo de cubas de congelación 
y bodega en proa que podía ser utilizada indistintamente para pescado fresco (refrigerado) y 
congelado. El equipo de frio consistía en el convencional sistema de congelación en baño de 
salmuera (-18/-20º). Un año después, en octubre de 1964, Marítima Musel entregaría a los 
mismos armadores de Bermeo tres nuevos atuneros (Artza, Arene y Atalde) de dimensiones 
algo inferiores a los anteriores con la intención de que trabajasen en flotilla junto con el 
Albóniga y el Alacrán. Tal como estaba previsto, “Los barcos trabajarán, al principio, a la 
caña con cebo vivo”121. 

Figura 2. AtuneroAlbóniga, cerquero-congelador (Marítima Musel, 1963) 

 
Fuente: Ingeniería Naval, nº 346, 1964. 

A partir de estas primeras unidades “modernas”, la evolución fue rápida, 
abandonándose el carácter polivalente inicial, para centrarse en el desarrollo del sistema de 
cerco y la congelación a bordo. De hecho, aunque los pesqueros han representado una pequeña 
parte del tonelaje construido por la industria naval española122, a partir de la década de los 
sesenta la construcción de atuneros purse seiners, tanto para armadores nacionales como para 
el mercado internacional, ha sido una importante línea de trabajo del sector, tanto astilleros 
como ingenierías de diseño de buques y empresas auxiliares. 

De acuerdo con los datos recogidos en el apéndice 1, la primera generación de 
atuneros construidos en los años sesenta tenían unas dimensiones que oscilaban en eslora de 32 

                                                           
121 Ingeniería Naval, nº 353, 1964, p. 422). 
122 De acuerdo con J.M. Valdaliso (2018), p. 494, en el período 1967-1979, los buques de pesca representaron 
el 55% de las unidades construidas, aunque tan solo el 4% del tonelaje. Sobre su importancia en los principales 
astilleros gallegos, X. Carmona y J. Nadal (2005), pp. 284-296. 

The Alboniga, a Spanish 36-metre freezer tuna purse 
seiner in 1963. © Ingenieria Naval, n°346,1964, dans 

(Uriarte.R.,2019).

23 Locher, F. Reconstruire la pêche française. État, écologie et modernisation (1939-1958).
24 Gascuel, D. Technologie des engins et méthodes de pêche. “ Partie 1 - Un rapide survol de l’histoire des engins de pêche ”. Pôle halieutique. L’institut Agro Rennes, 2024
25 Meuriot, E. IFREMER, https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00489/60092/63439.pdf p63
26 Uriarte, R. Globalization and technical change in the tuna fleet of the basque country. The tuna fishery in tropical waters of the african atlantic (1945-1985), AEHE, 2019
27 Deschamps, G., Les filets maillants, collection Guide pratique, Editions Quae, 2009
28 This technological race is still ongoing, through the use of artificial intelligence, drones, and high-resolution satellite imagery.
29 Meuriot, E. La flotte de pêche française de 1945 à 1983, Ifremer, 1986
30 Uriarte, R. Globalization and technical change in the tuna fleet of the basque country. The tuna fishery in tropical waters of the african atlantic (1945-1985), AEHE, 2019
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1974: the peak in European catches

With this rapid industrialisation, Europe soon established 
itself as a major player in the global fishing industry and 
as the leading region for seafood consumption.31 Between 
1950 and 1974, European catches (equivalent to the EU-28) 
rose from four million tonnes in 1950 to an all-time high of 
just under seven and a half million tonnes in 1974 (Table 3).  32 

This period was characterised by a surge in tuna catches: in 
Spain for instance, tuna catches grew from 228,000 tonnes per 
year between 1946 and 1950 to 570,000 tonnes between 1971 
and 1975. In 1975, Spain had a fleet of 123 tuna vessels in the 
Atlantic, the largest it has ever operated in the area.33 

This emphasis on performance and productivity was evident 
across many sectors at the time, from agriculture to the textile 
and automotive industries. Maximising output was paramount, 
driven by the pursuit of performance “optimisation” and ultra-
modernity. However, the fishing industry stands out in 
one particular respect: while the large-scale expansion 
of deployed capabilities and catch volumes appeared to 
yield results until the 1970s, its limitations also became 
apparent early on. After 1974, sea resources were being 
depleted faster than they could naturally recover. The 
advent of this new industrial model was causing a dramatic 
decline in fish stocks in European waters as well as massive 
changes to marine ecosystems. This persisted for years after 
the introduction of the CFP in 1983, which was established 
precisely to address the pressing issue of overfishing.

TOWARDS A COLL APSE OF LIFE 
IN OUR SE A S AND OCE ANS
Fishing pressure is depleting European 
waters

In his book Une question de taille (A Question of Size), Olivier 
Rey writes: “The technological transformation of the world was 
supposed to make it more hospitable, yet it ended up upsetting 
its balance”.34  This observation rings especially true when it 
comes to the fishing industry.

The large-scale extraction of fish stocks, made possible by the 
development of large, powerful trawlers and purse seiners, led 
to an unprecedented depletion of ecosystems, even before 
the European fleet reached its all-time high catch volume 
in 1974. In the Northeast Atlantic, the rapid decline in predator 
populations (Figure 2) was reflected in landings: from the early 
1960s onwards, the French industrial fishing fleet saw a sharp 
drop in catches of hake, a key species in the seafood trade.
While fish biomass had already begun to collapse by 1960, 
fishing pressure paradoxically continued to increase until 
the 1980s, leading to a situation of chronic overfishing. The 
so-called “hake crisis” of the 1960s perfectly illustrates this 
paradox. According to an article published at the time, “hake 
has long been a hallmark of quality for the port of Lorient […]. 
It is becoming increasingly scarce off our coasts […]. Lorient’s 
fishing companies have had to venture further and further out, 
and therefore built more powerful, faster vessels, equipped for 
deep sea operations […].”35 

31 https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00489/60092/63439.pdf p70
32 Compiled by this report’s authors, based on FAO data 
33 Uriarte, R. Globalization and technical change in the tuna fleet of the basque country. The tuna fishery in tropical waters of the african atlantic (1945-1985), AEHE, 2019
34 Rey, O. Une question de taille, Editions Litos, 2022
35 Monthly magazine La Pêche Maritime, September 1964, mentioned by E.Meuriot https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00489/60092/63439.pdf 

Figure 2 : Distribution of biomass for high trophic level fish in the North Atlantic for (a) 1900, (b) 1950, (c) 1975, 
and (d) 1999. Unit: tonnes/km².

Source : Christensen et al. Hundred-year decline of North Atlantic predatory fishes, 2003, Fish & Fisheries
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Country 1950 1970 Evolution  

France 442,656   667,253   +51% 

Germany 581,100   893,821   +54% 

Italy 176,500   378,317   +114% 

Netherlands 183,300   212,800   +16% 

Poland 75,800   448,628   +492% 

Portugal 307,184   462,781   +51% 

Spain 597,503   1,383,666   +132% 

Total 2,364,043   4,447,266   +88% 

Total (eq. UE28) 3,828,843       7,404,577   +93% 

Table 3 : Total catches by live weight (in tonnes) between 1950 and 1970, for seven major European fishing nations 
(including countries that were not yet EU members in 1970). Data: FAO statistics via FishstatJ – Global statistics on catches 

and aquaculture production (global catches section).

In the 1970s, North Sea herring stock also collapsed 
following the expansion of the purse seiner fleet.36 After 
World War II, North Sea herring catches stood at around 
600,000 tonnes per year, rising to 800,000 tonnes in 

1963.37  Despite declining fish stocks and warnings from the 
ICES, in 1977, the nine Member States 38 of the European 
Economic Community (EEC) were forced to ban fishing for 
this species in the North Sea.39

Clupea Harengus. By Gervais and Boulart - Les poissons Gervais, H., Public domain, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18282630

36 https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00882/99344/109385.pdf 
37 Ibid
38 Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, Denmark, Ireland, the United Kingdom
39 https://www.lemonde.fr/archives/article/1977/07/20/les-neuf-concluent-un-accord-provisoire-sur-le-hareng_2862531_1819218.html
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The increase in vessel power and time spent at sea is 
no longer aimed at improving catch volumes, but rather 
at tracking down increasingly scarce fish stocks. In 
essence, the sector has slipped into a counterproductive 
form of industrialisation. Despite the CFP’s attempts to 
regulate overfishing from 1983 onwards (see page 28), 
the numbers speak for themselves: between 1950 and 
2005, the abundance of fish stock fell fivefold (Figure 
3). Since 1900, 90 % of the biomass of large marine 
predators in the North Atlantic has been lost as a result 
of overfishing. 40

According to researcher and professor Didier Gascuel, 
“significant declines in the abundance of fish stocks have 
been occurring in Europe for a long time. They date back 

to the 1950s to 1970s. For the past 30 years or so, the 
abundance of resources has remained stable at a low level. 
Consequently, stakeholders have operated within a context 
of scarcity, which they tend to regard as the normal state of 
the system” (see box on page 16).42  

Ecosystems are declining and losing 
their resilience

This large-scale extraction of fish stocks, which began in the 
1950s, has had significant repercussions on prey, predators, 
competitors, and whole ecosystems.43 Oceanic food webs 
(also known as trophic networks or food chains) became 
simpler and lost resilience at every level. 

40 Christensen et al. Hundred-year decline of North Atlantic predatory fishes, 2003
41 Guénette, S., Gascuel, D. Ocean & Coastal Management,updated for 2021 by Hernvann and Gascuel
42 Speech by Didier Gascuel in the French Senate on 5 May 2014  https://www.senat.fr/rap/r13-495/r13-4954.html 
43 Gascuel, D. Un modèle écosystémique structuré par niveau trophique : approche théorique de l’impact de la pêche sur la biomasse, la production halieutique et la dynamique des 
écosystèmes marins exploités. Cinquième Forum Halieumétrique, “Halieutique : complexité et decision”, Lorient 26/28 June 2001. https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/fichiers/
pdf/3441.pdf
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44 Pauly, D et al. Fishing Down Marine Food Webs.Science279,860-863 (1998). DOI:10.1126/science.279.5352.860
45 Ibid
46 Gascuel, D., Coll, M., Fox, C., Guénette, S., Guitton, J., Kenny, A., Knittweis, L., Nielsen, J.R., Piet, G., Raid, T., Travers-Trolet, M. and Shephard, S. (2016), “ Fishing impact and envi-
ronmental status in European seas: a diagnosis from stock assessments and ecosystem indicators ”. Fish Fish, 17: 31-55. https://doi.org/10.1111/faf.12090
47 Planque, B. et al. “How does fishing alter marine populations and ecosystems sensitivity to climate?” Journal of Marine Systems Volume 79, Issues 3–4, 10 February 2010, Pages 403-417 
48 Gascuel, D., Coll, M., Fox, C., Guénette, S., Guitton, J., Kenny, A., Knittweis, L., Nielsen, J.R., Piet, G., Raid, T., Travers-Trolet, M. and Shephard, S. (2016), “Fishing impact and envi-
ronmental status in European seas: a diagnosis from stock assessments and ecosystem indicators”. Fish Fish, 17: 31-55. https://doi.org/10.1111/faf.12090
49 Tudela, S., & Sacchi, J. (2003). Projet pour la préparation d’un Plan d’Action Stratégique pour la Conservation de la Biodiversité dans la Région Méditerranéenne. Impacts des 
pratiques de pêche en Méditerranée : Impact sur les espèces et les habitats sensibles, solutions techniques et recommandations. Centre d’Activités Régionales pour les Aires 
Spécialement Protégées. https://www.rac-spa.org/sites/default/files/doc_spabio/d1fr.pdf

Large, long-lived demersal species (living near the seabed) 
at the top of the food chain were decimated and replaced 
by short-lived species at the bottom of the food chain.44,45   
In the Atlantic Ocean, there has been a decline in catch 
volumes of large demersal fish (living near the seabed) and 
benthopelagic fish (which lives both near the seabed and in 
open water). By contrast, catch volumes for small pelagic 
fish and medium-sized demersal fish have increased.46 This 
decline is evident both in the composition of commercial 
catches and in the field during scientific surveys.47

In landings, catch sizes are decreasing, a sign that the fishery 
has already caught the oldest individuals and is inexorably 
targeting ever younger ones.48 In the North Atlantic, the 
average maximum length of fish observed in landings 
decreased by 50% between 1950 and 2000 (Figure 4). 

In addition to the predation of marine resources, the 
expansion of industrial fishing – particularly bottom 
trawling and demersal seines – has caused massive 

destruction of seabed habitats and the microfauna 
that lives there. By scraping, uprooting, and crushing 
marine flora and fauna, this technique transforms 
complex ecosystems into biological wastelands. While the 
destruction of coral reefs is clearly visible to the naked eye, 
the impact on sandy-muddy seabed is less obvious but 
just as devastating. In these ecosystems, our perception of 
biodiversity can be skewed as the animals are microscopic 
and live buried in the sediments. These include molluscs, 
crustaceans, worms, sponges, etc.,49 which contribute to 
the bioturbation of sediment, the filtration of water, and the 
mineralisation of organic carbon. Above all, they form the 
basis of food chains and therefore play a vital role in the 
functioning of marine ecosystems, specifically for demersal 
fish. This explains why bottom trawling plays such an 
enormous role in the depletion of the ocean and the 
decline of its biological productivity, as reflected in 
the aforementioned collapse in catch volumes of large 
demersal fish.

Figure 4 : Trends in the average maximum length of fish landed between 1950 and 2010, one of the key indicators of 
biodiversity in fisheries. This indicates a change in the structure of ecosystems in the North-East Atlantic.

 Source : Gascuel et al., 2016, Fish & Fisheries.

centimetres
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Given the scale of the biological and physical consequences it entails, the large-scale extraction of marine populations 
has led to a phenomenon of “ecological amnesia” or “shifting baseline”, a concept theorised by researcher Daniel 
Pauly in the 1990s (see illustration). As we forget the environmental conditions of the past, it erodes our collective 
memory of ecosystems, their former diversity, and functions. As a result, each generation accepts environmental losses 
and forgets the world of abundance described by scientists such as Didier Gascuel, Callum Roberts 50 and Jeremy 
Jackson.51

This phenomenon undermines the way we “experience nature” and the sea52 (not only our direct encounters with the 
marine world, but also the stories and films that depict it).53  Furthermore, Robert Pyle, who theorised this concept 
of the “extinction of experience”, demonstrated that a reduction in direct interactions between humans and 
the biological world directly contributes to a decline in biodiversity. In a sense, the ongoing destruction of 
ecosystems foreshadows the devastation that lies ahead.

50 Roberts C., The unnatural history of the sea, Island Press, 2007
51 Jackson et al., “ Historical Overfishing and the Recent Collapse of Coastal Ecosystems ”. Science, 2001.
52 Pyle, R.M.  “ L’extinction de l’expérience ”, Écologie et Politique, 20162 N°53
53 Prévot-Julliard et al., “ Historical evidence for nature disconnection in a 70-year time series of Disney animated films ”, Sage Journals, 2014

ECOLOGICAL AMNESIA:
FROM THE DESTRUCTION OF ECOSYSTEMS TO THE DESTRUCTION OF MEMORIES 

The researcher Daniel Pauly developed the concept of ‘environmental amnesia’ following his study of changes in fish 
catches off the east coast of North America. The illustrations show the decline in catches across several generations in 
Florida. In Europe, the depletion of fish stocks and the decline in catch sizes due to overfishing are contributing to the 

same phenomenon. Source: Monroe County Public Library (image on the left), Loren McClenachan (image on the right). 
Source: Monroe County Public Library (image on the left), Loren McClenachan (image on the right)
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Research carried out by the Institut Agro Rennes-Angers and 
the French National Museum of Natural History,54 as part of a 
multidisciplinary research group initiated by BLOOM, revealed 
that vessels using trawls or purse seines (fishing techniques in 
which fish is actively captured using large conical nets deployed 
on the seabed or in the water column) are the main culprit behind 
environmental destruction and the drain on public finances.

Bottom trawling carries a host of negative impacts: 
destruction of benthic flora and fauna, overfishing, and the 
capture of juvenile fish.

	 → �By dragging their nets across the seabed, bottom trawlers 
are responsible for the destruction of marine flora and 
fauna across an area equivalent to 630,000 km² every 
year.  

	 → �These vessels are extremely energy-intensive, emitting 
on average almost twice as much CO₂ per kilogram of fish 
caught as small-scale fishing, which uses gear such as 
pots, nets and lines. The reason for this is rooted in basic 
physics: very powerful and therefore fuel-thirsty engines 
are required to tow weighted gear along. By damaging the 
seabed, bottom trawling not only destroys ecosystems, but 
also helps release carbon stored in the sediments, some 
of which is then re-emitted into the atmosphere as CO₂. 
Taking these emissions into account could almost double 
the quantified carbon footprint of bottom trawlers.55 

	 → �Overall, trawlers (particularly mega-trawlers) are 
responsible for overfishing on an unprecedented scale. 
It is estimated that between 2017 and 2021, 88 % of 
overexploited resources came from trawlers and purse 
seiners. 

While the environmental pressures caused by trawling and 
industrial fishing are well documented, there has been 
significantly less research to assess their socio-economic 
impacts. Indeed, industrial fishing relies on oversized vessels 
with excessive physical capital, while reducing its dependence 

on human labour: on average, large trawlers employ up to ten 
times fewer workers than small-scale vessels, when adjusted 
per kilogram of fish caught. This model, which is geared 
towards mass production (particularly industrial processing 
chains), prioritises volume over quality,56 thereby generating 
four times less added value than small-scale coastal fisheries. 
The pursuit of maximum labour productivity – measured in 
kilograms of fish caught per fisher – involves the overexploitation 
of fish stocks, significant energy inefficiency, and the destruction 
of the social fabric. This means that any gains must come at the 
expense of ecosystems and other fishers.

Yet, this model only applies to a small minority: industrial 
vessels (over 24 metres) make up just 3 % of the French 
fleet, and only 11 % of the fleet engages in trawling. In short, 
a handful of vessels are responsible for the mass destruction of 
marine ecosystems without generating any collective wealth. 

In contrast, small-scale coastal fishing (with vessels up to 12 
metres that use nets, lines or ports) accounts for more than 
half of all vessels (63 %). It supports ten times as many jobs 
per kilogram of fish caught, and produces around four times 
as much added value. All with minimal impact on fish stocks 
and without damaging the seabed. 

However, industrial fishing vessels and trawlers are able to catch 
such large volumes that it grants them a dominant position in 
the European fisheries landscape. In France, these vessels are 
responsible for 60 % of catches and are the main suppliers to 
large and medium-sized retailers. This contribution is often cited 
as the main argument in defence of industrial fishing models. Yet 
it is important to note that the ability to catch large volumes 
is, above all, a matter of “opportunities” granted. Indeed, 
French fishing quotas are mainly allocated based on historical 
catches. This goes directly against the CFP’s recommendations 
to allot quotas based on social, economic, and environmental 
criteria. Under the current system, vessels that have caught the 
most fish in the past are set to receive the largest quotas in the 
future.

54  Quemper, F., Levrel, H., Mouillard, R., Gascuel, D. 2025. “ Évaluation des performances environnementales, économiques et sociales des flottilles de pêche : Bilan 
France ”. Rapport du programme TransiPêche : Scénarios de transition écologique et sociale des pêches françaises. Les publications du Pôle halieutique, mer et littoral de 
L’Institut Agro n° 56, 184p
55  The Shift Project & BLOOM (2025, novembre). Bilan des émissions carbone de la pêche française : Premiers résultats, de la construction des navires au retour de pêche. 
Paris. Available in French at: https://theshiftproject.org/publications/bilan-carbone-peche-final/ 
56 Geir Sogn-Grundvåg, Dengjun Zhang, Bent Dreyer, 2020, Fishing methods for Atlantic cod and haddock: Quality and price versus costs, Fisheries Research, Volume 230, 
105672, ISSN 0165-7836, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fishres.2020.105672.

THE ROLE OF TRAWLING AND INDUSTRIAL FISHING
IN THE DESTRUCTION OF EUROPEAN WATERS
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PRODUCTIVIT Y-DRIVEN FISHING 
PR ACTICES ARE BECOMING 
INCRE A SINGLY INEFFECTIVE
An ever more powerful fleet yielding 
fewer catches

Even though certain fish stocks in the Northeast Atlantic 
have recovered in recent years, the situation, 43 years 
after the first CFP, remains dire. In 2020, almost a third 
of European fish stocks remained overfished – including 
key stocks such as mackerel, herring, saithe, sole, cod, and 
hake.57 The objective by that date, under the CFP reform, 
had been for 100 % of stocks to be managed at maximum 
sustainable yield,58 a fisheries management indicator dating 

back to the 1950s but introduced in 2013 as a CFP objective. 
Furthermore, despite being much more powerful than it 
was in 1950, the European fishing fleet hardly catches 
any more fish than it did back then (Figure 5). 

European fisheries have fallen into a vicious circle, as 
illustrated by data on catches per unit effort (CPUE). CPUE 
is defined by the amount of catch obtained per unit of 
fishing effort. This indicator has seen a steady decline since 
1950,59 underscoring the fact that increased fishing gear 
efficiency cannot offset the depletion of fish stocks. In 
other words, the current system deploys considerably 
greater resources than before to catch roughly the same 
quantity of fish… This discrepancy between the amount of 
resources deployed to increase efficiency and the difficulty in 
bringing in fish, which has been apparent since 1974, echoes 
the words of Ernst Friedrich Schumacher in his 1973 book 
Small is Beautiful: “The most striking thing about modern 

SUBSIDISING A COUNTERPRODUCTIVE MODEL 

Figure 5 : EU-28 catches by fish family and aquaculture production, for the 1950-2024 period, showing the 1974 peak, followed 
by a steady decline and the rise of aquaculture production. Source : FAO (FishStatJ 2026).

57  Information on overexploited fish stocks (classified as overfished, overfished and degraded, or collapsed) can be found in Ifremer’s yearly assessments:  
https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/01012/112398/126792.pdf  
58  2022 review of the state of fish stocks in Europe: overfishing is declining, but remains high. Note by D. Gascuel based on the STECF report, April 2022.
 https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/images/actualites/2022_Gascuel_Bilan_CSTEP_Etat_des_stocks_europ%C3%A9ens_La%20surexploitation_recule.pdf
59  Y. Rousseau, R.A. Watson, J.L. Blanchard, E.A. Fulton, Evolution of global marine fishing fleets and the response of fished resources, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A.116 (25) 
12238-12243, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1820344116 (2019).

https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/images/actualites/2022_Gascuel_Bilan_CSTEP_Etat_des_stocks_europ%C3%A9ens_La%20surexploitation_recule.pdf 
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industry is that it requires so much and accomplishes so 
little.”60

The steady decline in CPUE in European waters (Figure 
6) highlights this vicious cycle: since the 2000s, it has 
become five times harder to catch fish than it was in 1950. 
According to Didier Gascuel, it is “like sending vessels out to 
sea to fish, then adding others to destroy part of that catch. 
It’s as if fishers worked part of the year to earn a living, and 
then devoted extra working days to destroy some of their 
income”. He adds: “The system has gone mad and threatens 
the economic viability of its own industry”. 

Industrial fishing has become “counterproductive”, not 
because it fails to “produce” fish, but rather because it 
systematically destroys the natural world. This dysfunction, 
best reflected by the decline in catches of the late 1970s, 
has in no way curbed the sector’s ambitions – far from it, as 
industrial fisheries have decided to step up the “race for fish” 
and expand it to unprecedented scales. 

Expansion of the fishing industry: 
from a three- to five-pronged strategy 

In the late 1970s, according to Pauly and Le Manach, the 
European industrial fishing fleet “shifted towards intensifying 
its fishing efforts, not only by venturing into deeper waters but 
also southwards, into the tropical and subtropical waters of the 
Southern Hemisphere. This industrialisation and expansion were 
driven by the establishment of Exclusive Economic Zones in 1982” 
63, as well as by the introduction of fisheries agreements, which 
allowed for the exploitation of third-country waters in return 
for compensation. European fishing vessels were setting 
out beyond European waters in search of new catches, and 
industrial actors were building ever more powerful vessels. 
Spain notably experienced a “boom in shipbuilding”, with 43 new 
industrial tuna purse seiners launched between 1975 and 1984.64

At the same time, shipowners diversified their fleets through 
subsidiaries based outside the European Union. Using European 
capital, they were able to purchase vessels registered under the 
flags of countries not subject to EU legislation, and whose fisheries 
were subsequently supplying food to European consumers. This 
practice remains very common to this day: on 11 June 2026, 
the Nueva Pescanova Group expanded its international fishing 
operations and its investments in Namibia by adding to its fleet 
a 60-metre freezer vessel that will be dedicated to the fishing 
and on-board processing of hake, which is traditionally widely 
consumed in Spain.65 In 2011, Cornelius Bundje, deputy director 
of the Namibian Maritime and Fisheries Institute, shared his 
insights into the matter: “the fishing industry is dominated by 
Spain. That’s not a secret [...] Billions of Namibian dollars go to 
Spain. This money is not invested in Namibia [...] The wealth is 
leaving Namibia”. In 2010, according to a report by the National 
Marine Information and Research Centre (NatMIRC), the hake 
population in waters under the country’s jurisdiction accounted 
for just 13 % of the biomass that existed in the 1960s. 66

This geographical expansion of European industrial fishing in 
the 1980s was combined with a bathymetric expansion. In 
short, industrial fishing was not only venturing further, but 
also deeper. On top of this, the sector also was also targeting 
a wider range of species.67 This three-pronged expansion 
strategy was implemented with a specific goal in mind: to catch 
every last fish. 

60 Schumacher E F., Small is beautiful, A Study of Economics As If People Mattered, 1973 
61 Didier Gascuel, Revolution in the Seas: Ending Overfishing and Building Pesco-Ecology, Sustainable Agro-Ecology of Fishing, Academic Press, 2023.
62 Y. Rousseau, R.A. Watson, J.L. Blanchard,  & E.A. Fulton,   Evolution of global marine fishing fleets and the response of fished resources, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 116 (25) 
12238-12243, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1820344116 (2019).
63 Pauly, D., Le Manach, F. Expansion de la pêche mondiale, Regard R31 du 30 avril, SFE https://sfecologie.org/regard/r31-peche-mondiale-pauly-et-le-manach/
64 Uriarte R., Globalization and technical change in the tuna fleet of the basque country. The tuna fishery in tropical waters of the african atlantic (1945-1985), AEHE, 2019
65 https://www.nuevapescanova.com/fr/2026/06/11/le-groupe-nueva-pescanova-renforce-ses-investissements-en-namibie-avec-lacquisition-dun-nouveau-navire-congelateur/ 
66 https://www.fronterad.com/empresas-pesqueras-espanolas-diezman-la-merluza-de-namibia/ 
67 Pauly D, Le Manach F., Expansion de la pêche mondiale, Regard R31 du 30 avril, SFE https://sfecologie.org/regard/r31-peche-mondiale-pauly-et-le-manach/

Figure 6 : 
Trends in catch per unit effort (CPUE) in Europe, 

indexed to 1950. 62 
Source :  Rousseau et al,  2019



2 1		      THE BIG OCEAN FAIL 

In practical terms, this new approach led to the 
development of dauntingly effective techniques:

→ �Tuna fishing using FADs,  or rafts that were initially 
rudimentary but became highly technological in the 
1980s, designed to gather tuna together to make them 
easier to catch. These devices are now equipped with 
GPS trackers offering global coverage and even multi-
beam sonar systems that can accurately measure the 
aggregated biomass. Over the last 10 years in the Indian 
Ocean, respectively 72 % and 85 % of the catches by the 
French and Spanish tuna fleets have been made using 
FADs.68 This method has a significant impact on the 
youngest fish: 97 % of the yellowfin tuna caught using 
this technique are juveniles.69  Furthermore, up to 10 % 
of catch volumes made using FADs consist of non-target 
species, such as vulnerable and fragile species of sharks 
and turtles.70 

→ �Deep-sea trawling. This practice was developed by 
Europeans, North Americans as well the Soviets during the 
second half of the twentieth century, in response to declining 
fish stocks in shallow waters.71 Trawls can be lowered down 
as far as 2,000 metres in search of species that were not 
previously sold commercially, such as grenadier, black 
scabbardfish and Greenland halibut. At such depths, the 
trawls sweep up all marine life indiscriminately, some of 
which becomes unsellable “by-catch”. However, the deep 
sea is not only the world’s largest ecosystem but also 
one of the most fragile. According to Robert Calcagno, 
Director General of the Institut océanographique de Paris 
(Oceanographic Institute of Paris), “the ecosystem is 
less productive than elsewhere, and fish stocks replenish 
more slowly”.72 In Europe, Scapêche – the fishing fleet of 
retailer Les Mousquetaires Group (operating supermarkets 
including Intermarché and Netto) – was the leading player 
in deep-sea fishing until the practice was banned below 

800 metres in the European Union in June 2016, 
following a campaign by BLOOM.73,74 

68 https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/tuna-war-games.pdf
69 https://www.globaltunaalliance.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Naunet-Fisheries.2021.V3-new.pdf
70 https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/tuna-war-games.pdf
71 https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/marine-science/articles/10.3389/fmars.2018.00098/full 
72 https://www.larecherche.fr/environnement/l%E2%80%99interdiction-du-chalutage-en-eaux-profondes%C2%A0-les-raisons-du-retard
73 In France, there was a total of ten trawlers spread across three fishing companies: La Scapêche (Lorient) is the largest fleet for deep-sea species, followed by Euronor (Bou-
logne-sur-Mer) and Dhellemmes (Concarneau).
74 https://www.lemonde.fr/planete/article/2016/06/30/l-europe-interdit-la-peche-en-eaux-profondes-au-dela-de-800-metres_4961501_3244.html?srsltid=AfmBOordWx_
ck2nmysnJjU59Ux9HXPugQHvz0uDLTCnG5wrA0qUfWhXI

Thunnus Albacares (yellowfin tuna).  © Fishpedia

The Satlink ISD+ “buoy”, whose “double echo-sounder 
system enables fleets to obtain accurate information on 
the tonnage of fish present under the buoy as well as the 
composition of the different commercial tuna species”.  
Source : Satlink
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→ �Electric pulse fishing.  This technique uses an electric 
current to “dislodge” fish from the seabed – which are 
electrocuted in the process – so they can be swept into 
the trawl. Widely used in the 1980s and 1990s, it was 
initially banned in the EU in 1998. However, in the 2000s, 
the European Commission allowed for certain exemptions 
that undermined the original ban. For instance, the 
Netherlands was granted 84 exemptions, even though the 
regulations only allowed the country to hold 15 electric 
fishing licences.76 Before it was finally completely banned 
in July 2021,77 Dutch electric fishing had depleted the 
Channel and the North Sea of their sole stocks, which 
were the main victims of this technique. Plummeting 
catches since 2016 also forced small-scale netters in the 
Hauts-de-France region to shift their focus and diversify 
their activity, given that sole had historically been central 
to their trade. Ten years of electric pulse fishing also 
precipitated the closure of the Dunkirk fish auction in 
2020.78

These new practices all have one thing in common: 
they require vessels with “exceptional” capabilities, 
namely increased vessel length, tonnage, and engine 
power, as well as state-of-the-art equipment. Despite 
the environmental and social damage caused by these 

practices designed to catch every last fish, major 
fishing companies continue to invest in technological 
innovations.

On 2 February 2024, the Compagnie des Pêches Saint Malo 
announced a new investment to install a surimi production 
facility on board the world’s largest fishing vessel, the 
145-metre Annelies Ilena. This pelagic mega-trawler, 

75 http://www.mbnms-simon.org/other/photos/photo_info.php?photoID=417 , Domaine public, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1935687
76 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/our-actions/our-themes/electric-pulse-fishing/blooms-campaign/
77 2019 EU regulation on the protection of marine ecosystems, which bans electric pulse fishing after 30 June 2021. 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/FR/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019R1241 
78 https://lemarin.ouest-france.fr/peche/tribune-dans-les-hauts-de-france-sos-de-pecheurs-en-detresse-0822fe7e-1cc8-11ef-9302-e3fef0044a0c 
79 https://www.lemonde.fr/planete/article/2024/02/15/le-chalutier-geant-annelies-ilena-symbole-de-la-demesure-de-la-peche-industrielle_6216636_3244.html?srsltid=Afm-
BOordzORoeEuoaoOH3G0l5OWsMEVQ9JixofVcn9IbUakZ-RRxkYhw 

The historic Dunkirk fish auction was permanently closed in 2020, precipitated by 10 years of electric fishing, which had 
irreversible consequences for the sole population. The building was demolished in January 2026. © BLOOM

The grenadier, a deep-sea fish, was one of the victims of the 
fishing industry’s three-pronged expansion strategy.

© NOAA/MBARI 75
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which sails under the Polish flag, is owned by the Dutch 
multinational company Parlevliet & van der Plas.79

On 8 May 2026, this same multinational company acquired 
the Annie Hillina.80 Christened in IJmuiden in the 
Netherlands, the Annie Hillina is the new crown jewel of 
the European fleet. Measuring 112 metres in length and 21 
metres in width, this pelagic mega-trawler is longer than 
a football pitch and wider than a six-lane motorway. It 
is capable of catching 400 tonnes of fish per fishing day: 

the equivalent of a lifetime’s work for many small-scale 
fishers. 
The total aggregated catch of many countries is matched by 
this single vessel. The Annie Hillina, flying the Dutch flag, 
has already been granted fishing permits for a whole range 
of overfished pelagic species, including herring, mackerel, 
blue whiting and horse mackerel. Beyond its activities in the 
Northeast Atlantic, relatively close to the French coast, this 
new vessel will also operate on a global scale, most notably 
in West Africa under the fisheries agreement established 

80  https://www.ouest-france.fr/mer/peche/peche-l-annie-hillina-ce-nouveau-chalutier-geant-qui-inquiete-ong-et-pecheurs-francais-903c37a8-43ae-11f1-8cf9-6b934ab86a27 

The Annelies Ilena, a 145-metre pelagic mega-trawler flying the Polish flag and owned by a Dutch company. © BLOOM

The Annie Hillina, a 112-metre pelagic mega-trawler, sails under the Dutch flag and is also owned by a Dutch company.
© France Télévisions, Chloé Peltin
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between the European Union and Mauritania, as well as in the 
Pacific Ocean off the coast of Chile.

The launch of ever-larger vessels, equipped with increasingly 
powerful fish tracking technology, is paving the way for 
further expansion. It is no longer enough to venture further 
afield, to target new species or to fish at greater depths: 
the industry’s ultimate goal is to leave target fish with no 
chance of escape and to catch entire shoals in a single haul. 
Technological advances and increasing vessel size – what 
is typically referred to as “dimensional expansion” – are 
the hallmarks of a fishing industry that can no longer be 
simply described as “industrial”. Fishing has now become 
mega-industrial.

Significant job losses and the collapse of 
small-scale fishing

The industrialisation of European fisheries, characterised 
by an increase in vessel power and a drop in their overall 
quantity, has coincided with a steep decline in employment, 
mainly in the small-scale coastal fleet and the deep-sea fleet. 

Between 1970 and 2022, the number of fishers in Denmark 
saw an elevenfold decrease, fivefold in Germany, fourfold 
in Spain and France, threefold in Italy, Portugal and 
Poland, and twofold in the Netherlands (Figure 7).

This trend has continued unabated in recent years: with 
declining catches and plans to reduce overfishing, more ship 
scrapping schemes for inshore and deep-sea vessels have 
been implemented, and jobs have continued to plummet. 
According to researcher Sebastian Villasante, Europe has lost 
140,000 fishers in the last 10 years, “with a steep decline in 
countries where small-scale fishing plays a significant role, 
such as Spain, France, Greece, Italy and Portugal, where the 
number of fishers has been halved”.  Yet it is worth reiterating 
that small-scale fishing generates more added value than 
industrial fishing, while being more selective in its catches 
and having less impact on the environment.

In other words, the overall trend since 1950 shows that 
industrialisation has replaced the labour of fishers with 
technologically advanced machinery, and has contributed 
to the decline of traditional European fishing ports.82

 

81 Villasante, S., Global assessment of the European Union fishing fleet: An update, Marine Policy 34 (2010) 663–670.
82  Quemper, F., Levrel, H., Mouillard, R., Gascuel, D. 2025. Évaluation des performances environnementales, économiques et sociales des flottilles de pêche : Bilan France. 
Rapport du programme TransiPêche : Scénarios de transition écologique et sociale des pêches françaises.  Les publications du Pôle halieutique, mer et littoral de L’Institut Agro n° 
56, 184p

Figure 7 : Estimated trends in the number of jobs in the fishing industry between 1950 and 2022, for the eight leading 
European fishing nations. compiled by this report’s authors using data from the STECF, Mesnil et al. (2008),

Cordón-Lagares et al. (2012), as well as official Portuguese statistics.
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Using public funding to hide the 
shortcomings of a failed model

Public funding and subsidies have played a key role in 
the development of industrial fishing in Europe. While 
the available data do not give a complete picture of the 
industry’s funding since World War II, the example of France 
reveals that “national subsidies rose from 9 million francs 
in 1960 to 50 million francs in 1970, then 250 million francs 
in 1975, and over 400 million francs in 1981 (adjusted for 
inflation)”.83 According to Jacques Weber, former director 
of the Institut français de la biodiversité, “the allocation 
of these subsidies has long favoured industrial fishing, 
even though its economic importance has never 
surpassed that of small-scale fishing”. 84

Paradoxically, while the number of vessels has been 
declining in a context of scrapping schemes (originally 
intended to reduce the European fleet’s capacity), the 2008 
fuel crisis, the Covid pandemic, and the wars in Ukraine and 
the Middle East, European budgets dedicated to the sector 
have not dropped proportionally. This mathematically 
means that financial aid per vessel (and per fisher) has 
increased, thereby supporting an economic activity in 
which catch volumes are dwindling. This points to only 
one logical conclusion: billions of euros have been spent 
over the last 30 years to protect the fleet, but this has 
mainly served to keep industrial vessels afloat.

Most industrial fishing is not profitable. This is a fact 
that has been well documented in France; in 2024 and 
2025, researchers from the Institut Agro Rennes-Angers 
and the French National Museum of Natural History 
found that the industrial fleet is still kept afloat by public 

funding. According to their study, “it is obvious that the 
vast majority of [industrial] pelagic trawlers and purse 
seiners over 24 metres, as well as bottom trawlers and 
seiners over 12 metres, derive their profitability from public 
subsidies”. This means public funding is used to artificially 
prop up a structurally unsustainable economic model 
and even helps it thrive by “rewarding the fleets with the 
biggest environmental impact, whether on biodiversity or 
the climate, but also those that create the fewest jobs and 
generate the least wealth in France.” 85

Upon examination, the financial statements of several 
companies in the sector show that some of them operate 
at a loss even despite this support. 86,87 For instance, 
between 2017 and 2024, the Euronor fleet recorded 
a loss of €6.7 million, while Scapêche and Scapêche 
Bretagne Ouest – the two fishing companies of the Les 
Mousquetaires Group – incurred losses of €48.7 and €8.9 
million respectively. The losses of tropical tuna fisheries 
are even more staggering: in just four years of existence, 
which ended in forced liquidation, Saupiquet’s fishing 
subsidiary “Via Océan” registered €43.1 million in losses. 
Meanwhile, the Sapmer fleet posted a €24.7 million deficit 
and the Compagnie française du thon océanique (owned by 
Dutch multinational Parlevliet & van der Plas) recorded a 
€41.2 million loss (figures for 2024 not available).

By looking into the fuel tax exemption as well as how EU 
structural funds are allocated to the fisheries sector (which, 
together with fisheries agreements, constitute its main 
sources of direct and indirect financial support), we start 
to get a clearer picture of how public spending is keeping 
afloat a model that is ecologically unsustainable and, in 
some areas, already operating at a loss.

83 Meuriot, E. La flotte de pêche française de 1945 à 1983, Politiques et réalités, 1986
84 Ibid
85 Quemper, F., Levrel, H., Le Bras, Q., Mouillard, R., & Gascuel, D. (2025). Évaluation des performances environnementales, économiques et sociales des flottilles de pêche : 
Bilan France. Rapport du programme TransiPêche : Scénarios de transition écologique et sociale des pêches françaises. Les publications du Pôle halieutique, mer et littoral de 
L’Institut Agro, n° 56. L’Institut Agro.
86 The website pappers.fr publishes companies’ audited accounts free of charge. 
87 Froment et al.,Hidden costs and propped-up profits: unraveling the economics of Europe’s purse-seine tuna fishing industry, npj Ocean Sustainability, 2025 
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Fuel tax exemption:
a fiscal lifeline for an unprofitable fleet

The fuel tax exemption is one of the fiscal lifelines on which 
the European industrial fleet relies. Since 2003, energy 
products used for navigation in EU waters, including fuel 
for fishing vessels, have been exempt from taxation. This 
tax relief, introduced by Council Directive 2003/96/EC of 
27 October 2003, known as the Energy Taxation Directive 
or ETD, primarily benefits the most energy-intensive fishing 
vessels.

Owing to their size, the distance they travel to fish on the 
high seas, and the engine power required to tow weighted 
gear along the seabed, bottom trawlers and purse seiners 
are the sector’s largest consumers of fuel. It represents 
their main expenditure and a key reason for their position 
as the least profitable fleets. However, in the current 

system, this also makes them the main recipients of 
subsidies (per fisher and per kilogram of fish caught).88 

In a study titled “Wasted Billions” published in July 2026, 
BLOOM estimated the total fuel tax exemption at around 
€1.5 billion per year, depending on the method used and 
fluctuations in fuel costs (Figure 8). This is the annual 
equivalent of the EU structural funds allocated to the 
fishing sector itself.89 This means that even if all structural 
funds were channelled to support the industry’s socio-
ecological transition (which, unfortunately, is not the 
case), the fuel tax exemption would still act as an incentive 
to perpetuate the current system.

These findings are supported by a study published in 
2021 in the international journal Sustainability, which 
highlights the importance of the fuel tax exemption for 
the three fishing sectors: the small-scale coastal fleet,  

88 Quemper, F., Levrel, H., Mouillard, R., Gascuel, D. 2025. Évaluation des performances environnementales, économiques et sociales des flottilles de pêche : Bilan France. Report from 
programme TransiPêche : Scénarios de transition écologique et sociale des pêches françaises. Les publications du Pôle halieutique, mer et littoral de L’Institut Agro n° 56, 184p
89 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/Wasted-billions.pdf

Figure 8 : European subsidies allocated to fisheries* in millions of euros per year. Source :           2026, Wasted billions.

      WASTED BILLIONS

European subsidies allocated to fisheries*
In millions of euros per year

Fishing agreements
Direct aid paid by the EU to third countries via the specific fund under ‘direct management’

Fuel tax exemption
Indirect aid (shortfall in the EU budget)

European Structural Funds (EMFAF)
Direct aid (expenditure from the EU budget). This breaks down as follows:

European contributions (paid by the EU) National contributions 

*The figures presented in this summary are conservative, as they do not include numerous national and sub-national grants which 
we are unable to quantify due to a complete lack of transparency. Other ‘directly managed’ funds administered by the European 

-
though it is not possible to estimate a total amount for these here.

(paid by the EU)
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the large-scale high-seas fleet, and the distant-water fleet.  
Investigating the impacts of the potential elimination of 
the fuel tax exemption, the study finds that the European 
fishing industry as a whole would no longer be profitable 
(due to a rise in fuel prices of around 70 %). On the one 
hand, the small-scale coastal fleet,90 which is less fossil-
fuel-intensive, would experience a 50 % drop in operating 
margin but would remain economically viable. On the 
other hand, the large-scale high-seas fleet and the distant-
water fleet would see their operating margins collapse 
and become significantly unprofitable. This implicit tax 
subsidy is structurally enormous and acts as a direct 
incentive to maintain an energy-intensive fleet despite its 
unsustainable business model.

It should be noted that this amount of 1,500 million euros 
(or 1.5 billion euros) is in line with estimates previously 
published for the 2015-2020 period. It is possible that this 
amount has since decreased, with the United Kingdom 
having left the European Union and with Brexit also having 
generated fleet exit plans for other countries (for example 
France and the Netherlands). An update will be produced 
accordingly in the coming months. This decrease does not 
detract, however, from the fact that the total amount of 
subsidies allocated to the fishing sector is similar to sector 
profits.

EU structural funds overlook small-scale 
coastal fisheries

In addition to the fuel tax exemption, close examination 
of 30 years’ worth of European funding allocated to the 
fisheries sector reveals that only a very small proportion 
of EU structural funds has been earmarked for small-
scale coastal fisheries. Despite operating the largest fleet, 
being the most energy-efficient, supporting the most jobs, 
and being regarded as “our best option for sustainable 
use of fisheries resources”,91 small-scale fisheries remain 
overlooked by European policies and benefit least when it 
comes to public subsidies. According to BLOOM’s analyses, it 
does not receive funding that is proportional to its social and 
economic importance: between 1994 and 2027, the budget 
allocated to small-scale fisheries accounted for 0.4 to 1 % of 
structural funding for the sector (Figure 9).

While funding was initially used to build new vessels, 
public spending has gradually been used to prop up 
failed economic models that destroy the ocean: the very 
environment without which fishing cannot exist.

90 Dentes De Carvalho Gaspar, N. and Guillen Garcia, J., Economic impact of eliminating the fuel tax exemption in the EU fishing fleet, 2021
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC123645 
91 Jacquet and Pauly (2008) Funding priorities : big barriers to small-scale fisheries. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1523-1739.2008.00978.x. 
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Subventions publiques européennes dédiées à la petite
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Figure 9 : European public funding allocated to small-scale coastal fisheries since 1994, expressed as a percentage of the 
total budget of EU structural funds. Source :           2026, Wasted billions.
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THE PAR ADOXES OF THE COMMON 
FISHERIES POLICY
Tackling overfishing and increasing 
fishing capacity

The industrialisation of fisheries and the rise of productivity-
focused policies took place against the backdrop of the 
creation of the European Economic Community (EEC), which 
was intended to promote peace, cooperation, and economic 
development. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP),92  which 
represented the first pillar of the EEC, was established in 1957 
and included a “maritime” component. From 1967 onwards, 
the European Commission advocated for the development 
of a common fisheries policy to “increase productivity by 
promoting technical progress and by ensuring the rational 
development of production […] to stabilise markets, to assure 
the availability of supplies, and ensure that supplies reach 
consumers at reasonable prices”.93

Initial EU regulations specifically relating to fisheries 
(precursors to what would eventually become the CFP) 
were adopted in the 1970s and led to the establishment of 
the first producer organisations (which would later be tasked 
with allocating fishing rights among their members) as well as 
the common organisation of the markets in fishery products.94  
In 1977, EEC countries established Exclusive Economic Zones 
(EEZs), extending their jurisdiction to 200 nautical miles from 
coastal baselines. Around that time, European countries also 
introduced a system of total allowable catches (TACs) and 
country-specific quotas,95 and the first fisheries agreements 
were concluded with a number of African countries (with 
Senegal first, in 1979) to exploit their fish-rich waters and 
export part of the European fleet’s overcapacity.

1983 marked a decisive turning point with the introduction 
of the CFP to regulate fishing activity at EEC level and 
create an integrated European framework. 96 Against 
a backdrop of already well documented overfishing, 

the CFP was established with objectives hardly compatible 
on an industrial scale and in a globalised economy: to 
reduce pressure on fish stocks and downsize the fleet, while 
maximising catch efficiency.

Nine years later, in 1992, the CFP underwent its first reform, 
with a focus on reducing the European fleet’s capacity. 
“Permanent cessation schemes” became a key element of 
“structural policy” in the sector and were designed to reduce 
the number of vessels in exchange for financial compensation 
to shipowners.

Paradoxically, in parallel to these scrapping subsidies, 
the European Union also provided massive funding for the 
construction of new vessels, including those even more 
powerful to fish in African waters. The reduction in fleet 
capacity does not apply to all sectors: researcher Sebastian 
Villasante shows, for example, that the overall fishing capacity of 
the European deep-sea fleet increased from 34 to 44 % between 
1990 and 2006. He concludes: “The structural reform policy has 
clearly failed to reduce fishing capacity.” 97 

In 1994, a specific framework was even established for fisheries 
funding: the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance 
(FIFG),98 introducing a system of shared management between 
the European Commission and the Member States. In its 
“Wasted Billions” study, BLOOM found that hundreds of new 
industrial vessels were launched between 1994 and 2004, 
most notably pelagic and demersal mega-trawlers, with 
the French and Spanish fleets targeting bluefin tuna in the 
Mediterranean, as well as very large tropical tuna vessels 
(averaging 80 metres in length) operating in the Atlantic and 
Indian Oceans. This last category alone received €91.6 million 
in structural funds (FIFG I) over this period.99 Since 1996, there 
has been a significant reduction in the European fleet’s capacity, 
both in terms of tonnage and engine power (Table 4).100

Even though the fleet did indeed shrink in terms of overall size 
during this period, it was mostly small-scale coastal and deep-
sea vessels that were decommissioned and replaced by larger, 
more efficient vessels.

92 Meuriot, E. Ifremer (1986). La flotte de pêche Française de 1945 à 1983 : Politiques et réalités. 
https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00489/60092/63439.pdf
93 Report on the situation of the fisheries sector in the Member States of the EEC and the basic principles for a common policy. OJ No P 58 of 29 March 1967
94 Regulation (EEC) No 2142/70
95 https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00489/60092/63439.pdf p70
96 Council Regulation (EEC) No 170/83
97 Villasante, S. Global assessment of the European Union fishing fleet: An update, Marine Policy 34 (2010) 663–670.
98 Ibid
99 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/Wasted-billions.pdf
100 Facts and Figures on the Common Fisheries Policy – Basic statistical data 2022. 
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The Albacora Uno is a 105-metre Spanish fishing vessel built in 1996, which specialises in tropical tuna fishing (skipjack and yellowfin).  
This vessel was fined €1 million for illegal fishing in the waters off Nauru in the Pacific. © Vessel Finder.

2013: a much needed, but limited, 
CFP reform  

The early 2000s marked a turning point in the CFP’s history. 
Stricter quotas were adopted in order to create a more 
effective framework for fisheries: catch limits were set for 
each fish species, calculated to protect part of the stock from 
fishing pressure. In 2004, permanent cessation schemes 
were expanded and, crucially, subsidies for fleet renewal 
were phased out, as they had previously been a major 
item of public expenditure to support of the sector.  101 

It was not until 2013 that, thanks to advocacy from 
scientists and NGOs, a new CFP reform established the 
very first fisheries management indicator – maximum 
sustainable yield (MSY) – and introduced a landing 
obligation (prohibiting the discarding of unsaleable 
fish at sea).
However, as of 2026, the CFP’s measures are not being 
effectively enforced, with one of its key targets – the 
elimination of overfishing set by 2020 – remaining an 
unrealised ambition.

COUNTRY FLEET POWER (KW) FOR THE EIGHT LEADING EUROPEAN FISHING NATIONS

1950 1970 1990 2000 2005 2008 2010 2022

Germany UNK UNK 214,695 167,744 159,299 153,464 153,539 120,021

Spain UNK UNK 1,975,036 1,332,708 1,124,323 1,067,855 983,232 776,326

France 300,000 700,000 1,153,000 944,000 830,000 UNK 714,000 693,000

Italy UNK UNK 1,495,689 
(in 1995)

1,394,483 1,226,763 1,147,271 1,121,225 921,123

The Netherlands UNK UNK 559,648 522,305 401,508 295,851 288,774 247,353

Poland UNK UNK UNK UNK 105,347 96,616 90,738 84,433

Portugal UNK UNK 483,557 397,326 384,292 389,227 383,562 348,520

Denmark UNK UNK 533,045 393,373 326,368 282,918 247,432 236,208

Table 4 : Evolution of fleet power (in kW) between 1950 and 2022, for the eight leading European fishing nations. 
Source : Reconstruction and analysis by the authors of this report using data from Eurostat and Mesnil et al. (2008). 

UNK: unknown to the authors

101 Perraudeau, Yves, et Gwénaëlle Proutière-Maulion. “ Chapitre 1. Les politiques des pêches et de l’aquaculture France et en Europe ”. Mare economicum, edited by Patrice 
Guillotreau, Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2008, https://doi.org/10.4000/books.pur.53792. 
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The pursuit of maximum sustainable yield

The 2013 CFP reform established MSY as the standard 
for fisheries management and committed to applying it 
to all fish, mollusc, and crustacean stocks exploited in 
European waters by 2020 at the latest.102 This standard 
refers to the largest long-term catch that can be taken from a 
fish stock without causing it to decline in the future.103 Prior 
to that, Europe had long favoured a different management 
approach, with quota calculations allowing for very high 
levels of impact, which inevitably led to the collapse of 
fisheries.104

Given that that 90 % of fish stocks in the Northeast 
Atlantic were overexploited in 1990, and that figure 
only dropped to 80 % in the first half of the 2000s,105 
the adoption of MSY in Europe constitutes undeniable 
progress. Assessments by the Scientific, Technical and 
Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) have shown a 
reduction in fishing pressure and a slow recovery of stocks 
over the last 10 years.

However, it is still largely insufficient. According to 
Ifremer, by 2026, 50 % of catches will not come from “well-
managed” fisheries according to EU criteria: 33 % of landings 
come from overexploited or collapsed fish populations, and 
18 % from unassessed or unclassified stocks,106 despite 
the objective under the CFP reform, which was for 100 % 
of stocks to be managed in line with MSY. Although certain 
fish stocks have shown signs of recovery, there are stark 
differences between fishing zones: in 2022, in the North 
Sea, 41 % of stocks remain overexploited, while in the 
Mediterranean, the situation remains critical with the 
current figure standing at 85 %.107

Maximum sustainable yield is “monospecific”, meaning 
it considers the health of fish populations in isolation, 
without taking into account the condition of their 
habitats, the quality of interactions between populations 

and with their environment, in short: the health of the 
overall ecosystem. However, the latest assessments of 
the health of European waters are categorical. In July 2026, 
the European Environment Agency’s “Marine Messages” 
report warned that 97 % of European waters were classified 
as “problem areas” in terms of marine biodiversity (Figure 
10).108 

Although MSY is the first fisheries management indicator 
to have helped achieve a reduction in overfishing, many 
researchers argue that “maximum sustainable yield” 
should be regarded as a limit that should not even be 
approached, rather than a target figure.109 In his book 
Pêchécologie, Didier Gascuel describes MSY as follows: “If 
there are no fishing vessels, there are no catches. If there are 
too many vessels, there tend to be no more fish in the sea, so 
no catches either. Somewhere between these two extremes 
lies the so-called ‘full exploitation’ situation, which in theory 
allows for maximum sustainable yield to be achieved.”  Put 
simply, what most stakeholders now refer to as “sustainable 
fishing” is in fact management in line with MSY, “a 
productivity-focused standard, based solely on maximising 
catches and lacking any genuine ecological justification”.111 
This approach merely helps to narrowly avoid overfishing on 
a species-by-species basis, while continuing to tolerate a 
significant decline in the overall stock. In fact, MSY-based 
management effectively amounts to maintaining a stock 
at a level of abundance that is one-third of its pristine 
state. 112 Following this logic, any fish population that is 
not managed under MSY or outside the scope of overfishing 
would be regarded as an “under-exploited stock” or “lost 
revenue” instead of simply a healthy population. In order 
to thus truly eliminate overfishing, the level of depletion 
permitted under the MSY standard must be reduced.

Finally, for many years, human-induced pollution and 
climate change have been compounding the pressure 
exerted by fishing activities on marine biodiversity. 
Global warming, ocean acidification, deoxygenation, 

102 Ibid
103 “Trade in fisheries products: fisheries sustainability, fishing capacity, and illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing”. TAO’s trade policy brief. July 2021. 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/ebeca06a-f276-4454-b72c-4025aafbb6c2/content#:~:text=Le%20rendement%20maximal%20durable%20
(RMD,%C3%A0%20la%20classification%20des%20stocks 
104 Didier Gascuel, Revolution in the Seas: Ending Overfishing and Building Pesco-Ecology, Sustainable Agro-Ecology of Fishing, Academic Press, 2023.
105 2022 review of the state of fish stocks in Europe: overfishing is declining but remains high. Note by D. Gascuel based on the STECF report, April 2022. 
https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/images/actualites/2022_Gascuel_Bilan_CSTEP_Etat_des_stocks_europ%C3%A9ens_La%20surexploitation_recule.pdf 
106 Vermard, Y et al. (2026). Bilan 2025 du statut des ressources halieutiques débarquées par la pêche française en 2024, IFREMER.
107 Ibid
108 Marine Messages III. State, pressures, and choices for the future of Europe’s seas. ETC-BE Report 2026/3. European Topic Centre on Biodiversity and Ecosystems. 80 pp. + 
Supplementary Material. doi: 10.5281/zenodo.21358681
109 Dont Gascuel 2019 et 2023, Roberts et al. 2024, et Pauly et Froese 2021.
110 Didier Gascuel, Revolution in the Seas: Ending Overfishing and Building Pesco-Ecology, Sustainable Agro-Ecology of Fishing, Academic Press, 2023.
111 Ibid
112 Ibid
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rising sea levels, and pollution are all factors that 
significantly disrupt marine ecosystems and prevent 
fish stocks from recovering. Some regions experience 
a combination of several of these effects: the waters of 
the Baltic Sea, which have historically been rich in fish, 
are now subject to multiple forms of human pressure. In 
addition to industrial fishing, they have experienced severe 
eutrophication caused by pollution 113 discharged into the 
sea (particularly from agriculture), and are also the most 
exposed to noise pollution.  According to experts at the 
European Environment Agency, all waters in the Baltic Sea 
are classified as “problem areas” regarding the health of 
their fish populations.114

In February 2026, for the first time, Ifremer called into 
question the productivity-based framework for fisheries 
management in a context of climate change, advocating 
for “the MSY standard to be regarded as a limit rather 

than a target” and for “setting more moderate catch 
levels”. 115.

Failure to implement Article 17 of the CFP

In addition to the adoption of the MSY standard, the 
2013 reform of the CFP enacted “Article 17”, designed to 
provide a framework for the allocation of quotas among 
fishers within EU Member States. This article, which 
represented yet another step towards sustainable 
fisheries management, requires Member States to 
allocate quotas using “transparent and objective 
criteria, including those of environmental, social and 
economic nature.” 

Unfortunately, the promise of Article 17 has not been 
fulfilled. The quota allocation remains unbalanced 
and inequitable, because only very few Member States 

113 Noise pollution can negatively affect marine life, causing behavioural and physiological changes in animals. These include increased stress, habitat loss and habitat fragmen-
tation. This is particularly true for species already at risk of extinction (EEA and EMSA, 2025). Marine Messages III. State, pressures, and choices for the future of Europe’s seas. 
ETC-BE Report 2026/3. European Topic Centre on Biodiversity and Ecosystems.	
80 pp. + Supplementary Material. doi: 10.5281/zenodo.21358681 p 41
114 Ibid
115 https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/01012/112398/126792.pdf 
116 Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2013:354:0022:0061:fr:PDF 
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FIGURE 2.3
‘Biodiversity’ and mapping of ‘problem areas’ (PA) and ‘non-problem areas’ (NPA)

The mapping of ‘problem areas’ and ‘non-problem areas’ regarding marine biodiversity is based on 1) existing monitoring data from national 
reporting to the EU, Regional Seas Conventions, national assessment reports, and scientific literature, 2) existing and agreed assessment criteria 
(threshold values), 3) the EEA assessment grid, and 4) an application of the BEAT tool (Nygård et al. 2018). The mapping results (classifications) 
are not directly related to the status reported in relevant EU water (WFD, ND), marine (MSFD) and nature directives (HD, BD). Data collection 
is strong in the north because of the consistent work of the HELCOM and OSPAR Commissions. Improvements in data and indicator availability 
has taken place in the Mediterranean Sea Quality Status Report 2024, but the Black Sea data availability remains poor. See SM C2 for additional 
details regarding the data and methodology. See Table 2.1 for area-weighted BEAT scores for Europe’s seas.

Table 2.1
Area-weighted BEAT scores for Europe’s seas

Regional sea Score

Baltic Sea 0 .35

Black Sea 0 .37

Mediterranean Sea 0 .29

North-east Atlantic Ocean 0 .34

Europe’s seas (average) 0 .33

Figure 10 : Mapping of “problem areas” (PA) and “non-problem areas” (NPA) in terms of marine biodiversity.
Source : Marine Messages III. ETC-BE Report, 2026
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have implemented this provision. In practice, quota 
allocation is based almost exclusively on historical 
catches,  and amounts to little more than a subsidy. In 
other words, it is the vessels that have fished the most in 
the past that receive the most fishing rights, yet with some 
small-scale fishers even referring to this allocation method 
as a “reward for bullies”.  In 2018, the World Wide Fund for 
Nature (WWF) assessed the systems used for distributing 
fishing rights and found that 69 % of EU Member States (16 
countries out of 23) had “no implementation yet” regarding 
the criteria “implementing just and sustainable allocation 
of fishing opportunities”.  In its 2021 report entitled “Who 
gets to fish in the European Union?”, the New Economics 
Foundation noted that 17 out of 22 Member States still 
used historical catches as one of their main criteria, while 
only 12 relied on environmental criteria (though in the 
majority of cases, these criteria were used in conjunction 
with historical catches) . Major fishing nations such as 
the Netherlands, Portugal, and Poland do not have any 
environmental, social or economic considerations when 
allocating quotas.

To this day, analysing the quota distribution among French 
producer organisations leads to an obvious conclusion: 
fishing rights are held by a handful of industrial 
operators whose practices are actively destroying the 
environment. This system empowers those who bear 
the greatest responsibility for the collapse of fish stocks 
and marginalises small-scale fishers who employ more 
sustainable practices. 

For instance, in 2024: 

→ �Boulogne-based producer organisation FROM Nord held 
the largest fishing rights for pelagic species, including 
98.6 % of the herring quota and 100 % of the blue 
whiting quota. Among the members of FROM Nord, 

there are nine industrial fishing vessels owned by the 
fishing companies France Pélagique, the Compagnie 
des Pêches de Saint-Malo and Euronor, all of which are 
Dutch-owned. 

→ �In the Mediterranean, around 20 vessels held 90 % of 
the French quota for bluefin tuna (5,957 out of 6,693 
tonnes). The rest was shared among 122 vessels.  Out 
of 19 French purse seiners authorised to fish for bluefin 
tuna in this zone, 14 belonged to Sète-based producer 
organisation SATHOAN, and they shared 60 % (3,568 
tonnes) of the aforementioned quota.  

 
Years of industrialisation of the fleet and fisheries in 
France, coupled with the lack of binding measures to 
ensure the application of socio-environmental criteria in 
the allocation process, have led to a handful of industrial 
actors controlling the majority of fishing quotas. A 
telling sign of contradictions in European policy, these 
landings are sometimes intended for export, meaning 
they do not generate wealth locally or feed Europeans. 
For instance, between January and March 2026, 50 % of 
the mackerel quota (which is under severe pressure) was 
allocated via FROM Nord to two pelagic mega-trawlers 
operated by France Pélagique: the Scombrus (81 metres) 
and the Prins Bernhard (88 metres).  On its website, the 
company states that “100 % of France Pélagique’s sales 
are achieved through export, mainly to African and Asian 
markets”, meaning it can boast about “making a positive 
contribution to France’s trade balance”,  even though more 
than 80 % of the fish consumed in France is imported. 

In the Northeast Atlantic, vessels under twelve metres 
that use passive gear (pots, lines, nets) account for 
almost half of the French fleet yet only land 10 % of the 
catch.  As mentioned above, this discrepancy cannot be 
explained solely by a question of technical “capacity”, 

117 New Economic Foundation (2021) “Who gets to fish in the European Union? A 2021 update of How EU Member States allocate fishing opportunities”
https://new-economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/011021_NEF-Who-Gets-to-Fish-2021_FINAL-_REPORT.pdf 
118 The French phrase “prime aux bourrins” was used in a Facebook post on 1 March 2026 by the NGO “Pleine Mer” regarding the allocation of mackerel and bluefin tuna quotas 
in 2026. https://www.facebook.com/PleineMerAsso 
119 Caroline Roose (2022). REPORT on the implementation of Article 17 of the Common Fisheries Policy Regulation. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2022-0152_EN.html 
120  New Economic Foundation (2021) “Who gets to fish in the European Union? A 2021 update of How EU Member States allocate fishing opportunities” 
https://new-economicsf.files.svdcdn.com/production/files/011021_NEF-Who-Gets-to-Fish-2021_FINAL-_REPORT.pdf
121 BLOOM’s calculations based on France’s “Arrêté du 13 mars 2024” (Order of 13 March 2024) relating to the allocation of fishing quotas
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/JORFTEXT000049291422
122 Cash investigation - Pêche industrielle : gros poissons en eaux troubles. France Télévisions. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRvNZ5OqQac
123 France’s “Arrêté du 13 février 2024” (Order of 13 February 2024) outlining the methods for the allocation of bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus) quota granted to France in “the Atlantic 
Ocean east of 45° W and in the Mediterranean Sea” for the year 2024 https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/JORFTEXT000049163576
124 https://bloomassociation.org/400-tonnes-de-quotas-de-maquereau-rendues-aux-artisans/
125 https://francepelagique.fr/download/FP-PressKit-HD-2024-12.pdf page 5
126 2022 supply balance in FranceAgriMer’s report titled “Chiffres clés des filières pêche et aquaculture”, 2024.
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but rather by the “opportunities” afforded to small-
scale fishers as they account for a very small share of 
the French fishing quotas.

The landing obligation: a well-intended 
measure undermined by inadequate 
enforcement

Alongside MSY, the landing obligation was another measure 
introduced by the 2013 reform. It was intended to ensure 
the protection of fish stocks but has not yet been properly 
implemented. 
Introduced in the Basic Regulation governing the CFP, the 
landing obligation prohibits fishers from discarding unwanted 
catches of fish, molluscs, and crustaceans at sea.128  In other 
words, they are required to land all of their catches subject 
to quotas (or minimum sizes in the Mediterranean). This 
reform was intended to provide a strong incentive to improve 
the selectivity of fishing methods and  consequently protect 
marine populations by encouraging fishers to stop catching 
fish for which they currently, or no longer hold no quotas (zero 
catch quotas or catch limits).129  

However, according to the NGO Client Earth,130 the landing 
obligation in the EU has faced many challenges so far:

1 � It was not actually implemented until 2019, indicating 
a delay of over four years.

2 �Numerous exemptions make it difficult to monitor.

3 �Enforcement at sea is inadequate: proper 
implementation would entail more inspections at sea 
and more observers to monitor compliance. However, 
in recent years “the number of inspections at sea 
has remained largely stable, and has even decreased 
slightly”.

In a context where the CFP is sometimes ignored, 
destructive fishing practices can continue to flourish 
under the guise of a noble cause: “feeding the population”. 
After all, that is the purpose of fishing, and as we have seen, the 
development of industrial fishing became a priority in European 
countries in the name of food security as the continent was only 
just recovering from the horrors of the Second World War and 
its food shortages. However, this intent has since been largely 
distorted. The industrialised distribution system that emerged 
during the same period has generated massive economic 
windfalls for a few powerful stakeholders, at the expense of 
consumers, tightening their grasp on the sector. It has also 
led to the creation of a market for exotic products, which has 
effectively enabled the globalisation of ocean destruction and 
the colonial exploitation of its resources.

127 Quemper, F., Levrel, H., Mouillard, R., Gascuel, D. 2025. Évaluation des performances environnementales, économiques et sociales des flottilles de pêche : Bilan France. Rapport du 
programme TransiPêche : Scénarios de transition écologique et sociale des pêches françaises. Les publications du Pôle halieutique, mer et littoral de L’Institut Agro n° 56, 184p
https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/fichiers/pdf/Transip%C3%AAchePerformances.pdf 
128 Discards involve throwing unwanted catches back into the sea because they are deemed to have no commercial value, or because they are not covered by quotas.  
129 Analysis by the Association Française Halieutique (French Association for Fisheries Sciences) “Obligation de débarquement : évitons l’échec”  https://www.association-francaise-ha-
lieutique.fr/wp-content/uploads/Obligation_de_d%C3%A9barquement___Une_analyse_de_lAFH.pdf 
130 https://www.clientearth.fr/actualites/ressources/controle-et-sanction-des-infractions-en-matiere-de-peche-en-france/ 

© Pierre Gleizes
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131 FAO 2026, https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/ba412383-77c1-4423-9303-05d71c8be393/content/sofia/2024/apparent-consumption-of-aquatic-foods.
html , www.fao.org/fishery/fr/collection/global_fish_consump
132 See the per capita apparent consumption of aquatic animal foods, averages for 2019–2021, FAO.  
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/ba412383-77c1-4423-9303-05d71c8be393/content/sofia/2024/apparent-consumption-of-aquatic-foods.html 
133 Elisabeth Salembien, La consommation de poisson en France, 1959
134 A shop that mostly sells food with a floor area of over 2,500 m2 
https://www.economie.gouv.fr/files/files/directions_services/igpde-seminaires-conferences/midi-histoire/PPT_Tristan_JACQUES.pdf?v=1713861984 
135 European Commission, Joint Research Centre, Scientific Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) Economic Report on the EU fish processing industry (STECF 23-
14), Malvarosa, L., Tardy Martorell, M., Virtanen, J. and Guillen, J. editor(s), Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2024, 
https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2760/81639, JRC136367. 

WILD ANIMALS HAVE A BECOME A GLOBALISED 
AND INTERCHANGEABLE COMMODITY 

THE CHALLENGE OF ABSORBING 
INDUSTRIAL QUANTITIES  
Industrialisation is driving 
overconsumption

Directly alongside the modernisation of the fleet, which 
began immediately after the end of the Second World War, 
the downstream processing and marketing sector became 
industrialised, leading to a sustained rise in the consumption 
of seafood. In Europe, this figure rose from 13 kilos per person 
per year in 1960 to around 22 kilos per person per year in 2021 
(in live weight equivalent),131 with per capita consumption 
being higher in Western, Northern and Southern Europe 
than in Central Europe.132 According to the Council of the 
European Union, “a European citizen consumes an average 
of 24.4 kilograms of fish and seafood each year”. This is 
higher than the global average, meaning that if the sea’s 
limited resources were distributed fairly among the world’s 
population, we would need to curb our (over)consumption. 
However, breaking away from overabundance would be no 
easy task: industrial supply chains are sources of immense 
profits for those who control them, and they have strong 
incentive to steer consumers towards their other products in 
order to sustain their revenues.

The steady increase in seafood consumption since the post-
war period was made possible in part by rising purchasing 
power. It was also driven by the opening of new markets 
following the advent of on-board freezing and subsequently 
deep-freezer vessels as well as the development of onshore 

cold-chain infrastructure, which replaced the traditional 
drying process. From the mid-1950s onwards, the growth of 
the tropical tuna fishing industry led to partnerships between 
fishing and canning companies, both in France and in Spain: 
tuna processing plants were set up in Dakar in collaboration 
from 1964 onwards with the company Saupiquet, for 
example, which controlled 70 % of tuna landings in the city 
between 1962 and 1966.

Fresh and chilled fish, which had until then been mainly 
consumed in coastal regions,133 suddenly became available 
further inland. At the same time, the processing sector 
evolved to absorb the every-increasing volumes supplied 
by low-cost industrial fisheries. A new logistical system was 
needed to process the fish and then market it to consumers: 
from the 1970s onwards, large-scale retail became the 
key outlet for processed fish products and fundamentally 
revolutionised consumer habits. Like numerous other 
sectors, the fishing industry greatly benefited from the rise of 
the consumer society and the proliferation of supermarkets 
(and later hypermarkets), which started in France around 
1963.134

Today, while some fishing companies are not profitable 
without public funding, the processing stage does generate 
profit margins. For wholesalers, the first buyers in the catch-
to-consumer chain and a key link in the fresh product value 
chain, this margin hovers around 1 %. By comparison, fish 
processing companies enjoy much healthier net profit 
margins (5 to 6 % of turnover), with an upward trend in a 
handful of European countries: Spain, Portugal and Poland 
account for almost all new jobs in the sector over the past 
10 years.135  
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European countries are now competing to attract and 
support the growth of these processing facilities that manage 
to capture the lion’s share of the sector’s added value. This 
concentration is made possible by the fact that these players 
are integrated into global value chains and are able to source 
their products from the most cost-effective suppliers on 
global markets.
 

The retail sector is also benefiting

As city dwellers spend less time preparing meals, price and 
convenience have become key factors when buying seafood. 
Consumers are opting for boneless, pre-cut products that 
are easy to transport, store, and cook. This has led to 
a surge in the consumption of ready-to-eat seafood.136  
 In 1980, for example, people in France were eating it 2.5 
times as much as in 1960, and 4.2 times as much in 1990. 
This is despite the consumption of fresh fish and seafood 
remaining stable over this period.137 With this surge in 
popularity for processed products, the market share of fresh 
products (although the most profitable segment) declined. 
This trend has strengthened the position of large retailers, 

which are better equipped than fishmongers to sell canned 
and frozen products. In 1969, large retail accounted for 6 % 
of seafood sales in France, but by 1983, this figure had grown 
to 24 %.138  Since then, the sector has leveraged this trend 
to consolidate its dominant position, handling 70 % of all 
seafood sales in 2008139 and around 80 % in 2024.140 

These new distribution methods have led to an increase in 
fish consumption, from which large retailers and processing 
companies have profited greatly, while creating a disconnect 
between production and consumption. By prioritising 
convenience, processing companies and retailers have 
gradually eroded the concept of seasonality, narrowing 
their offering to species and products with relatively stable 
prices, making it easier for consumers to navigate. 

In the French retail sector, the Les Mousquetaires Group 
has even started operating its own fishing fleet through 
its Scapêche subsidiary. It also became one of the leading 
players in deep-sea trawling until the European Union 
banned this destructive practice, following a campaign by 
BLOOM in 2016.

The Jean-Pierre Le Roch, a French 41-metre-long industrial bottom trawler belonging to the Scapêche fleet, 
a subsidiary of the Les Mousquetaires Group.  © Vessel Finder

136 Esnouf, C., Russel, M. et Bricas, N. (Coords), 2011. duALIne - durabilité de l’alimentation face à de nouveaux enjeux. Questions à la recherche, Rapport Inra-Cirad (France), 236 p.
137 INSEE, National Accounts – 1995 base year.
138 Michèle Bertrand, Consommation et lieux d’achat des produits alimentaires en 1991, Collection Insee Résultats.
139 France AgriMer, 2009, “ Consommation des produits de la pêche et de l’aquaculture - Bilan annuel 2008 ” 
140 France AgriMer, 2025, “ Consommation des produits de la pêche et de l’aquaculture en 2024 ”
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Today, the dominant position of large retailers in the seafood 
market enables them to impose strict logistical constraints 
regarding delivery and freshness, and to maintain downward 
pressure on prices. In France in 2023, 78 % of fresh fish 
sales were made in large and medium-sized supermarkets, 
as were 93 % of ready-to-eat seafood sales, 74 % of frozen 
seafood sales, and 96 % of canned seafood sales. However, 
supermarkets’ fish counters and shelves are structurally 
unprofitable, with a net sales margin ranging from -2 % to 
-5.3 %.141

This loss is, in fact, part of an overall strategy: large retailers 
offer fresh fish at very competitive prices to attract customers 
who will then buy other, more profitable products. Research 
by the Cogépêche group at the Institut Agro Rennes-
Angers refers to a strategy of “theatricalising” the fish 
counter in supermarkets.142 According to their report, 
“displaying lobsters and crabs in tanks” underscores 
how fresh the products must be at this point of sale. 
“Elements that remind customers of the sea are ways 
of enhancing the counter’s appeal, from decorative 
seaweed to the staff’s uniform.” Furthermore, the fish 
counter is also used to showcase other products that can 
be enjoyed with seafood, such as wines and sauces. Fish 
helps to create a pull effect that boosts overall sales for 
supermarkets and hypermarkets.

On the other hand, processed products such as ready-to-
eat seafood (surimi, smoked fish, ready meals), frozen and 
canned goods offer better profit prospects for large retailers 
and processing companies (as evidenced by the latter’s 
margins). The decline in the consumption of fresh seafood 
is therefore likely to continue, even though it constitutes the 
primary market for local small-scale and high-sea fisheries. 
Conversely, if the bulk of the value now lies in processing 
rather than in the quality of fishers’ work, it becomes easier 
to source supplies from fisheries around the world and on 
international markets.

IMPORTING AND FISHING ELSE WHERE 
TO OFFSET A DWINDLING SUPPLY  

The EU trade deficit for fisheries 
and aquaculture products

While European exports had increased, buoyed by the 
economic opportunities granted by trade and high catch 
volumes, imports, from the 1980s onwards, began to dominate 
the European trade balance, which slipped into deficit. One key 
factor of note is the fact European catches had been declining 
since their peak in 1974. Furthermore, on top of free-trade 
policies, the push to offer fish at low prices while maintaining 
high profit margins led processing companies to source raw 
materials from international traders and, consequently, from 
other fisheries. This trend has continued to grow, and the 
European Union is now entirely dependent on imports 
to meet consumer demand. Indeed, in 2024, the apparent 
consumption of seafood in Europe was 10.5 million tonnes, 
with European production accounting for just 3.93 million 
tonnes, while 8.78 million tonnes were imported.143

On average over the last 10 years, Member States have 
imported 6 million tonnes of seafood annually, as well 
as aquaculture products. Imports have surged 25 % in real 
terms over the last 10 years. In that same period, exports fell 
by 15 % in volume, leading to the trade deficit increasing at a 
very rapid rate (3 % per year), reaching -€21.98 billion in 2023. 

The promotion of imported species to consumers has since 
shaped consumers’ tastes and preferences and, for society 
as a whole, created a dependence on the imports of species 
that are now highly sought-after, such as Atlantic salmon, 
Alaska pollock fillets, prawns, and tropical tuna, imported 
mainly from Norway, China, Morocco, the United Kingdom 
and Ecuador.145 In 2019, the European Union’s self-sufficiency 
rate stood at 20 % for prawns and 29 % for salmonids (both 
of which are predominantly farmed), compared with 69 % for 
pelagic fish (Figure 11).146  There are some exceptions, however, 

141 Report to Parliament, Monitoring of prices and margins in food supply, 2023
142 Tetard, S., Pace, R., Mesnildrey, L, Lesueur, M., Gouin, S. 2012. Analyse des stratégies de mise en vente des produits de la mer frais des différents circuits de distribution bretons. 
Programme Cogépêche Phase 2. Rapport d’étude. Les publications du Pôle Halieutique AGROCAMPUS OUEST n°11, 43 p, https://halieutique.institut-agro.fr/files/fichiers/pdf/3771.pdf 
143 Volumes expressed in live weight equivalent. 2.22 million tonnes worth of exports are subtracted from production and imports to calculate apparent consumption. Source: EUMO-
FA, The EU fish market 2024 edition, Publication Office of the European Union, 2024.
144 EUMOFA, The EU fish market 2024 edition, Publication Office of the European Union, 2025
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with countries such as Spain, for instance, positioned as major 
net exporters of seafood.

Table 5 : Main species consumed in the European Union 

(2019), quantity in live weight (kg per capita per year).
Source : European Commission. The Common Fisheries Policy 

in figures. Basic statistical data – 2022 edition

On a path towards neo-colonial 
fisheries
The gradual consolidation of the system in favour of large-
scale industrial fishing, processing and distribution, in 
which animal populations become mere commodities 
(see box later on), does not stop at European waters. 
While Europe is importing ever-increasing volumes of 
seafood, it also plays a key role in the exploitation of 
certain exotic species that are flooding our market. Some 
might see it as a way to preserve a semblance of food 
sovereignty and reduce the trade deficit. Yet above all, 
it constitutes an opportunity to plunder the waters of 
foreign countries and export the environmental impact of 
our own overconsumption.

Following the international negotiations that led to the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982) 
and the introduction of the CFP in Europe in 1983, numerous 
fisheries agreements were concluded with third countries 
from the end of the 1970s (the first was signed with Senegal 
in 1979) and throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, mainly 
with countries in Africa,147 but also in Oceania, with the aim of 
creating a framework for the European fleet’s access to their 
waters and the exploitation of their fish stocks, in return for 
financial compensation totalling nearly €5 billion since 1979.148 
Other agreements have existed in the past (for instance 
with Argentina) or are still currently in place, most notably 
with Nordic countries, and involve financial compensation 
(Greenland, currently €17 million per year) or quota trading 
(Norway, the Faroe Islands).

Unsurprisingly, these agreements benefit industrial fishing 
fleets, which are the only stakeholders large enough to 
exploit resources in distant waters, sometimes on the 
other side of the world. Having depleted European stocks 
following the production peak of 1974, the fishing industry 
now sends its vessels to catch fish off the coasts of non-
EU countries, some of which are extremely dependent on 
their own fish-rich waters. This colonisation of the world’s 
seas by European ships has greatly contributed to the 
commodification of marine animals (see box).

In 2021, 19 % of the European fleet’s catches (by volume) 
were made beyond the waters of the Northwest Atlantic, 
the Mediterranean Sea and the Black Sea.149

145 EUMOFA, The EU fish market 2024 edition, Publication Office of the European Union, 2025
146 European Commission, Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, “Facts and figures on the common fisheries policy – Basic statistical data 2022”, Publications 
Office of the European Union, 2023, https://data.europa.eu/doi/10.2771/30774
147 Le Manach et al. (2025) https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-025-00149-y 
148 Ibid. Le Manach et al. (2025).
149 (i.e. FAO zones 27 and 37), source: Eurostat (online data code: fish_ca_main)

Figure 11 : The European Union’s self-sufficiency rate (2019), 
percentage by commodity group. 

Source : European Commission. The Common Fisheries Policy 
in figures. Basic statistical data – 2022 edition

Per capita (kg) % wild % farmed

Tuna (mainly canned) 3.10 99 1

Salmon 2.36 19 81

Cod 2.11 100 0

Alaska pollock 1.67 100 0

Shrimp 1.47 49 51

Mussels 1.23 20 80

European hake 1.02 100 0

Atlantic herring 0.98 100 0

Squid 0.62 100 0

Surimi 0.59 100 0

Sardine 0.58 100 0
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Species caught include skipjack and yellowfin tuna, 
Argentine hake (96% to 100% of which are caught outside 
European waters), the common sardine and European horse 
mackerel (12% and 23% of which, respectively, are caught in 
distant waters). 150

However, this strategy of supplying the European market 
through these access agreements is only possible thanks 
to the European Union’s steadfast support, in the form of 
substantial subsidies (see above) and strong diplomatic 
backing.151 This public funding, which could be used 
to promote sustainable fishing in EU waters subject to 
EU regulation and monitoring, is instead dedicated to 
supporting a handful of stakeholders as well as fishing 
practices over which the EU has no control. 

This means that through the CFP, the European Union 
imposes (albeit insufficient) measures on all fishers to better 
protect marine ecosystems and resources in European 
waters, whilst simultaneously entering fisheries agreements 
to grant large industrial vessels the right to destroy marine 
life elsewhere in the world.152 

Finally, some European fishing companies have found 
a way, through subsidiaries abroad, to supply the 
European market without having to comply with the 
rules of the CFP. Their strategy is as follows: part of the 
fishing in African waters is carried out by vessels flying 
the flags of African countries but which are in fact owned 
by foreign (namely European) interests. According to 
BLOOM’s research, the fleet of Spanish group Pescanova, 
one of the largest in the world, has a significant presence 
in Namibia, operating a large number of vessels that fly the 
local flag and are very active, including the Giuseppe, the 
Kainab, the Natale Senior, the Mar Del Cabo, the Novanam 
One, the Ribadavia, the Novanam Two and the Lalandii 1. 
Similarly in Senegal, the Spanish-sounding names of many 
ships attest to the indirect involvement of Europe’s largest 
fishing nation off the coast of West Africa. Finally, in Nigeria, 
several dozen vessels named “Star Shrimper” followed by a 
serial number are owned by Primstar, a local subsidiary of 
the Dutch giant Cornelis Vrolijk 153.

150 Calculated by this report’s authors based on FAO data, Fishstat for the year 2022
151 Refer to our report “European com(pro)mission”:  https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/european-compromission.pdf 
152  Schuhbauer A, Skerritt DJ, Ebrahim N, Le Manach F and Sumaila UR (2020) The Global Fisheries Subsidies Divide Between Small- and Large-Scale Fisheries. Front. Mar. Sci. 
7:539214. doi:10.3389/fmars.2020.539214  
153 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/our-actions/our-themes/fisheries-in-africa/who-are-the-protagonists/

THE SEA HAS BECOME 
COMMODIFIED.

The industrialisation of fisheries and of the sector as 
a whole, the increase in imports, the deployment of 
vessels to distant waters and the resulting surge in 
demand for more fish (particularly more processed 
fish) have led to a situation where fish has become 
a completely interchangeable commodity, reduced 
to a mere, undifferentiated ingredient in processed 
food recipes.

Wild resources have become “products”: 
standardised, harmonised, and easily 
interchangeable within production chains, as in 
ready meals and delicatessen products. White 
fish fillets, frozen products, surimi and fish pâtés 
perfectly symbolise this notion of substitutability: 
consumers struggle to distinguish between 
species and origin, and worse still, they no longer 
consider it relevant. This paradigm shift was in fact 
a prerequisite for scaling up production flows: any 
supply constraints tied to the quality or origin of a 
product had to be removed.

Modern consumer behaviour, shaped by the targeted 
offering of processing companies and large retailers, 
has also contributed to the gradual narrowing of the 
product range, down to just a few species, most of 
which are not even caught by the European fishing 
industry. The wide variety and seasonality of species 
are slowly giving way to just “fish”, a generic term 
used to obscure how diverse past offerings once 
were. With a few exceptions, fish has become, 
in processed or frozen products, a “commodity” 
in the truest sense of the word: a simple, 
standardised good traded on a large scale.
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AQUACULTURE: A LIFELINE FOR AN 
OCE AN DEPLETED BY OVERFISHING
The collapse of wild fish stocks, particularly in European 
waters, was initially masked by the use of substitute 
species and fishing at ever-greater depths. Aquaculture 
has since become a strong alternative to meet ever-
increasing demand. Asia currently accounts for the vast 
majority of global aquaculture production, with a share 
of 91.4 %.154 While Europe’s contribution may seem small 
by comparison, it is increasingly investing in “protein 
production”.

European funding allocated to aquaculture and the blue 
economy has increased significantly since the 1990s, 
rising from 8 % of structural funds to 28.6 % in the latest 
EMFAF (Figure 12).155  This growth also stems from a logic 
of extreme commodification, in which fish is seemingly 
reduced to a chemical component to optimise industrial 
processing from upstream (feed) to downstream (sales).

In 2020, the main aquaculture producers in the EU were 
Spain, France, Greece, and Italy, which accounted for 67 % 
of total production by volume and 61 % of total production 
by value. Half of their production consists of fish farming 
(salmonids, including trout (19 %), marine fish such as 
sea bream and sea bass (22 %), as well as freshwater fish 
such as carp (10 %)),156,157  which is known for its high 
environmental impact (see below). 

According to projections, global production of marine 
animals is expected to reach 205 million tonnes in 2032, 
of which 111 million tonnes will come from aquaculture, a 
17 % increase compared to 2022. Aquaculture will account 
for 60 % of total production of aquatic food for human 
consumption, estimated at 184 million tonnes.158

However, the rise of intensive fish farming does not offer 
a viable alternative to overfishing. “Fed aquaculture” 
(farming carnivorous fish) relies on feed that is rich in 
protein and fat, and this protein comes mainly from meal 
and oil derived from small pelagic fish (such as herring, 
sprats, and mackerel) caught by giant trawlers. Therefore, 
farming salmon, sea bass, sea bream and other carnivorous 
species requires the extraction of huge quantities of marine 
protein from already fragile coastal ecosystems, whether 
in European waters (Denmark is the undisputed leader in 
“reduction fishing”), or much further afield, in West Africa 
and even the Antarctic. Yet 90 % of fish that are processed 
into meal and oil to supply the aquaculture sector are 
perfectly fit for human consumption.159 These catches 
are not “surplus”: they are direct food resources, which 
are harvested at a considerable environmental cost and 
then diverted to produce animal protein for the farming 
of high-value fish. For instance, it takes up to 6 kg of 
wild fish to produce just 1 kg of farmed salmon. 160

According to the FAO, 18 million tonnes of fish caught 
worldwide in 2020 – representing 10 % of the total global 
catch – were used to produce fish oils or fishmeal.161   

In addition, the development of fed aquaculture has a 
significant carbon footprint. 
For instance, according to NGOs Seastemik and Foodrise,162 

154 Ibid
155 BLOOM, 2026, Wasted billions. https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/Wasted-billions.pdf
156 The other half (49 %) consists mainly of shellfish farming
157 European Court of Auditors, based on the EUMOFA study titled “The EU Fish Market”, 2022 edition, and statistics from the FAO’s FishStatJ application.
158 FAO. 2024. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2024 – Blue Transformation in action. Rome. https://doi.org/10.4060/cd0683en
159 Cashion et al. (2017) Most fish destined for fishmeal production are food-grade fish. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/faf.12209. 
160 Roberts, S. et al., “Feeding Global Aquaculture,” Science Advances 10, no. 42 (2024): eadn9698, https://doi.org/10.1126/ sciadv.adn9698. 
161 FAO. 2020. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2020. Sustainability in action. Rome. https://doi.org/10.4060/ca9229en
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Source :           2026, Wasted billions.

Figure 12 : European public subsidies allocated to 
aquaculture and the “blue economy” since 1994, expressed as 
a percentage of the total budget for the EU structural funds. 
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salmon farmed in land-based facilities produces between 
2 and 14 kg CO₂-eq/kg (for the highest-emitting farming 
methods, this means more CO₂ emissions than bottom 
trawling).163   

Aquaculture has other potential negative externalities: 
firstly, certain species introduced into production 
systems may escape and have an impact on wild 
ecosystems. Furthermore, the high concentration of animals 
typically leads to a build-up of faecal matter and contributes 
to the eutrophication of water bodies. It is the primary 
reason for the widespread use of veterinary products such 
as antibiotic treatments, which, in turn, also contaminate 
the environment.

The development of aquaculture, particularly fed fish 
farming, is perhaps one of the worst “non-solutions” 

we could have devised, and it reveals something about 
our society’s relationship with the ocean. Indeed, when 
the ocean can no longer “provide” value to the market, it 
becomes a “platform” for unbridled exploitation. Its highly 
complex functioning is reduced to a simplistic, entirely 
artificial system: water, food, and a single species would 
suffice to feed the world. Worse still, the ocean becomes 
a dumping ground for the massive amounts of pollution 
produced by fish farming. Once a world of abundance, it 
is fast becoming the ultimate destination for all rubbish.

Despite all warnings, this type of proposal, often found 
under the banner of the “blue economy”, lies at the heart 
of the European Commission’s latest initiatives, such as 
the Ocean Pact, which are supported by Europe’s centrist 
majority to “boost” competitiveness 164.

162 Poissons hors sol. Empêcher le débarquement des élevages intensifs terrestres de saumon. Seastemik et Foodrise, 2025.
163 Roberts, S. et al., “Feeding Global Aquaculture,” Science Advances 10, no. 42 (2024): eadn9698, https://doi.org/10.1126/ sciadv.adn9698.
164 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/fr/ip_25_1424 

In the visual accompanying the press release from European political group Renew Europe on the launch of the Ocean Pact, 
the ocean is depicted as a “platform” for aquaculture.  

Source: Renew Europe Group 
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FROM THE DESTRUCTION OF 
EUROPE AN WATERS TO THE 
DESTRUCTION OF GLOBAL WATERS
The plundering of the world’s waters 

As the European Union welcomes an improvement in the 
health of fish stocks (albeit one that is highly uneven 
and far from sufficient), it turns a blind eye to the 
deterioration of these same resources caused, on one side, 
by our consumption of imported seafood and aquaculture 
products, and, on the other, by European fleets that operate 
beyond the EU’s waters.

This relocation of fishing activities and the consumption 
of imported products have led to the depletion of fish 
populations throughout the world. On a global scale, the 
proportion of stocks that are not overexploited continues to 
decline significantly: in 2021, it stood at 62 %, down from 
90 % in 1974 (Figure 13).

In many parts of the world, the decline in biomass 
compared with the 1950-1954 reference period 
accelerated dramatically in the 1990s, particularly in 
the waters of Antarctica, in the Indian Ocean and, more 
generally, in the Southern Hemisphere (Figure 14).

Figure 13 : Trends in fish stocks worldwide, 1974-2021. 
Source : FAO

THE STATE OF WORLD FISHERIES AND AQUACULTURE  2024

�shery development stage, and management and 
�shery stock status. In general, after excluding 
Arctic and Antarctic areas, which have minor 
landings, three groups of patterns can be 
observed ( Figure 20): (i) areas with a continuously 
increasing trend in landings since 1950; (ii) areas 
with landings oscillating around a globally stable 
value since 1990, associated with the dominance 
of pelagic, short-lived species; and (iii) areas with 
an overall declining landing trend following 
historical peaks.

In areas where management intervention is 
weak, a rising trend in landings (�rst group) 
signals growing �shing activity, indicating 
potential for overexploitation and limited 
control. Despite this, resource sustainability 
is not necessarily deteriorating. On the other 
hand, a declining landing trend (third group) 
typically indicates either a deterioration in 

the sustainability of �shery stocks or the 
enforcement of stringent measures without 
signi�cant signs of recovery. According to 
the results of the analyses presented here, the 
�rst and third groups of areas have the lowest 
percentage of stocks at biologically sustainable 
levels (60 percent each), while the second group 
has the highest (68 percent). Normally, the 
third group of areas would fall between the 
other two in terms of resource sustainability, 
but conditions in the Western Central Paci�c, 
that is in the third group, appear to have 
deteriorated more than in other places in recent 
years, causing the di�erence between the �rst 
and third groups to become marginal. The 
highest level of sustainability observed in the 
second group of areas is likely the result of full 
development of �sheries, adequate management 
and e�ective regulation of �shing. However, 
other issues, such as the type of resources, 

 FIGURE 18   GLOBAL TRENDS IN THE STATE OF THE WORLD’S MARINE FISHERY STOCKS, 1974–2021

SOURCE:  FAO estimates.

PE
RC

EN
TA

G
E

U
N

SU
ST

A
IN

A
BL

E
SU

ST
A

IN
A

BL
E

0

25

50

75

100

1974 1980 1990 2000 2010 2021

Overfished

Maximally sustainably fished

Underfished

| 43 |



4 2		      THE BIG OCEAN FAIL

One key statistic perfectly illustrates this situation: 40 % of the 
fish caught by European vessels using bottom trawling, 
which is one of the most environmentally destructive fishing 
methods, does not come from European waters, but mainly 
from African waters instead. 166

Disrupting entire socio-economic 
systems

Finally, focusing solely on changes in European fish stocks 
overlooks the historical role played by distant-water fishing 
(whether European fishing operations were relocated 
elsewhere, or foreign fisheries were imported) in the 
deterioration of living conditions in coastal communities. 

Numerous studies and accounts demonstrate the harmful 
effects of fisheries agreements on the socio-economic 
balance of communities in the countries that are said to 
“benefit” from such agreements, leading to a weakening 
of regional governance, an increase in corruption, and 
even a rise in migration flows. Numerous documentaries, 
such as “Raid on the Atlantic”167 and “Senegal: the fishers’ 
exodus”,168 highlight these consequences: faced with the 
depletion of coastal resources in West Africa caused by 
industrial fisheries, including European operations, many 
fishers are forced to give up their trade and try their luck 
in Europe. Once in France for example, it is not uncommon 
for some of them to end up working for industrial fishing 
companies.

Figure 14 : Relative changes in the biomass of commercial fish stocks over time, by climate zone and by basin, expressed as a 
percentage compared with the period 1950–1954. This table shows an almost global decline in the biomass of commercial fish 

stocks over the period 1950–2014 as a result of human pressures, particularly industrial fishing. 
Source : Palomares et al 2020 165.

165 Fishery biomass trends of exploited fish populations in marine ecoregions, climatic zoness and ocean basins https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272771419307644  
166 Ocean Care, The Trawl Supremacy, 2024.
167 Original title “ Razzia sur l’Atlantique ”, https://www.film-documentaire.fr/4DACTION/w_fiche_film/67685 
168 Original title “ Embarquer pour une meilleure vie ”, Arte, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNd6PAyv8c8 
169 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/two-groundbreaking-investigations-into-the-hold-of-five-dutch-industrial-giants-over-the-worlds-oceans-and-institutions/
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THE ECONOMIC, DEMOCR ATIC, 
AND REGUL ATORY CAPTURE OF 
THE SECTOR
At this stage, one question starts to emerge: why have decision-
makers failed to address a fishing model that has become 
oversized, destructive, inefficient, and dependent on public 
subsidies? One explanation lies in the growing concentration 
of “fishing power” gained by industrial actors in recent years at 
European level.

In 2025, BLOOM investigated the stronghold that five Dutch 
majors, the “Big Five” (Parlevliet & van der Plas, Cornelis Vrolijk, 
van der Zwan, Alda Seafood and the De Boer family), have on 
the majority of European industrial fisheries through 400 
companies, 230 vessels, and membership of at least fifteen 
lobbying organisations active in the European Union.169 In 
2026, these companies owned at least 43 % of all vessels 
over 80 metres in the European fleet.170 To achieve such 
concentration of fishing power, these corporate giants rely on 
three key mechanisms: the hoarding of quotas (1), control 
over the entire supply chain (from catch to plate), and 
lobbying power (3). 

Hoarding fishing quotas 

Firstly, these companies benefited greatly from the 
introduction of individual transferable fishing quotas (ITQs) 
in 1992, which led to a form of privatisation of fishing rights. 
Fishing companies that hold a large number of quotas can 
use them as collateral to secure loans and thus invest in more 
efficient vessels, cold stores, more fishing rights, etc. In practice, 
the allocation of quotas is based on historical catches, meaning 

vessels that have fished the most in the past, i.e. large-scale 
industrial vessels, receive the most fishing rights. This means 
“long-established” companies get to hold a disproportionate 
amount of quotas, and the failure to implement Article 17 has 
left this unbalanced and inequitable system unchallenged.

From catch to plate  

Thanks to the vast resources at their disposal, these giant fishing 
companies are able to achieve vertical integration to control the 
entire supply chain, from catch to plate. On top of their fleet 
of vessels, they often own processing plants, cold stores, fish 
and chip restaurants, and even their own recruitment agencies. 
This model grants them a massive economic advantage and 
bargaining power: for instance, given that fishers are often paid 
a percentage of the catch, these companies can sell the fish 
caught from their vessel at a low price to their own wholesaler 
subsidiary, which in turn sells it at a low price to a foreign importer, 
and profits can be channelled to countries with favourable tax 
regimes. On paper, the fishing company makes less profit, which 
means it can pay its fishers less while minimising its tax liability.

Lobbying power

In the right place at the right time

Beyond economic capture, the now well-established and 
well-documented influence of the fishing industry over public 
authorities further entrenches its control over the fishing 
“system”. Even within key organisations such as the CNPMEM 
in France, the National Federation of Fishers’ Organisations in 
the United Kingdom, and the Deutscher Fischerei Verband e.V. 
in Germany, there are members acting on behalf of Parlevliet & 
Van der Plas or Cornelis Vrolijk, granting them considerable and 
asymmetrical lobbying power.

170 Analysis of data from the European fleet register as of June 2025. Tracking down ship ownership based on ORBIS data and BLOOM’s report titled “The Big Five. The grip of five 
Dutch corporate giants on the global ocean”, published in 2025. https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Rapport_BIG5_EN.pdf
171 https://bloomassociation.org/les-oligarques-de-la-mer-une-enquete-inedite-sur-un-secteur-sous-emprise-la-peche-francaise/
172 BLOOM, 2026, Les oligarques de la mer https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Oligarques-de-la-mer.pdf
173 https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?IsLicensedUser=1&WOPISrc=https%3A%2F%2Fwopi.dropbox.com%2Fwopi%2Ffiles%2Foid_2676264192277302016&
ui=fr#_ftn4 

A FAILED SYSTEM UNDER THE GRIP 
OF A HANDFUL OF PLAYERS 
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Beyond the Big Five, the industrial sector as a whole is 
heavily represented within decision-making bodies. In a 
recent study,171 BLOOM found that industrial vessels hold 25 
% of the seats on the CNPMEM, even though they account for 
only 3 % of the fleet. Meanwhile, vessels under 12 metres in 
length, which make up 84 % of the French fleet, hold only 14 
% of the seats. Owing to its current composition, 72 % of the 
seats on the CNPMEM’s Council, which sets its policies, are 
not subject to a vote by fishers.172 

BLOOM has also closely monitored the activities of European 
lobbyists representing the tropical tuna industrial fishing 
sector at the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC).173 Since 
2015, a year when many non-European countries called for a 
more equitable distribution of wealth and the introduction of 
environmental protection measures, the number of industry 
lobbyists within European delegations has skyrocketed, rising 
from an average of 8 lobbyists prior to 2015 to 18 since.

Finally, in 2017, a Seas At Risk’s report titled “Fishing for 
Influence”174 documented the presence of industry lobbyists 
on the premises of the Council of the European Union, 
during negotiations on TACs (the maximum volumes of fish 
that can be caught in the EU) and fishing quotas. By arranging 
meetings throughout the negotiations, sometimes even on the 
Council’s premises, the fishing industry obtained that catch 
limits be set well above scientific recommendations. For 
example, it was reported that the VisNed trade association, 
which represents the Dutch fishing industry, leveraged its 
influence to successfully lobby for turbot, sole, and skate and 
rays quotas that exceed scientific guidance.

Doubt is their product

In addition to their high profile, the influence of the fishing 
industry relies on a well-established defence strategy 
borrowed from other industrial sectors. An analysis 
of consultation documents and press releases from the 
two main lobbies advocating for towed fishing methods 
(Europêche and the European Bottom Fisheries Alliance 
(EBFA)) highlights their recurring use of a limited number of 
arguments.175 Among the four techniques analysed in the 
report published by Danu Insight, misrepresenting scientific 
discourse and seeding doubt are especially prominent: 
“The tobacco industry’s ‘doubt is our product’, and the fossil-

fuel campaigns that followed, kept regulation at bay not by 
refuting the evidence but by insisting the science was not 
yet settled. The associations’ [Europêche and EBFA – Editor’s 
note] argument takes the same shape.” Below the fourteen 
national associations that make up the EBFA also lie regional 
associations and extremely influential member companies.

The blurring of roles and responsibilities

Although we are unable to closely investigate all of the fishing 
industry’s leaders, a few well-known examples of people 
holding multiple roles can illustrate the extent of the influence 
that the industry wields over public bodies. In Spain, Javier 
Garat, head of the European lobby group Europêche, is also 
secretary-general of the Spanish Fisheries Confederation 
(Cepesca) as well as an elected member of the European 
Economic and Social Committee (EESC).176 In France, the 
president of the CNPMEM, Olivier Le Nézet, holds 24 public 
and private positions.

These industrial actors’ ability to influence European and 
national policies represent the Gordian Knot of the fishing 
sector, and the main obstacle to a genuine transition 
towards sustainable, human-scale fishing. Yet for obvious 
reasons: because truly sustainable fishing seeks to minimise 
its impact on living organisms and the climate, while 
ensuring the equitable distribution of wealth and maximising 
employment, it is incompatible with the ambition of a minority 
of stakeholders to reap maximum profits.

The Helen Mary, a 116-metre pelagic trawler built in 1996, 
which flies the German flag and is owned by the Dutch 

industrial group P&P. © Vessel Finder. 

174 https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?IsLicensedUser=1&WOPISrc=https%3A%2F%2Fwopi.dropbox.com%2Fwopi%2Ffiles%2Foid_2676264192277302016
&ui=fr#_ftn5 
175 https://danuinsight.org/research/seabed-lobby/
176 https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?IsLicensedUser=1&WOPISrc=https%3A%2F%2Fwopi.dropbox.com%2Fwopi%2Ffiles%2Foid_2676264192277302016
&ui=fr#_ftn6
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CONCLUSION: WE MUST RECLAIM CONTROL
OF OUR SHARED DESTINY 
Eighty years at most. That is how long it took a handful of 
entrepreneurs and decision-makers, greatly aided by the 
political belief that productivity need never be constrained 
by considerations for marine biology, to achieve what 
the thinker and philosopher Grotius would have deemed 
impossible: to bring about the destruction of a world of 
abundance.177 All driven by the blind faith that economic 
efficiency could pass for an environmental philosophy.

The massive shift in scale within the fishing 
industry and its supply chain has created 
both winners and losers. 

European small-scale fishers and those on the high-
seas are those who have suffered the most from this 
industrialisation, as evidenced by the drastic decline in 
their numbers and their struggle to secure a fair allocation 
of fishing rights. Furthermore, fisheries agreements have 
enabled European operators to export their impact to distant 
waters, often at the expense of local communities and 
small-scale fishers in these foreign countries. Under these 
agreements, they receive no direct compensation while fish 
is caught off their coasts. Finally, fish stocks and ecosystems 
have also been heavily impacted by this unbridled race for 
high volumes. 

Consumers, taxpayers, and European citizens round off 
the list of losers: even though the overall amount of fish 
consumed has increased, the promise of affordable fish has 
not been kept and it remains predominantly accessible to 
wealthier households. In some cases, and when consumed 
in excessive amounts, it can even pose a health risk. In 
October 2024, BLOOM revealed that 100 % of tins of tuna 
sold in five European countries were contaminated with 
mercury, through bioaccumulation in the tissues of killed 

and processed fish.178 Furthermore, for European taxpayers, 
regardless of whether or not they eat fish, industrial fishing 
comes at a fiscal cost (in the form of public subsidies), 
while society as a whole pays the environmental price of 
overexploitation.

First on the list of winners are large retailers, who have 
chosen to slash prices on a few flagship products (most 
notably canned tuna) to sell off massive volumes and 
position themselves, in the eyes of low-income households, 
as the provider of “affordable” fish, with complete disregard 
for the health of their consumers (see above). Processing 
companies specialising in seafood and aquaculture 
products also benefit greatly from destructive, 
subsidised industrial fishing. Unlike wholesalers, they 
enjoy very comfortable net profit margins: 5 to 6 % of 
turnover, which is still on the rise in several European 
countries.

Finally, industrial fishing companies themselves: over 
the years, the European fishing industry has become 
increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few companies, 
including, among others, the five Dutch majors known as the 
“Big Five”, whose turnover of €2.4 billion in 2023 accounts 
for almost 40 % of that of the entire European fleet (€6.2 
billion in 2020) 179.  

In the end, don’t we all lose? 

Upon closer inspection, the belief that large retailers and 
the fishing industry will always remain winners is intrinsically 
flawed. Indeed, the latest scientific assessments of fish 
stocks are particularly alarming: the impacts of climate 
change are becoming increasingly evident, and stocks are 
failing to recover.180 

177 In “Mare Liberum”, published in 1609, Dutch philosopher Hugo Grotius wrote: “The catching of river fish cannot be unrestricted, as it would lead to their rapid depletion, 
[whereas] fishing at sea is free because its resources cannot be exhausted”.
178 https://www.bloomassociation.org/en/mercury-contamination-bloom-exposes-a-health-scandal-on-an-unprecedented-scale/  
179 CFTO (Compagnie française du thon océanique), acquired by P&P in 2016 (10 vessels); Euronor and Compagnie des Pêches Saint-Malo, both acquired by P&P in 2011 (7 vessels 
combined); and France Pélagique (7 vessels), co-founded in 1988 by Cornelis Vrolijk. Source : BLOOM, “The Big Five, the grip of five Dutch corporate giants on the global ocean”:  
https://bloomassociation.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/Rapport_BIG5_EN.pdf 
180 Vermard Youen, Ulrich Clara, Pawlowski Lionel (2026). “Bilan 2025 du statut des ressources halieutiques débarquées par la pêche française en 2024 – Hexagone et Outre-
mer.” Ifremer. https://doi.org/10.13155/112398
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Electric pulse fishing, deep-sea trawling, state-of-the-
art sonars, hydrogen-powered engines, shoal detection 
with drones, etc. It would be a fallacy to think that the 
most powerful industrial fishing operators, despite their 
overwhelming resources, could indefinitely compensate 
for the depletion of marine life and the impact of climate 
change. As we have seen, the pursuit of excess has not 
made vessels and fishing companies more profitable; 
rather, it has made fishing virtually impossible by 
destroying the one thing on which it relies: wild stocks.

In recent years, the rhetoric of industry leaders has become 
increasingly revealing. The energy they are expending to 
influence the allocation of quotas or to dismantle CFP 
policies is evidence of a frantic acceleration. A telling 
sign that the countdown has begun... In their last-ditch 
attempt to salvage the situation, industrial actors are 
pointing to “regulations” as the main cause of the sector’s 
woes: they argue that capacity limits are hindering 
technological development and the decarbonisation of 
the industry. They claim that the lack of public funding 
for shipbuilding is preventing the deployment of a 
truly efficient fleet. Conversely, their enthusiasm for the 
introduction of the Omnibus simplification package and 
for reforming the CFP is easy to interpret: their goal is to 
remove the safeguards that prevent them from catching 
every last fish. The very fish they need to recoup the 
millions invested in state-of-the-art machinery and vessels, 
at the risk of losing everything.

The industrial fishing model can no longer function without 
large-scale extraction, and when there is no longer enough 
fish stocks to fill the holds, the model has to run on credit: 
from public funding, from nature, from the climate, from 
society as a whole. But that debt is never to be repaid, 
since the industry extracts wild resources on a massive 
scale, depletes ecosystems, captures public subsidies and 
destroys jobs. 

In the interest of both economic and environmental 
rationality, our decision-makers can no longer 
accommodate such demands: every provision removed, 
every threshold lowered in EU regulations and directives, 
reduces the likelihood that stocks will recover, and could 
ultimately jeopardise the ability to make a living from fishing.

Cutting off industrial fishing’s credit line

The question is no longer whether nature, the climate, and 
humans will ever be able to tolerate such a destructive 
industry; they are already incapable of doing so. Nor is it a 
question of whether we could have “done things differently”; 
what is done is done. What matters now is doing everything 
in our power to ensure that tomorrow will be different 
from yesterday, and to bring an end to the excesses that 
have defined the last 80 years for European fisheries.

In order to put an end to the industry’s unsustainable 
practices, we should start looking precisely where its lobby 
fights its battles: it will require upholding the rules through 
a strong CFP with ambitious objectives, and with strong 
policies enforced by our decision-makers. It will require 
ending public funding and tax exemptions for mega-
industrial and fossil-fuel-intensive fishing. The next 
European budget (MFF 2028-2034) is an opportunity, though 
perhaps the last, for our decision-makers to bring about 
meaningful change by supporting fishing practices that have 
minimal impact on marine life and the climate while bringing 
social and economic benefits to a majority of citizens. 

“Ultimately, it will require a brave, courageous and 
reasonable political vision, and to recognise that without 
fairness and balance in the sector, and without actually 
preserving the ocean and its ecosystems, we will lose 
out. The path forward is simple: we must recognise the 
reality of the situation with clarity, act sensibly, and to 
show courage.”
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