
 

1 

 

NONPAPER: DEBUNKING FISHERIES SUBSIDIES MYTHS ABOUT 
MODERNISATION AND FLEET RENEWAL 

mknigge@pewenvironment.de  

 

In recent Council discussions, several Member States asked that aid for fleet modernisation, in particular 
aid for engine renewal and fleet renewal, be included in the future EU Maritime and Fisheries Fund 
(EMFF). It is important to reflect as to why these measures should NOT be supported with public aid and 
why it was decided, a) in the 2002 reform to phase out funding for some of these measures and b) in 
2012 at the Rio Earth Summit to phase out subsidies contributing to overfishing.  

Myth: EU fisheries fund benefits the entire sector 

Truth: Most EU fishing vessels have not benefited from EU aid for construction and/or modernisation. 
On average only 14 percent of EU vessels received funding for modernisation or construction under the 
previous funding regime Financial Instrument for Financial Guidance (FIFG), 2000 - 2006.1 As a result, EU 
aid for vessel modernisation has typically only supported a very specific segment of the fleet, but not the 
sector at large. Rather, the sector at large faces even tougher competition from the few who receive the 
funding for modernization (see also the point below on competition).  

Myth: EU aid helps the small scale sector in particular 

Truth:  In the past, most EU aid was targeted at vessels over 12m in length. The table below shows that 
Spain used the FIFG to reshape its fleet by building and modernising vessels above 24 meters and 
scrapping mainly small-scale vessels. In other words, public funding was used to reduce, but not to 
support the small-scale sector.  

Total FIFG funding for scrapping and construction and modernisation by vessel length in Spain (€million)
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Myth: EU fisheries subsidies are not distorting competition 

Truth: The total amount of subsidies that individual Member States receive varies widely, and so does 
Member State use of the aid allocated to them. The table below shows that by far the greatest FIFG 
investments in fleets were made by Spain, followed by Italy and France. However, while Italy and most 

                                                           
1 Poseidon (2010) FIFG 2000–2006 Shadow Evaluation, available at 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewtrustsorg/Reports/Protecting_ocean_life/FIFG-evaluation.pdf, p. 36.  
2 Poseidon (2010), p. 40. 
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Member States used aid to reduce their fleets, Spain and France used the larger part to build up and 
modernise their fleet.  

FIFG spending on vessel measures
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Myth: EU fisheries aid does not contribute to overfishing 

Truth: Aid for modernisation and for vessel construction has maintained or even increased 
overfishing. For instance, Member States have paid out millions of euro in EU subsidies to 
bluefin tuna fishing fleets, in spite of the critical status of the stock, reduction in the quota 
allocated to the EU in recent years, and the agreement at ICCAT (International Commission for 
the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas) to reduce fleet capacity. Similarly, large subsidies have been 
allocated to the modernisation of the Biscay and Iberian mixed whitefish bottom trawl fleets, as 
well as Western Mediterranean hake fleets, all of which target overexploited stocks.4  

Myth: No additional administrative efforts are needed to ensure EU aid is targeted and compliance 
ensured 

Truth: Several Member States who ask for aid for engine replacement or vessel construction claim that 
this would not increase fishing capacity. Firstly, any funding must not contribute to maintaining existing 
overcapacity (see point above). Secondly, close monitoring is needed, to ensure that any measures do 
not increase the capacity of individual vessels or overall capacity. Both measures necessitate an 
additional administrative burden. At the moment, several Member States do not request and process 
information necessary to allocate EFF funding in a precise and targeted manner. A recent study by the 
Ecologic Institute came to the conclusion that the lack of consideration of environmental and social 
criteria in allocating aid is one of the principal causes for maintenance of overcapacity. Likewise, the 
study found that information about the species targeted by vessels is rarely included in the criteria upon 
which decisions for aid were based.5 Moreover, some measures will incur significant additional control 
and surveillance costs. In the EU, under-declaration of engine power has been a common problem. The 
Commission stated in a non-paper in 2006 that as adjustments to the fuel injection settings can easily be 
changed, the real power output of engines, once installed on board, is almost impossible to control.6  

                                                           
3 Negative measures include modernization and vessel construction, Poseidon (2010) p. 26. 
4 Poseidon (2010), p. 23. 
5 Ecologic (2011) EFF Sustainability Criteria available at http://www.ecologic.eu/4328 . 
6 EU Commission (2006) Methods for measuring fishing power of vessels, available at http://cfp-reformwatch.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2012/09/Methods-for-measuring-fishing-power-of-vessels.pdf.  
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