European Parliament Resolution on improving the economic situation in the fishing industry

1.
Rapporteur: Pedro Guerreiro (GUE/NGL/PT)
2.
EP reference number: A6-0266/2006 / P6_TA-PROV(2006)0390

3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 28 September 2006

4.
Subject: Economic situation in the fishing industry

5.
Background of the Resolution: Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on improving the economic situation of the fishing industry (COM(2005)103 final)

6.
Analysis of the Resolution and of Parliament's requests as well as response to these requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

Commission communication (1-5)

The Commission shares the concerns and objectives expressed in the Parliament's Resolution. However, the Commission cannot agree with the statement that the measures adopted are too limited or even inappropriate. The Commission's intention is not and has never been to take advantage of the economic situation to seek to promote the scrapping of fishing vessels; the Commission has only made clear that a sustainable balance between capacity and resources is a precondition for long term economic sustainability.

The Commission is fully committed to help the sector within the framework of Community law and with the objective of achieving long term economic and biological sustainability.

Immediate measures (6-13)

The Parliament requests the possibility to grant operating aid. This type of aid is not allowed under Community law, unless it is intended to assist during a limited period those companies willing to restructure to retrieve profitability. Any measures adopted to help the fisheries sector have to be in conformity with this principle. This is precisely what the Commission has proposed in its Communication in form of rescue aid and temporary cessation. Conversely, a Guarantee fund related to oil prices could only be accepted if it is entirely funded by the industry itself or if it provides that all funds granted by public authorities are timely remunerated and reimbursed at conditions equal to those prevailing on the market. In relation to the long distance fleet, the Commission is willing to consider if and under what conditions a special treatment would be possible. A study has been commissioned to give the technical basis for a debate on the issue.

The Commission does not agree with the interpretation requested for Article 16 of the FIFG regulation. The rise in oil prices cannot be considered as an unforeseeable circumstance. In spite of this, the Commission has decided that public aid for the temporary cessation of activities may be available during the adaptation works undergone by the vessels.

In the context of rescue and restructuring plans, the 6 months deadline is established by Community law as a general rule for rescue aid. The Commission reminds that rescue aid is only intended to help companies survive during a limited period while they plan and undertake the necessary restructuring. The cost of subsequent restructuring can in turn be financed through further aid to be linked to the planned investments. Rescue aid is limited in time to avoid abuse. Six months is considered appropriate for all industrial and service sectors and the Commission sees no reason for having a longer period for the fisheries sector.

In relation to the 'de minimis' aid, the Commission has proposed to raise it to 30,000 € in the light of the specific characteristics of fishing enterprises. This decision was taken after a careful analysis of the expected economic consequences of granting aid at that level, an analysis that was tailored to the specificity of the sector. It is recalled that for aid to be considered 'de minimis' according to EC State aid rules, it should not cause distortion of competition or trade between Member States. The Commission found that the 30,000 € ceiling was in line with this requirement. Such amount will not significantly affect trade or competition on the market for fish products and will only have limited effects at the level of capital investments. Any higher amount would risk causing more substantial effects, incompatible with EC competition rules.

Measures with a medium and long term impact (14-52)

Fleet renewal and modernisation (14-18)

The Commission shares the view that measures are needed to reduce energy consumption and the dependence on fossil fuels.

The Commission points out that the renewal of engines with public aid for vessels of more than 12 m in length aims at reducing energy consumption, while ensuring that these investments do not result in increased fishing pressure. This is the rationale behind the condition of 20% engine power reduction.

Inshore fishing (19-20)

Small scale fishing is subject to a special treatment as the Parliament requests in its Resolution; specific measures and advantageous financial contribution rates are foreseen under the European Fisheries Fund (EFF). The Commission is of the view that these financial measures are sufficient and there is no need for a specific Community support programme. This being said, the Commission is willing to address the general problem of small scale fisheries in all its dimensions and a study has been commissioned to that effect; results are expected by the second half of 2007.

Marketing (21-32)

The Commission agrees that a comprehensive review of the Common Market Organisation (CMO) for fish products is necessary. Some mechanisms aimed at improving first sale prices and competitiveness are already built into the current CMO regulation and the assessment of their effectiveness will be addressed in the framework of the CMO evaluation. The EFF provides for the support of processing and marketing of fisheries products as well as for the investments on board to improve product quality, as requested by the Parliament.

Financial issues (33)

The Commission points out that the Community resources available for the fisheries sector result from a high level political agreement at the European Council.

Sustainability of resources (34-42)

As requested by the Parliament, the Commission has put forward a comprehensive approach to the protection of the marine environment in its proposal for a Thematic Strategy for the protection of marine environment (2005).

In relation to the request by the Parliament for compensation to fishermen affected by recovery plans, this possibility is already foreseen under EFF.

The Parliament Resolution calls for rules on the size of the vessels in relation to the gear they use or the areas where they fish; the Commission points out that allocation of individual fishing rights is a competence of Member States.

The Commission agrees with the Parliament that efforts to adjust the fleet should be considered when adopting new measures and on the need to involve the sector in the decision making process.

The Parliament requests that some fishing techniques that are not permitted at industrial scale should be permitted for small scale fisheries. The Commission does not agree with this as a general statement but is of the opinion that this could only be assessed on a case by case basis.

Illegal fishing (43-44)

The Commission shares the concern of the Parliament in relation to illegal, unregulated an unreported fishing (IUU) and is constantly in dialogue to improve the measures aimed at combating this type of fishing. Fighting IUU will be done in close cooperation with other coastal States and will constitute a major priority of the Commission in the coming years. A Commission initiative will be taken in 2007 in this area.

Research (45-47)

Improved energy efficiency and alternative energy sources should contribute to make fishing more economically and environmentally sustainable in the long term. The Commission is in the process of negotiating the allocation of financial resources under the 7th Framework Programme for Research and due consideration will be paid to the needs of the fisheries sector. The use of alternative energy sources for fisheries, in particular bio-fuels, should be assessed.

Participation in the management of the CFP (48-52)

The Commission shares the view that the participation of fishermen in the management of the CFP is essential and adequate support should be provided. The level of decentralisation under the current legal framework is the result of a political compromise adopted with the reform of the CFP and the best use should be made of it.
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