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6.
Background of the resolution:

The Commission issued a Communication on a policy to reduce unwanted by-catch and eliminate discards in European fisheries
 in March 2007. The Commission considers the catching of unwanted organisms and discarding to be a wasteful use of resources and of the sea. From an economic perspective it is also wasteful because discarded fish is equal to lost future fishing opportunities. From a perspective of ecological sustainability, it is wasteful because the capture of unwanted animals has a negative impact on the marine ecosystem without benefit to society.

As the 2002 Action plan to reduce discards did not have the desired results, the Commission decided to propose a new approach on discards aiming at the gradual elimination of such wasteful practices. Since the publication of the above mentioned Communication, the Council adopted conclusions on this in June 2007, generally supporting the new policy. Five Regional Advisory Councils (RACs) and Advisory Committees for Fisheries and Aquaculture (ACFA), as well as some NGOs and individual fisher's organisations presented opinions. Broadly speaking, all opinions showed great interest and a basic consensus that the reduction of unwanted by-catch to the lowest possible level is an important objective that should be reached over time. There is also general support for a fishery by fishery approach, as well as emphasis being put on the improvement of gear selectivity and the setting up of pilot projects to gather more information.

The Communication suggests the progressive introduction of a discard ban as the most effective motivation for the industry to reduce these practices. Discard bans would apply to all finfish and crustaceans; the specific mix of measures would be laid down fishery by fishery. Existing incentives to discard (such as minimum landing sizes, quota system, etc.) will be reviewed, existing Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) instruments (incentives for selectivity, quota flexibility) and supplementary measures (real-time closures, maximum level of by-catch, etc.) will be used. The suggested approach is to manage by results rather than by regulating the means of achieving them. The ban will thus be a strong motivation for the industry to avoid unwanted by-catch in the first place because, if it cannot be discarded, it will generate costs for the skipper: leave less space for storing the wanted valuable catch, unwanted catch counted against the quota, cost of landing of unwanted catch, etc,. The Communication will be followed up by specific Regulations on a fishery-by-fishery basis in 2008.

During the second half of 2007 further steps were prepared, resulting in a list of six fisheries submitted to the Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) for advice. Based upon this advice, due by the end of January 2008, the Commission will choose one three fisheries for which concrete plans to reduce discards over a specific time span to lowest possible levels (discard bans) will be proposed. Once chosen, these proposals will be subject to an impact assessment and to preliminary consultations with stakeholders. Adoption by the Commission is then envisaged for autumn 2008. In parallel, a roadmap outlining a timetable for applying this approach to all other fisheries is planned and will be presented together with the legislative proposals. The European Parliament will be consulted on the Commission proposals.

7.
Analysis of the text and of Parliament’s requests, reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

The resolution welcomes and broadly supports the Communication, but is critical of 'discard bans' (should only be a 'last resort' measure after everything else has failed).

For the rest, the resolution is very much along the same lines as in the Commission's suggested approach, namely agreeing that:
· there is an urgent need for legislative action to motivate industry seriously to seek reductions in discarding and move towards their elimination;

·  progress should be made step by step, on a fishery-by-fishery basis, with the close involvement of the sector and stakeholders at all stages;

· a general and important step towards discard reduction is an overall reduction of fishing pressure.

Community action plans on seabirds and sharks (paragraph 5) are already in preparation with the sharks plan planned to be issued in 2008 and the seabirds plan by the end of 2009.

There is agreement between Commission and Parliament that reducing overall fishing effort (paragraph 5) is a major step towards eliminating discards and a pre-condition for the long term viability of the industry and its resource base. The discard policy is thus not an isolated action, but part of the general approach to move towards the MSY objective.

There is also agreement on a case by case approach (paragraphs 11, 13, 16, 29 and 31), and the participation and consultation of the sector at all levels, from data collection to monitoring and control, is of utmost importance (paragraphs 19, 22, 29). The Commission notes with interest the EP's proposal to test new ways of monitoring of discard practices as done in some third countries.

Concerning incentives (paragraphs 16, 20, 21 and 22) it is necessary to ensure that they result in a real reduction in discards are assessed carefully and do not have adverse effects. Additionally, Member States already have possibilities to favour cleaner fisheries through the allocation of quotas, which is their exclusive competence. In addition, incentives should be limited to the early phases of implementation in order to promote a change in behaviour.

Concerning policy implementation there is a difference in focus: The Commission favours setting the goal of a 'discard ban' in a fishery at the beginning, not as a 'last resort measure' that would be taken only if everything else has failed, as the Parliament seems to suggest. Based on the specific situation of the fishery, a time frame and the intermediate goals will be set. A discard ban will by itself constitute a strong motivation to avoid discarding and will trigger the necessary change in behaviour and mentality. The ban will be a strong incentive for the industry to search for solutions to avoid undesired by-catch in the first place. The industry is in a much better position to develop and implement solutions than governments and the Commission.

However, this is a process that will take several years. The Commission will do its part, amending the legislative framework to avoid incentives for discarding, encouraging the exchange of best practices and reflect on better involvement of stakeholders in the implementation of the discard bans (e.g. exchange of real time information on areas with a high concentration of juveniles, etc.). Pilot projects can and should be run in parallel, but the Commission will come forward with first proposals on specific fisheries in 2008.
-----------
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