Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution of 12 June 2018 on towards a sustainable and competitive European aquaculture sector: current status and future challenges
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1. Rapporteur: Carlos ITURGAIZ (EPP / ES)
2. EP reference number: A8-0186/2018 / P8_TA-PROV (2018)0248
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 12 June 2018
4. Subject: towards a sustainable and competitive European aquaculture
5. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Fisheries (PECH)
6. Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution refers to the need to increase aquaculture production in a sustainable manner and refers to the different aspects on which work is required to unlock the potential of European Union aquaculture (paragraphs 1 to 18). It refers in particular to the need for further development of freshwater aquaculture and of the emergent seaweed aquaculture sector and for supporting innovative and environmentally responsible practices such as Integrated Multi-Trophic Aquaculture Systems (IMTA), Aquaponics and Recirculation Aquaculture Systems (RAS). The resolution also refers to the particular challenges faced by mollusc production.
The resolution welcomes the Commission's communication on "Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development of EU aquaculture" and its four priorities: 1) simplify administrative procedures; 2) securing sustainable development and growth of aquaculture through coordinated spatial planning; 3) enhancing the competitiveness of the European Union aquaculture; 4) promoting a level playing field for the European Union operators. The resolution underlines that these identified priorities remain relevant today and are still a challenge.
The resolution stresses that simplification and acceleration of administrative procedures at European Union, national and regional levels are needed to provide business investment predictability and legal certainty, including by making the greatest possible use of information and communication technologies (paragraph 20 a)) and that better coordination is necessary regarding the shared competences of the European Union, the Member States and, where appropriate, regional and local authorities (paragraph 20 c)). In addition it stresses that close monitoring by the Commission of the Member States’ multiannual national strategic plans is needed (paragraph 20 e)) as well as Commission guidelines for national strategic plans for a uniform application of the European Union legislation (mainly environmental and for protecting health and ensuring that neither ecosystems nor fishing activities are harmed) (paragraph 20 f). Furthermore, close cooperation is needed between the Commission and the competent authorities in the implementation of European Union legislation (mainly sanitary and environmental) as well as supporting coordination of national or regional legislation (paragraph 20 h)).
The resolution urges the Commission and the Member States to elaborate spatial planning maps in order to identify possible areas where aquaculture and other activities may coexist (paragraph 26).
To enhance the competitiveness of the European Union aquaculture the resolution calls on the Commission to carry out a review regarding the conservation status of the otter and to allow, where necessary, the removal and control of those predators (paragraph 38); the resolution points out that the European Union should export its sustainability standards and know-how especially in the case of neighbouring regions that produce similar species to those produced in the European Union and with third countries sharing the same waters as the European Union (paragraph 40); it calls on the Commission to ensure that under trade agreements with third partners preferential market access is made conditional upon respect for sustainability and animal welfare standards equivalent to those applicable in the European Union (paragraph 41); and to sponsor, as part of the European Union’s policy on cooperation with developing countries, support and training measures designed to help promote sustainable aquaculture and steer the awareness of aquaculture producers in those countries towards a policy on quality and higher production standards, particularly as regards the environment, hygiene and social standards (paragraph 42). The resolution urges that steps be taken to encourage European Union investment in aquaculture projects in third countries; and asks the Commission to assess the effects of Brexit in the field of aquaculture (paragraph 45).
The resolution calls for imported products of aquaculture to be required to meet the same environmental, food safety and socio-labour standards and respect for human rights that European Union operators must meet and deplores the fact that there is still no level playing field in this domain (paragraph 37) and calls on the Commission to continue ensuring that European Union import rules are respected, including as regards farming procedures that comply with environmental, hygiene and social standards, in exporting third countries so that a level playing field can be implemented internationally.
The resolution welcomes the promotion of sustainable and competitive aquaculture as one of the priorities of the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) and calls for simplification as regards the procedure and documents that have to be submitted in order to obtain funding from the EMFF (paragraph 83) and to make further efforts and provide the additional help necessary to enable users of the EMFF to gain access to funding (paragraph 85).
In addition, the resolution stresses the need for more support for research and innovation. It stresses that Horizon 2020 and Framework Programme 9 (FP9) should continue to support aquaculture research activities that improve the competitiveness of the sector and respond to the issues highlighted in the Commission’s conference of 2016, "FOOD 2030", and in the opinion of the High-Level Group of Scientific Advisors, "Food from the Oceans" (paragraph 66). The resolution also asks that, on the basis of the best scientific recommendations, standard protocols be established at European Union level for the collection of data with a view to monitoring and improving aquaculture management and production practices and the social, health, economic and environmental impact of such practices, for both marine and freshwater fish farms (paragraph 70). It calls on the Commission and the Member States to promote innovative and environmentally friendly technologies in aquaculture, such as aquaponics (paragraph 71) and to encourage the exploring of opportunities to further develop seaweed aquaculture.
The resolution points out that better promotional campaigns and communication at European Union level on the benefits of aquaculture and fish consumption are needed (paragraph 56) and calls on the Commission to encourage strong and long-lasting European Union generic campaigns explaining the sustainability merits of the European Union aquaculture products, focusing on their high quality, animal welfare and environmental standards compared to those imported from third countries, as in the case of the label "Farmed in the EU" (paragraph 57); it calls on the Commission in cooperation with the Member States to launch an European Union -wide information campaign for consumers and businesses on aquaculture in general and in particular on the differences between the stringent and comprehensive standards on the European market and the lower-level standards applicable to imported products from third countries, with particular emphasis on the problems caused for food safety and public health by the introduction into the Union of particularly resistant micro-organisms and antimicrobial resistance (AMR); the resolution also stresses the value of the European Union legislation on welfare of farmed fish during rearing, transport and slaughter in meeting consumers’ expectations and advertising product quality guaranteed by European Union standards in comparison with third country imports (paragraph 58); it calls on the Commission to set aside a suitable amount from the European Union 's promotional budget for promoting fish and other fisheries and aquaculture products; the resolution believes that a wide-ranging marketing campaign based on common principles and covering all the Member States, set up as a collective measure and with 80-100 % support intensity, should be launched in order to increase the awareness and acceptance of European Union aquaculture products (paragraph 59).
The resolution asks for the establishment of a specific label for the recognition of products from European Union sustainable aquaculture and stresses the need for transparency for consumers also in connection with aquaculture products imported from third countries, by reinforcing traceability (paragraph 47).
To ensure animal welfare the resolution takes the view that the strategy on slaughter should include proposals to ensure processes for developing effective parameters for humane methods of killing fish, in accordance with the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) and the European Food Safety Agency (EFSA) Guidelines, and to ensure that equipment used for slaughtering fish works in accordance with those parameters, and that effective humane slaughter of farmed fish is implemented, assessed, evaluated and certified throughout the European Union.
The resolution indicates that the Commission and the Member States should devise practical incentives and measures, including improved implementation of or, if required, amendments to, Directive 2006/88/EC, to promote an integrated chain approach to AMR and increase the use of antimicrobial alternatives, diagnostics and vaccines in aquaculture and thereby to promote prevention, control and eradication of diseases and antibiotic resistance in aquatic animals cost-effectively and maximise the survival, growth and production efficiency of aquatic animals.
7.	Response to the requests in the resolution and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The resolution is consistent with the Commission's commitments and work for a sustainable European aquaculture.
The Commission agrees that the four priorities identified in the "Strategic Guidelines for the sustainable development of EU aquaculture" are still relevant and remain a challenge. The Commission is determined to continue its work on each of the priorities with Member States in the framework of the Open Method of Coordination and with all relevant stakeholders in the context of the Aquatic Advisory Council (AAC).
A mid-term evaluation of the Open Method of Coordination for European Union aquaculture was launched at the beginning of 2018. Member States were invited to report progress made on their national strategic plans for aquaculture. These reports will be taken into account together with analysis and case studies to assess the effectiveness of the current approach to reducing the barriers and driving growth in the sector. The evaluation is expected to be complete by mid-2019 and the Commission will then publish its results.
Regarding guidelines for a uniform application of the European Union legislation in relation to aquaculture, several guidance documents have been elaborated to help better implement relevant European Union legislation such as the "Guidance document on the application of the Water Framework Directive and the Marine Strategy Framework Directive in relation to aquaculture", the "Guidance document on aquaculture and Natura 2000", the "Guidance document on the Great cormorant, Applying derogations under Article 9 of the Birds Directive 2009/147/EC" and the "Guidance documents on Environmental Impact Assessments". These links are accessible through a dedicated webpage on Guidance documents on European Union Aquaculture Online.
Regarding Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) the Commission started an exchange of information with Member States on this issue at the 6th Aquaculture seminar with Member States on 16-17 May 2018. Member States were invited to detail the implementation of MSP in their respective country as well as to depict how the aquaculture sector is included in the on-going discussion on planning.
Regarding the conservation status of the otter, the Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) is a strictly protected species under the Habitats Directive, which means that Member States need to establish a system of strict protection in its natural range and prohibit all forms of deliberate capture, killing, disturbance or deterioration of its important habitats. In addition, the most important areas for the otter need to be designated as special areas of conservation (Natura 2000 sites) and conservation measures implemented therein corresponding to the ecological requirements of the species. In relation to the assessment of the conservation status of the otter, Member States are required under the Habitats Directive to assess and report every six years on its status and trends[footnoteRef:1]. The next report is due in 2019. The Commission recognises that protected species can occasionally cause damage to aquaculture. Article 16 of the Habitats Directive allows for certain flexibility in case of serious damage for fisheries whereby Member States’ authorities, and not the Commission, can allow for derogation from strict protection of species. These derogations can only be approved under strict conditions – that there is no alternative and that it will not influence the maintenance of its favourable conservation status, and they need to be reported to the Commission. In order to avoid conflicts between strict protection of species and the development of sustainable aquaculture, it is important to promote and apply adequate prevention measures which can be funded from the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund. A number of documents[footnoteRef:2] including the Commission’s guidance on Natura 2000 and aquaculture - explain the current practice to implement such measures. The Commission will continue, as set out in the Action Plan for nature, people and the economy, to help Member States and stakeholders to improve the implementation of the nature directives, including in relation to addressing conflicts with strictly protected species. [1: 	The most recent conservation status assessment for the otter covering the period 2007-2012 is available at https://bd.eionet.europa.eu/article17/reports2012/species/summary/?period=3&group=Mammals&subject=Lutra+lutra&region]  [2: 	http://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/water/pdf/SUSAQ%20Final%20Report%20Part%201.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/pdf/SWD_2016_178.pdf 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/management/docs/Aqua-N2000%20guide.pdf] 

Regarding support to developing countries the Commission is supporting aquaculture projects in Asia (Myanmar and Cambodia) and in Africa (Central Africa and Zambia) and published in April 2017 a joint report with the French Development Agency (AFD) and the German Cooperation Agency on "Opportunities and challenges for aquaculture in developing countries". Under Horizon 2020 a number of projects are funded for cooperation with third countries on research and innovation in aquaculture, capacity building and skills development and a platform for industry and innovation has been created. Recently a South-Atlantic collaboration on technologies was launched (with South Africa, Brazil, and Argentina) implementing the Belem statement, which covers also aquaculture. The objective is to build an All Atlantic Research Alliance focusing also on technologies, and not only research.
Regarding the effects of Brexit in the field of aquaculture the Commission has issued a number of notices to stakeholders that inform them of the repercussions of the United Kingdom's withdrawal from the European Union so that stakeholders can prepare accordingly[footnoteRef:3]. [3: 	https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/notice-to-stakeholders-brexit-fisheries-final.pdf ] 

Regarding the lack of a "level playing field in aquaculture production" the Commission's objective is to promote high production standards in third countries which are more comparable with those in the European Union. The Commission will work on the adequate coordination of different European Union lines of action and policies in its relations with third countries. While ensuring the safety of products imported into the European Union through its audits on residue-control systems in third countries, the Commission is also compiling information regarding existing standards of production in those countries concerning, for example, feed composition, antibiotic use or environmental and animal welfare requirements.
Regarding the EMFF, the new proposal (2021-2027) aims at considerably simplifying the future fund. The proposed regulation does not lay down prescriptive measures at European Union level, but describes broad areas of support under each priority, providing a flexible framework for implementation. "Contributing to food security in the Union through competitive and sustainable aquaculture and markets" is one of the four priorities[footnoteRef:4] and "aquaculture" is an area of support (Article 23). Under shared management, it will be for the Member States to draw up their programmes indicating therein the most appropriate means for achieving the priorities of the EMFF. They are granted flexibility in the setting of the eligibility rules. Instead of listing the measures selected from a menu of eligible actions as is currently the case, national programmes should focus on the strategic priorities chosen by each Member State. This architecture would optimise programme implementation towards policy objectives on the basis of performance, in the context of an on-going dialogue between the Commission and Member States on the achievement of results. Flexibility, result-orientation and mutual trust between the Commission and Member States are the three principles of an effective simplification. More simplification will also result from the proposal for a new Common Provisions Regulation[footnoteRef:5] that defines one set of rules for seven European Union funds that are implemented in partnership with Member States (shared management). This will bring more coherence, make it simpler to learn and simpler to combine different funds. Furthermore, it would be important that Member States provide updated information on EMFF expenditure for guiding future support. [4: 	The other priorities are: "Fostering sustainable fisheries and the conservation of marine biological resources"; "Enabling the growth of a sustainable blue economy and fostering prosperous coastal communities"; and "Strengthening international ocean governance and enabling safe, secure, clean and sustainably managed seas and oceans"]  [5: 	Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and laying down general provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006] 

Regarding research and innovation the Commission will identify further research needs together with Member States, the Aquatic Advisory Council, the European Technology and Innovation Platform (EATiP) and will ensure that these are reflected in the different European Union funding programmes. The Commission also intends to establish guidelines on available European Union funds for aquaculture to facilitate and increase applications for funding. The Commission would like to point out that Horizon 2020 is funding projects on innovative and environmentally friendly technologies in aquaculture[footnoteRef:6] (eg. aquaponics[footnoteRef:7]) and on seaweed aquaculture[footnoteRef:8] as well as on many other aspects of aquaculture (diseases and medicines, feed, animal welfare, genetics/epigenetics, data, algae etc.). [6: 	VicInAqua (Integrated aquaculture based on sustainable water recirculating system for the Victoria Lake Basin) - ELOXIRAS (Electrochemical Oxidation in the Recirculating Aquaculture Systems Industry) - Project O (Project Ô: demonstration of planning and technology tools for a circular, integrated and symbiotic use of water)]  [7: 	ECOFISH (Researches on the potential conversion of conventional fish farms into organic by establishing a model and good practice guide)]  [8: 	IntegraSea (Integrated offshore cultivation of high value seaweed and their potential use in controlling harmful algal blooms.)] 

Regarding communication the Commission is aware that a broader dissemination of the benefits and high standards of European Union aquaculture is needed and encourages Member States to launch their own "Farmed in the EU" campaigns: Spain was the first country to launch its national 'Farmed in the EU' campaign off the back of the European Union -wide campaign, and Ireland launched its national "Farmed in the EU campaign" in Galway last June.
The Commission is exploring as a follow up to the "Food from the Oceans report" to work further on the perception of aquaculture by the European Union consumer and the larger public. In addition, the Commission is exploring how to integrate aquaculture and products of the blue bio-economy in the wider strategy and communication on responsible, sustainable choices of food and bio-materials.
Concerning the call for an information campaign about inter alia "problems caused for food safety and public health by the introduction into the Union of particularly resistant micro-organisms and antimicrobial resistance", the Commission would like to underline that non- European Union countries exporting to the European Union must implement a residue monitoring plan that guarantees an equivalent level of food safety as in the European Union and that non-compliant products are not allowed into the European Union market.
Concerning a specific label for "sustainable EU aquaculture" the Commission would like to note that any such label would be of a voluntary nature, and it is therefore doubtful whether it would have added value compared to the possibility already given to the operators to provide this information voluntarily. Nonetheless, the Commission has taken note of this request and has started discussing it in its expert group for markets and trade in fishery and aquaculture products. Moreover, any allegation on "sustainability" would have to be based on specific requirements and could not rest on the simple compliance of aquaculture products with existing rules.
Regarding animal welfare, Directive 98/58/EC [footnoteRef:9] protects the welfare of farmed fish at all life stages. The competent authorities in the Member States are responsible for the implementation of these laws. The Commission’s recent report on fish welfare during transport and slaughter concluded that further European Union action is not justified at present. Fish species are farmed using various techniques across the European Union. Welfare expertise for these unique circumstances lies with the competent veterinary authorities in the Member States. [9: 	Council Directive 98/58/EC of 20 July 1998 concerning the protection of animals kept for farming purposes] 

Regarding improved implementation/ amendments to Directive 2006/88/EC[footnoteRef:10] the Commission would like to point out that a new Regulation[footnoteRef:11] on Animal Health ("Animal Health Law") was adopted in 2016 and will be applicable in 2021. It includes aquaculture (aquatic animal health) and will repeal the current Directive on aquatic animal health in 2021. Supporting implementing and delegated acts are currently under preparation. This new Animal Health Law is focusing on preventing and eradicating diseases and sets out inter alia a better legal basis for monitoring animal pathogens resistant to antimicrobial agents. In addition the Commission has started work at technical level with the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) and the World Bank on promoting guidance for better disease management and guidance for reducing the use of antibiotics. The adoption of the first piece of guidance is expected at the next FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) Sub-committee on aquaculture in mid-2019. [10: 	Council Directive 2006/88/EC of 24 October 2006 on animal health requirements for aquaculture animals and products thereof, and on the prevention and control of certain diseases in aquatic animals]  [11: 	Regulation (EU) 2016/429 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 9 March 2016 on transmissible animal diseases and  amending and  repealing certain  acts  in  the  area  of  animal health (‘Animal Health Law’)] 
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