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Striving for a sustainable and competitive EU aquaculture: the way
forward
1. Rapporteur: Clara AGUILERA (S&D / ES)
2. Reference number: 2021/2189 (INI)/ A9-0215/2022 / P9_TA-PROV(2022)0334
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 4 October 2022
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Fisheries (PECH)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: 
This resolution is the policy response to the Commission Communication “Strategic guidelines for a more sustainable and competitive EU aquaculture for the period 2021-2030” adopted in 2021 (hereinafter “Commission guidelines”). The European Parliament has adopted this resolution also in the context of the finalisation by EU Member States of their new Multi-annual National Strategic Plans for Aquaculture (hereinafter “MNSPAs”) and their programmes for the European Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (hereinafter “EMFAF programmes”).
The resolution is overall very supportive of the EU strategy on aquaculture described in the Commission guidelines. At the same time, the resolution calls on the Commission to be more supportive of competitiveness of the sector and to set quantitative objectives in terms of growth. The resolution also requests that the Commission monitors implementation of the Commission guidelines and publishes country-specific recommendations. Moreover, the resolution calls on the Commission to address further various specific issues, such as the management of predators, obstacles to the growth of organic aquaculture, environmental services, labelling and traceability, carbon sequestration, feed, level playing field, animal welfare, or agricultural promotion. 
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission: 
The Commission welcomes the Parliament’s resolution and its support for the strategy for EU aquaculture enshrined in the Commission guidelines adopted in May 2021. The Commission agrees with most of the findings of the resolution and would like to react, by their order of appearance, to issues for which the resolution calls for its attention.
With respect to the call for more ambition to the development of a genuinely thriving and competitive EU aquaculture sector (paragraph 1), the Commission notes that the “Commission strategic guidelines for a more sustainable and competitive EU aquaculture for the period 2021-2030” have as one of its four main objectives “building resilience and competitiveness”. In addition, all other three general objectives also contribute to the competitiveness of the aquaculture sector in the EU. The guidelines provide for concrete recommendations and propose concrete actions in a number of areas relevant to the growth and competitiveness of the sector (e.g. access to space and water and administrative procedures). With respect to the proposal for quantitative objectives for the growth of this sector, the Commission is of the view that the best way to ensure the growth of the sector is by addressing the existing obstacles to such growth with concrete actions such as those envisaged in the guidelines. Furthermore, some EU Member States have included growth targets in their MNSPAs.
Also in relation to paragraph 1 of the resolution, the Commission confirms that it will regularly monitor compliance with the recommendations contained in the guidelines and keep the Parliament and other EU institutions informed.
The Commission agrees with the need to provide a robust, reliable, predictable, streamlined and business-friendly legal framework for aquaculture development (paragraphs 5 and 57). The Commission has encouraged EU Member States to take action in this respect and, as envisaged in the Commission guidelines, is working on a guidance document on regulatory framework and administrative procedures that would describe good practices and provide concrete recommendations in this respect. The Commission has also encouraged Member States, in the discussion of their draft EMFAF programmes, to ensure an optimal and strategic use of available financing resources to support their strategy for the development of aquaculture. The Commission has also invited EU Member States to use other funding opportunities (under programmes such as European Research and Development Fund, European Rural Development and Agriculture Fund, European Social Fund, or the Recovery and Resilience Facility) in synergy with and complementing EMFAF support to the development of this sector. The Commission also agrees on the need for Member States to facilitate as needed effective access by potential beneficiaries to funding.
The Commission welcomes the support of the resolution to the establishment of an EU Aquaculture Assistance Mechanism (paragraph 10). This mechanism was launched via an external contractor in June 2022 and has started supporting the Commission in the implementation of the Commission guidelines, including the preparation of guidance documents on access to marine space and regulatory administrative procedures, a guide on funding available for aquaculture, and the future set up of a dedicated website for EU aquaculture. The Commission will involve as necessary relevant stakeholders in the actions on which the mechanism supports the Commission.
The resolution urges the Commission to support the establishment of vocational training courses for the aquaculture sector (paragraph 15). In the Commission guidelines, the Commission has committed to continue supporting (including with the use of EU funding) skills development in the aquaculture sector. The new edition of the Blue Careers Call under EMFAF will provide funding of EUR 7.5 million to projects that promote skills development in all sectors of the blue economy, among which aquaculture as well.
The Commission welcomes the support of the resolution to “environmentally friendly aquaculture” (paragraph 16) as well as aquaculture practices with carbon sequestration potential (paragraphs 12 and 22). As indicated in the Commission guidelines, further increasing the environmental performance of EU aquaculture requires “promoting the development of organic aquaculture and other aquaculture systems with lower environmental impact, such as: energy-efficient recirculating aquaculture systems, integrated multi-trophic aquaculture systems (IMTA), as well as the diversification to lower-trophic species (molluscs and other invertebrates and algae and herbivore fish)”. Such environmentally friendly aquaculture should strive to provide ecosystem services and could also support the achievement of Good environmental status for certain descriptors under the Marine strategy framework directive (MSFD). The guidelines also envisage, as part of the future guidance document on environmental performance, identifying a reference method to determine the carbon footprint and impact on ecosystems of aquaculture production. With respect to the potential of aquaculture offering carbon capture services, it should be noted that the Commission proposal for a regulatory framework for certifying carbon removals adopted on 30 November 2022 defines as carbon removal also the storage of atmospheric or biogenic carbon in the marine environment and includes the sustainable use and protection of water and marine resources within the sustainability objectives of carbon removals.
The Commission has encouraged Member States to support the development of these types of aquaculture in their new MNSPAs and EMFAF programmes. The Commission also supports these aquaculture practices in the use of other EU funding programmes, notably Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe. For example, the Horizon 2020 project “AquaVitae” is working towards sustainable aquaculture production and the development of new low trophic species in aquaculture value chains, including macroalgae, Integrated Multi-Trophic Aquaculture (IMTA), shellfish, echinoderms and finfish. The Horizon Europe project “OrganicTargets4EU” aims to support the achievement of the organic Farm-to-Fork targets on increase of organic production, including a significant increase in organic aquaculture. To do so “OrganicTargets4EU “will analyse the key drivers and lock-ins affecting the development of the organic sector and create a range of possible scenarios for achieving the targets. 
In addition, the Mission Restore our Ocean and Waters by 2030, in its “Objective 3: Make the sustainable blue economy carbon-neutral and circular”, focuses, among others, on supporting and streamlining research and innovation for Circular and zero-carbon aquaculture. Moreover, the co-funded Sustainable Blue Economy Partnership identified, in its Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda, a specific intervention area on enabling the green transition of Blue Food production, targeting technological, digital, smart and circular solutions as well as just transition of Blue Food sectors, including aquaculture into a sustainable and productive, competitive and climate neutral future.
Furthermore, the Commission is currently working on an initiative that aims to set up a medium- to long-term strategy on how energy efficiency technologies and clean and renewable power sources can help to enable the transition towards carbon-neutrality of the fisheries and aquaculture sectors.
The Commission is aware of the importance of freshwater aquaculture in the EU and agrees to a more frequent use of the term “aquatic food”, to make it clearer that aquaculture covers both marine and freshwater aquaculture than what terms such as “seafood” could suggest (paragraph 18).
The resolution stresses the need for a food traceability system that responds to consumer demands for relevant information on how aquatic food (including imports) is produced and to combat fraud, involving all actors in the value chain and using digital tools and other innovations (paragraph 20). The importance of traceability is recognised in the Commission guidelines. The guidelines recommend that Member States ensure traceability of aquaculture products from their catch/harvest to the retail sale and to encourage the use of digital tools and artificial intelligence for increased traceability and transparency of aquaculture products across the value chain. Traceability of aquaculture products placed in the EU market (including imports) and digitalisation of traceability systems is covered by the Commission proposal for a Control Regulation (COM (2018) 368).
With respect to labelling, the Commission is working on a proposal for an overarching legislative Framework for sustainable food systems that should include a sustainability labelling framework. This will also apply to aquaculture producers. The Commission has furthermore been working with the Scientific Technical and Economic Committee on Fisheries (STECF) on the development of possible indicators for sustainability of aquaculture products.
The resolutions calls on the Commission to encourage the use of quality designations in aquaculture products (paragraph 21). The Commission guidelines recommend EU Member States and the Aquaculture Advisory Council to promote quality labels with appropriate control mechanisms.
In line with the resolution, the Commission has encouraged EU Member States to provide for measures to facilitate access to space for aquaculture development and to reduce unnecessary administrative burden in licensing procedures (paragraphs 27 and 34). The Commission, with the support of the EU Aquaculture Assistance Mechanism, will develop guidance documents on these two aspects in the first half of 2023 to support EU Member States.
Paragraphs 35 and 36 of the resolution stress the need to further implement the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) and ensure coordination as regards EU’s shared competences. The Commission will continue using the opportunities provided by the OMC to exchange good practices and knowledge among EU Member States on the sustainable development of aquaculture as well as the implementation of the Commission guidelines and MNSPAs. While the resolution calls for the publication of country-specific recommendations to provide the Member States with guidance concerning the development of EU aquaculture, the Commission considers that future guidance documents developed as part of the implementation of the Commission guidelines, the exchanges in the context of the OMC and the monitoring of the implementation of the MNSPAs and EMFAF programmes, are the best way to support the development of the sector in EU Member States. 
The Commission welcomes the reference in the resolution (paragraphs 37 to 39) to the need to ensure the sustainability of feed in aquaculture and the reduction of the use of fishmeal and fish oil from wild stocks, including through the use of alternative and sustainable feed ingredients and by-products from seafood production. This is an important aspect of the objective to increase the environmental performance of EU aquaculture laid down in the Commission guidelines.
The resolution calls for investment in research and innovation on feed ingredients and assessing any necessary legislative changes. EU funding is already being used in this respect. For example, the Horizon 2020 project “AquaIMPACT” aims to integrate the fields of fish breeding and nutrition to increase the competitiveness of EU's main aquaculture species while minimizing environmental impact of feed.
The Communication ‘Towards a strong and sustainable EU algae sector' adopted by the Commission on 15 November 2022 provides for specific action to facilitate the use of algae as feed ingredient and, more particularly, promote the replacement of fish-based feed with algae-based feed. Moreover, the Commission is currently working on a delegated act for the introduction of specific rules for production of organic insects, which would allow their use as feed of organic aquaculture products. This is expected to be finalised in 2023.
With respect to promoting certification of fish meal and fish oil used in aqua feed, certification is private and the Commission cannot therefore establish any specific requirement in this respect. However, the organic production legislation already requires that ingredients for feed to be used in organic aquaculture should originate from fisheries certified as sustainable under a scheme recognised by the competent authority in line with the principles laid down in Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013 (Common Fisheries Policy Regulation). 
The Commission agrees with the need to ensure that the increasing global demand of feed for aquaculture, and more particularly fish meal and fish oil for feed, does not result in unsustainable practices to the detriment of fish stocks and food security and livelihoods in local communities, including along the West African coast. The EU regularly recalls this in the context of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).
As envisaged in the Commission guidelines, the Commission is working on the development of tools for an EU-wide campaign on EU aquaculture that will be disseminated by EU Member States (paragraph 41). Some EU Member States have already committed to use part of EMFAF for this purpose.
The resolution urges the Commission to further support the promotion of aquaculture products under the EU agricultural promotion policy and to take this into consideration in the review of this policy (paragraph 42). The EU agricultural promotion policy currently allows the promotion of aquaculture products together with another agricultural or food product. The Commission has encouraged aquaculture producers to use this possibility. However, aquaculture producers argue that it is difficult to use this tool and have asked for more flexibility. Furthermore, the EMFAF makes available to EU Member States funding to provide a similar support to the promotion of aquaculture products. The agricultural promotion budget for 2021 included 27% (EUR 49 million) for the promotion of organic products and as well EUR 50 million in 2022, which can support also organic aquaculture products through co-financed promotion programmes in Europe and for export in Third Countries.
Furthermore, the new Regulation (EU) 2018/848 (on organic production and labelling of organic products) and its secondary legislation introduced a detailed and strict regime of control together with the new compliance schemes for import from third countries to ensure products meet high organic standards.
Ensuring a level playing field for EU aquaculture products and producers (paragraph 50) is among the objectives of the guidelines and relates to several recommendations and actions proposed. The Commission is currently acting on two fronts. The first one is information to the consumer. The Commission has made available in all EU official languages a user friendly brochure informing on EU aquaculture: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e8bd0eb1-093a-11ec-b5d3-01aa75ed71a1. We encourage the dissemination of this brochure, which can increase awareness among EU citizens and consumers of the sustainability standards of aquaculture activities and standards in the EU. In addition, as mentioned above, the Commission is working on the development of tools for an EU-wide campaign on EU aquaculture that will be disseminated by EU Member States.
The second front is the promotion of higher sustainability standards worldwide. In the context of the negotiations of trade and association agreements, the Commission is demanding commitments to sustainable aquaculture. The Commission and EU Member States are also actively engaged in the finalisation of Guidelines for Sustainable Aquaculture in the context of the FAO, with the aim of ensuring that such guidelines provide a clear and ambitious vision for the sustainable development of the sector globally. With respect to labelling as a means to ensure a level playing field, the Commission refers to the reply above in relation to paragraph 20.
The resolution also calls the Commission to analyse the inclusion of aquaculture in the EU Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism. According to the Commission proposal adopted in July 2021, the EU Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism will focus on a selected number of goods at high risk of carbon leakage: iron and steel, cement, fertiliser, aluminium and electricity generation. The proposal is currently discussed by the co-legislators in trilogues, and neither the European Parliament’s nor the Council’s mandate proposes and inclusion of aquaculture among targeted sectors.
The Commission welcomes the support of the resolution to the work carried out by the European Market Observatory for fisheries and aquaculture (EUMOFA) (paragraph 43). With respect to the recommendation to extend translation of EUMOFA publication, the current policy on translation is to strike a balance between the concerned or targeted audience and the costs of translation. In the medium term, the Commission will assess how the increased use of on-line machine translation could be used on EUMOFA publications to make them available to a wider audience.
The Commission welcomes that the resolution, similarly to the Commission guidelines, notes the importance to support knowledge, research and innovation, including on animal health and welfare (paragraphs 44 and 52). The Commission is committed to support such research and innovation through EU funds, including Horizon Europe and EMFAF, according to the priorities identified in the Commission guidelines.  The Commission is considering the establishment of a new EU reference centre for the welfare of aquatic animals and envisages to request the European Food Safety Agency (EFSA) for advice on welfare of aquatic animals in the coming years. Under Horizon Europe, a call on “Biosecurity, hygiene, disease prevention and animal welfare in aquaculture” has been launched and the project Cure4Aqua was launched recently under the Horizon2020 call related to the Farm to Fork Strategy. With respect to the recommendation to devise legislative proposals on welfare of aquatic animals (paragraph 53), the Commission is considering such proposals in the context of the ongoing review of the EU animal welfare legislation under the Farm to Fork Strategy. It is fplanned that the proposals will be adopted by the end of 2023. Furthermore, as anticipated in the Commission guidelines, the Commission will support the development of a code of good practice on fish welfare as well as fish welfare indicators.
The Commission agrees with the significant untapped potential that the aquaculture sector still has in outermost regions and the need to support these regions in exploiting better this potential (paragraph. 47), including as a way to diversify or complement activities from the more traditional fishing sector. The Commission has encouraged relevant EU Member States to provide such support in the context of the discussions of draft EMFAF programmes. 
The resolution refers to the impact of the cormorant population on the aquaculture sector (paragraph 56). The Commission fully recognises the challenge posed by increasing cormorant numbers to fisheries and aquaculture in certain areas of the EU. However, the Commission does not consider it necessary to review the current legislative framework given that it already provides sufficient flexibility to allow Member States to manage this challenge. Member States are encouraged to implement preventive measures to avoid or limit damage caused by cormorants and can make full use of the derogation provisions under the Birds Directive to prevent serious damage by cormorants to fisheries or to protect fauna and flora. The Commission will update the existing EU Cormorant Platform, which offers further support to Member States and stakeholders in the management of the impact of cormorants. It will also update the guidance on the application of the derogation provisions and will make it available in all EU official languages. Member States can also develop actions to address conflicts with cormorants by using the EMFAF, including both prevention measures and compensation for losses due to cormorants. The Commission is not planning to develop an EU management plan for the great cormorant. However, the Commission encourages EU Member States to cooperate and coordinate further their management measures. 
The resolution calls for assessing the main barriers to the development of organic aquaculture and propose appropriate measures (paragraphs 2, 63, 65 and 66). This is part of the actions envisaged in the Organic Production Action Plan adopted by the Commission in March 2021. The Commission has consulted EU Member States and stakeholders and is preparing a document that identifies the main obstacles for the development of EU organic aquaculture as well as potential solutions to address them. The Commission has also sent “clarification replies” to the Member States and stakeholders on several aspects of the EU Regulation (EU) 2018/848 on organic production and labelling of organic products and made them publicly available through a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) document which is available on the Commission’s website on organic farming.
With respect to the specific call to consider re-authorising the use of 30 % of the daily ration of fishmeal and fish oil from non-organic aquaculture trimmings, or trimmings of fish caught for human consumption that come from sustainable EU fishery products, for a transitional period of five years for all newcomers in the organic aquaculture sector (paragraph 67), the Commission notes that the current regulation already allows for the use of fish meal and fish oil and feed material of fish origin derived from trimmings of fish, crustaceans or molluscs already caught for human consumption in sustainable fisheries. However, the use of 30 % of the daily ration of fishmeal and fish oil from non-organic aquaculture trimmings is not in line with the EU organic Regulation. However, the Commission would not engage in such legal changes without, firstly, comprehensive scientific evidence to support the introduction of such percentage of fishmeal and fish oil derived from trimmings from non-organic aquaculture and, secondly, a significant support from Member States needed to endorse these legal changes.
Finally, with respect to the call to accept species for which induced reproduction is performed using pituitary extracts as organic, the prohibition to use hormonal stimulation for artificial reproduction of farmed fish is linked to the fundamental principles of organic production to limit the use of external inputs and respect the natural cycles and animal welfare.
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