Follow-up to the European Parliament resolution of 18 January 2024 on the impact of illegal fishing on food security – the role of the European Union
1. Rapporteur: Nuno MELO (EPP / PT)
2. Reference number:  2023/2027 (INI) / A9-0433/2023 / P9_TA (2024)0043
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 18 January 2024
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Fisheries (PECH)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution assesses the harmful impacts of Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing on global food security and marine ecosystems. It emphasises the European Union's crucial role in this context, as the world's largest importer of fishery products. The resolution highlights the need for the EU to take a leading role in combating IUU fishing.
In terms of specific requests, the resolution calls for the improvement in the implementation and enforcement of existing international and EU regulations related to IUU fishing. It suggests several measures, like enhancing traceability systems, promoting sustainable fishing practices, and implementing stricter import controls. The resolution stresses also the importance of imposing strict sanctions for non-compliance, and it addresses human rights concerns associated with the fishing industry, particularly forced labour, urging action against involved countries. Moreover, it advocates for supporting small-scale and artisanal fishers, recognising their vital role in local food security. Finally, the resolution calls for global cooperation and consistent policy application to combat IUU fishing effectively.
6. Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes Parliament’s resolution and agrees with most of its findings.
In the EU the supply chain of fishery products is highly dependent on international trade. This raises the need to pay attention to the sustainability of our trade with third countries, including ensuring that the fishery products we import are legally caught. The zero tolerance towards IUU fishing within and outside the EU is one of the mandates of the Commission. We deploy our action strongly with countries exporting to the EU, through the carding system, promoting dialogues to improve their domestic fisheries control systems, within multilateral fora (e.g. UN) and regional organisations (e.g. Regional Fisheries Management Organisations) to promote fight against IUU fishing, and with the implementation of the catch certification scheme.
With respect to paragraph 4, which urges the Commission to engage with non-EU countries that are significant exporters of fishery products to the EU, to ensure that these countries adopt necessary measures to combat IUU fishing, consistent with labour and environmental standards, it is important to note that Council Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008[footnoteRef:2] (herein-after the IUU Regulation) establishes, in Chapter VI, the framework to engage with non-cooperating third countries. It allows for the identification of a third country as non-cooperating in the fight against IUU fishing if it fails to discharge its duties under international law as flag, port, coastal or market State. This identification results in a sanction in the form of a prohibition to export fishery products that have been caught by vessels flying the flag of the identified country. Currently, the Commission has engaged in IUU dialogues with seven countries under the pre-identification mechanism (yellow card) and with five non-EU countries that have been identified as non-cooperating in the fight against IUU fishing (red cards). And while the IUU Regulation does not specifically address working conditions on-board fishing vessels, as this goes beyond the scope of the regulation, it is clear that improvements in the fisheries control and enforcement system on IUU fishing may have a positive impact in the control of labour conditions and other sustainability issues in the fisheries sector, as IUU dialogues with non-EU countries like Thailand have proven. [2:  	Council Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008 of 29 September 2008 establishing a Community system to prevent, deter and eliminate illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing, amending Regulations (EEC) No 2847/93, (EC) No 1936/2001 and (EC) No 601/2004 and repealing Regulations (EC) No 1093/94 and (EC) No 1447/1999 (OJ L 286, 29.10.2008, p. 1.)] 

Addressing paragraph 5, the Commission has been notably active in providing technical assistance and promoting capacity-building to encourage and support coastal States to step up their fight against IUU fishing and promote sustainable fisheries management. One example is the project PESCAO (Improved regional fisheries governance in western Africa), implemented by the European Fisheries Control Agency (EFCA). Additionally, the EU's carding scheme has driven significant advancements in fisheries governance and compliance in non-EU countries, like for example, the doubling of fisheries officers in the Solomon Islands.
Regarding paragraph 9, on the specific impact of IUU fishing and the need for data-driven policymaking, the Commission has been working to improve data collection and reporting obligations are being adhered to. A significant step towards realising this objective was the adoption of the revised Control and IUU Regulations, which entered into force in January 2024 and which will enhance control measures applicable to the EU fleet and will improve the collection of real-time data. In particular, the new IT system CATCH will help streamline import controls and will enable communication and data flow between the different Member States so as to ensure consistency between controls performed at EU borders. The Commission is continuing its work on the development of the IT system to ensure interoperability with existing IT systems, both by EU and third countries.
Paragraph 11 calls on the Commission to ensure that the EU guidelines on the implementation of the EU IUU Regulation help Member States enforce the obligations contained in the regulation. In the same line, paragraph 15 asks the Commission to provide adequate support to the national authorities responsible for the control of fishery products imports. Throughout the last years, the Commission has issued several guidance documents on the correct procedure to be followed when Member States conduct checks and verifications, which have been discussed and agreed between the Commission and the Member States authorities with the support from EFCA. This includes an extensive document with frequently asked questions, providing additional guidance to Member States on issues pertaining to the implementation of the catch certification scheme. Moreover, the Commission has been organising frequent technical meetings with the competent authorities of Member States to discuss issues relating to catch certification and provide advice on its implementation. Another key focus is the analysis of information presented in biennial reports and its follow-up, which is essential for more uniform implementation by Member States of the catch certification scheme.
Concerning non-EU countries, the Commission also organises regular meetings (around twice per year) to inform Member States authorities about the state of play of the IUU dialogues that the Commission holds with non-EU countries.
In relation to the recommendation of paragraph 16, it must be noted that EFCA, under the mandate and supervision of the Commission, organises on a regular basis training sessions to inspectors in the Member States, to support and guide the national authorities in implementing the IUU Regulation. There are advanced training and sessions for newcomers organised periodically. 
Regarding paragraph 18, that refers to supporting affected communities in Member States, the European Maritime, Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF) can provide support to communities as they transition to more efficient, sustainable fishing practices and build a more resilient fisheries sector. The EMFAF, operational for the period 2021-2027, aims to support the EU's common fisheries policy, maritime policy, and international ocean governance agenda. It provides the opportunity for Member States to support innovative projects to ensure the sustainable use of aquatic and maritime resources, as well as developing the necessary socio-economic investments in training and development of the local coastal economies and business models, in line with their specific needs and objectives.
Paragraph 21 refers to support of innovation and research to develop monitoring, tracking, and geolocation instruments for vessels on the high seas. The Commission has made significant advancements in this regard. The recently adopted amendment to the Control Regulation represents a proactive approach in addressing these concerns. This comprehensive update includes the complete digitalisation of the control system including tracking for all fishing vessels, regardless of size, via systems like the Vessel Monitoring System and electronic catch reporting regardless of size of the vessel.
Paragraph 24 calls on the Commission to increase awareness on protection of human rights in the fishing sector and urges that when forced labour is identified, products stemming from it should prohibited from entering the EU market. As already mentioned, the IUU Regulation does not specifically address labour standards on board of fishing vessels. However, the Commission has proposed a European ban on products made with forced labour on the EU market. The proposal covers imported goods (including fishery products), without targeting specific companies or industries. The Council’s common position adopted in January 2024, proposes the creation of a forced labour single portal, and reinforces the role of the Commission in investigating and proving the use of forced labour, while aligning the proposed measures with both international standards and EU legislation. In addition, the revision of the Control Regulation includes notifications of cases of forced labour in case officials carrying inspections have a reason to believe that a vessel is engaged in fishing activities with the use of forced labour. Moreover, the revised fisheries control Regulation provides that conducting fishing activities with the use of forced labour is considered a serious infringement. At the global level, the EU has promoted rules to safeguard decent working conditions on board fishing vessels through the implementation of International Labour Organisation (ILO) rules in the appropriate fora, including at the last UN Fish Stock Agreement review Conference, in the annual UN fisheries resolutions and the relevant Regional Fisheries Management Organisations.
Paragraph 25 requests that the Commission takes measures to stop the use of flags of convenience and calls for easy access to information on the beneficial ownership of fishing vessels of all flags. As part of the International Ocean Governance Agenda, one of the EU priorities is to “promote the fulfilment of flag States responsibilities by those acting as open registers”. Accordingly, the Commission has launched an in-depth study on flags of convenience worldwide. On beneficial ownership specifically, the IUU Regulation includes a directly applicable prohibition to EU nationals to engage in or support IUU fishing even as beneficial owners. The Commission has been cooperating with Member States to ensure that this prohibition is being implemented and that the information on beneficial ownership is collected. In fact, under the Anti-Money Laundering Directive each Member State is mandated to set up and manage national databases on beneficial ownership.
Paragraph 29 encourages the Commission to work swiftly to ensure that the CATCH IT system is fully operational and that Member State national authorities are fully familiarised with its use. Since 2018, the Commission has been working on the development of CATCH which was launched in 2019. The system has not been used up to date because its use was voluntary. However, the legal basis to make it compulsory has been adopted and as from 10 January 2026 all the importers in the EU will have to submit the catch certificates and related documents to the authorities in the Member States through CATCH. The Commission is working on further adaptations of the system to make sure that it is operational and easy-to-use for all Member States. At the same time, the Commission has been working with Member States and has provided several trainings on the use of the platform. The Commission will continue providing such trainings to Member States and will also organise trainings for third country operators who, even though they will not be legally mandated to use the system, are nevertheless encouraged to do so in order to facilitate the import control procedure and reduce administrative burden.
In response to paragraphs 30 and 33, which urge an increase in staff for the development of CATCH and for the EU work on ocean governance and IUU fishing, the Commission seeks to reallocate staff resources where possible, within the overall context of stable staffing under the current multi-annual financial framework, which is key for delivering on the Commission priorities and obligations. The Commission remains fully committed to the improvement of international ocean governance and to sustainable fisheries. Despite general resource constraints, it has managed to continue to ensure a high-level EU Oceans’ Agenda, its participation in Regional Fisheries Management Organisations (RFMOs), to maintain the number of Sustainable Fisheries Partnership Agreements (SFPAs) in force, and to pursue its commitment to a zero-tolerance approach towards IUU fishing. Effective delivery of CATCH and the EU International Ocean Governance agenda and IUU fishing policy are part of that.
Paragraph 32 encourages the inclusion of more comprehensive risk criteria and data cross-checks in the CATCH IT system, and interoperability between CATCH and national IT systems. Risk criteria and data cross-checks are already a crucial part of CATCH and further work on the system is ongoing. The Commission is open to engage with the Member States in discussions on interoperability with their national IT systems. However, any national system and possible interoperability needs to respect the compulsory use of CATCH and its functionalities.
Paragraph 43 calls on the Commission to refrain from granting preferential market access to nations associated with IUU fishing practices and severe labour violations, including the use of forced labour. As already mentioned, the IUU Regulation provides for the possibility to identify a third country as non-cooperating in the fight against IUU fishing and this involves the prohibition to import into the Union market fishery products caught by fishing vessels registered to that country. However, before the identification, the Commission engages in an IUU dialogue in the pre-identification framework (yellow card) and works closely with the countries concerned to address the issues identified and ensure that the products that are exported to the EU do not stem from IUU fishing. In addition, in many of the most recent Free Trade Agreements signed between the EU and third countries, there is a Chapter on Trade and Sustainable Development where cooperation in combating IUU fishing is included. As regards the EU’s autonomous tariff quota (ATQ) preferences, their purpose is to grant access to raw materials or semi-finished fisheries goods that are not available in the EU in sufficient quantities. In other words, they ensure the supply of fish to the EU processing industry, which would otherwise not be able to satisfy consumers’ demand. The autonomous tariff quotas apply erga omnes to all third countries, and the importers in the EU who provide fish to the EU processing industry are free to choose the source of their supply. The quotas and their volume are laid down considering the availability of the EU production and duty-free supply from preferential sources. The Commission will assess the ATQ regime to consider future policy choices. This assessment will include the sustainability of the fishery imports with reference to the EU common standards and sustainability norms.
Paragraph 44 urges the Commission for consistent and strict enforcement of the IUU Regulation irrespective of the size of the country and explicitly mentions China. In this regard, the Commission has taken key steps. In 2023, two IUU working groups were held with China, one virtually and one in-person back-to-back with the High-Level Dialogues on Fisheries and on Oceans in September. The Commission finds that dialogue and cooperation is the most efficient way forward in this case. The Commission has also conducted field visits to countries like Ecuador, Panama, Ghana and Vietnam, which are currently under yellow cards. Additionally, the Commission has taken formal actions against non-compliant countries, issuing red cards for issues like flags of convenience, and proposing a yellow card for others due to persistent issues.
Finally, with regard to paragraph 49, which calls on the Commission and the Member States to ensure that effective measures are in place ahead of 2030, and to make sure that the IUU Regulation is fully implemented, the Commission wishes to reiterate its commitment to a zero-tolerance approach towards IUU fishing and it is continuously working to ensure that no fish stemming from such practices enters the EU market. 
1

35

2

