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Established in 2004, the North Sea 
Advisory Council (NSAC) has addressed 
sustainable fi sheries management in 
the North Sea for the past 16 years. 

INTRODUCTION
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Until 2019 the company was registered in Aberdeen, Scotland. 
In 2018, the UK Brexit referendum led the NSAC to relocate 
to Zoetermeer, in the Netherlands. It soon became clear that 
the structure of the NSAC would be severely aff ected by the 
altered political map of the North Sea. However, until there 
was more clarity as to what the new EU-UK agreement would 
look like, it proved diffi  cult to envisage and pro-actively 
depict how the NSAC could best serve its purpose as a multi-
stakeholder consensus-driven democratic organisation in 
the future.

In March 2020, the declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic 
profoundly changed the way we work, with all travel restricted 
and global companies seeking ways to adapt to the new 
digital reality. For the NSAC, which previously held most 
of its meetings in person, this was especially impactful. All 
meetings moved to a virtual environment almost instantly, 
which in the long term proved to have both benefi ts and 
drawbacks. On the one hand, expenditure was reduced to 
fi xed operating costs, events were shortened and became 
more effi  cient in their outreach, and meetings became 
accessible to larger crowds and less restrictive in terms of 
time, travel costs, and carbon emissions. On the other hand, 
inter-personal relations have been negatively aff ected, which 
has resulted in deterioration of trust, reduced willingness to 
compromise, and at times inappropriate discourse.

In June 2020, the NSAC Executive Committee resolved 
to conduct an internal performance review with a view 
to take stock of membership sentiment and provide 
recommendations for improved functionality. The survey 
was distributed to the membership in October 2020. Despite 
a relatively low response rate, survey responses together 
with interviews provide a moderately useful insight into the 
drawbacks, challenges, and opportunities that this forum 
faces. 

During the inception period, there were a few events that 
rendered this performance review timely. After years of 
collaboration, Brexit has led to the loss of respected members 
with valuable insights, which made it important to capture 
their opinions prior to their departure. The loss of NGOs 
created a gap within aspects of nature conservation, and the 
change of Chairmanships and the Secretariat weakened the 
social structure of the NSAC. In addition, the Other Interest 
Groups’ (OIGs) letter to the Commission exposed past 
grievances and perceived failure of the ACs, and a lack of 
opportunities for internal communication and trust-building.

The online survey was distributed against a backdrop 
of a fallout between the two main stakeholder groups, 
exacerbated by the mentioned OIG letter to the Commission. 
Trust and goodwill were at their lowest and it is highly 
probable that this has had an eff ect on the survey results. 
Strong emotional associations with issues mentioned in the 
survey can lead to extreme scores, but also expose major 
shortcomings in the NSAC’s functioning. This can serve as a 
valuable learning opportunity.

The purpose of this exercise was not to devise a perfectly 
structured and scientifi cally sound study, for which an 
expert would need to be engaged full-time, but rather 
to refl ect a general sentiment of the membership and 
off er recommendations for potential improvements. With 
this in mind, we would like to thank all members for their 
participation, but particularly to Euan Dunn, Irene Kingma, 
and Guillaume Carruel for their professional and editorial 
remarks on the design of the questionnaire. Thanks also goes 
to Kenn Skau Fischer and Peter Breckling for their continuous 
support in the execution of my role as Executive Secretary 
and author of this report.
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TThe NSAC is structured according
to the EU and Dutch legislation. 

STRUCTURE
AND FUNCTIONING

At the time of writing, the General Assembly (the entire 
membership) counted 26 seats, with 18 taken by fi sheries 
organisations and 8 by OIGs. The Executive Committee had 
up to 25 seats in total, of which 15 were fi lled, 11 with fi sheries 
organisations and 4 with OIGs. Remaining vacancies refl ected 
withdrawals of some OIGs, as well as UK representatives 
following Brexit.

Apart from the General Assembly, which is responsible for 
oversight of legal and fi nancial aspects, and the Executive 
Committee, responsible for fulfi lling the NSAC mandate, 
NSAC members gather in three permanent Working Groups 
(WGs): the Demersal WG, the Skagerrak & Kattegat WG and 
the Ecosystem WG. Each of these groups is chaired by a 
Chairperson elected by the Executive Committee from the 
members of the General Assembly. Focus groups (FGs) are set 
up ad hoc, dealing with tasks at hand (e.g. discussing specifi c 
topics or drafting advice). The NSAC may also organise 
meetings, symposia, conferences, hearings etc. where 
external experts and other participants are invited to take part, 
although fi nancial constraints may limit such initiatives.

Chairs and Vice-Chairs of the Executive Committee, General 
Assembly, and Working Groups form the NSAC Board. The 
Board makes strategic decisions and meets at least three 
times a year before every Executive Committee meeting, and 
additionally if needed. The Management Team is comprised 
of the Executive Committee Chair, OIG and fi sheries Vice-
Chairs, and the Secretariat, and is responsible for coordination 
and monitoring of fi nancial, legal, and administrative aspects 
of the NSAC.

EUROPEAN COMMISSION

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

DEMERSAL
WORKING GROUP

ECOSYSTEM
WORKING GROUP

SKAGERRAK AND KATTEGAT 
WORKING GROUP

FOCUS GROUPS FOCUS GROUPS FOCUS GROUPS

MEMBER STATES

HOW WE WORK
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TThe performance review is comprised
of four parts: data collection through
online survey and interviews; data
analysis and interpretation; discussion
and recommendations; and conclusion.

METHODOLOGY
AND STRUCTURE

Scientific principles were applied to the study, namely
anonymity of respondents, objectivity of the analyst and 
reporter, open access to results, and reproducibility of the 
survey and consequent comparability of results. The results 
were interpreted objectively and against the backdrop of
contextual information known to the researcher.

ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE

The online questionnaire was first circulated for input on 13 
October 2020, with reminders sent on 23 October, 27 October, 
6 November, 21 November, and last call on 27 November
2020. The questionnaire was distributed online through 
Survey Monkey and entailed seventy questions divided into 
five sections as follows:

1. General – membership, composition, functioning
2. Participation at meetings
3. Advice
4. Chairs/Vice-Chairs
5. Secretariat

The full survey results can be provided upon request.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

Interviews were conducted for five interviewees in November
and December 2020. There were sixteen questions intended 
for the interviewees, though these were reduced and 
selected ad-hoc as the conversation proceeded, depending 
on the areas of interest and experience or knowledge of the 
respondent. Out of five respondents, two focused on their
view on the future of the NSAC post-Brexit. Interviews were 
conducted online, via Zoom and lasted from 30 minutes to an 
hour. Interviews were not recorded for privacy and anonymity
reasons but were instead summarised in writing.

DATA ANALYSIS
AND INTERPRETATION

Data were analysed using integrated qualitative data 
analytics in Survey Monkey and reviewed with a view to 
determine conclusions, significance, and implications of the 
findings. Not all respondents answered all questions. This is 
why values on some graphs in this review do not total 100%.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The third stage involved a collection of recommendations. 
These were gathered through an online survey, interviews, 
and a collection of suggestions in Advisory Councils’ letters 
to the Commission on the functioning of these stakeholder
fora, as well as informal conversations with the members and 
the management team. Recommendations are presented in 
the last part of this report and aim to improve the functioning 
and preparation of NSAC for the post-COVID and post-Brexit 
period.
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RESULTS

“[The NSAC should] improve the 
demonstrable impact of AC advice to 
attract more OIG reps, [and] reserve 
industry seats to represent small scale 
fi shers and/or incentivise their participation 
in discussions at least as observers.” 

Excerpt from survey results

GENERAL – MEMBERSHIP, 
COMPOSITION, FUNCTIONING

Out of 15 respondents to the online survey, 53% were fi sheries 
representatives and 47% represented Other Interest Groups 
(OIGs). Most respondents were members of the Executive 
Committee and only one person was a member of the General 
Assembly. No Member State representatives participated in 
the survey.

WHAT SECTOR DOES YOUR 
ORGANISATION REPRESENT
IN THE NSAC?

53%47%

Fisheries
Sector

Other Interest
Group

Executive Committee

General Assembly

93%

7%

On the question, “What motivates you to contribute to the 
work of the NSAC?” the respondents’ motives were prioritised 
as follows: “Having an impact on the implementation and 
shaping of the Common Fisheries Policy” (1), followed 
by infl uencing the regionalisation process (2), fi nding 
consensus with opposite groups (3), having a better 
understanding of diff erent stakeholder positions (4), having 
a better understanding of the EU legislative and policy 
processes (5) and presenting their organisation’s position (6). 

WHICH NSAC MEMBER GROUP 
DOES YOUR ORGANISATION 
BELONG TO?

53%47%

Fisheries
Sector

Other Interest
Group

Executive Committee

General Assembly

93%

7%
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WHAT MOTIVATES
YOU TO CONTRIBUTE 
TO THE WORK OF
THE NSAC?
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Close to a third of respondents indicated that their 
expectations have not been met with regards to the 
produced advice. The majority responded that the dialogue 
was below or far below their expectations, and for nearly 
half of respondents the same was true regarding the work 
environment.

On the questions on the respondent’s and others’ engagement 
and preparedness at the meetings, respondents generally 
believed that they were more prepared and engaged in the 
meetings than their counterparts.

0 20 40 60 80 100

The produced
advice

The dialogue

The work
environment

Far below expectations Below expectations Meets expectations Above expectations Far above expectations

13%

29% 43%

53% 27% 7%

20% 47% 13%

14% 7%

20%

Responses (%)

HAVE YOUR EXPECTATIONS 
REGARDING THE WORK OF THE
NSAC BEEN MET IN TERMS OF:
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Close to half of respondents believed that the NSAC was 
contributing to decision-making, while 73% believed that the 
NSAC adds value to fi sheries governance. Half of respondents 
also believed that the organisation’s investment in terms 
of time and eff ort was commensurate with the NSAC’s 
infl uence on policy-making, while 28% did not agree with this 
statement.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO 
EU DECISION-MAKING

“The current situation is not ideal and disputes 
are not addressed adequately, but I feel there
is potential for improvement.” 

Excerpt from survey results

21.43%

Do you feel that the NSAC 
contributes to decision-

making in the EU?

0 20 40 60 80 100

140 x 60

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

Do you feel that there is an 
added value of the NSAC in 

the EU fisheries governance?

Do you feel your organisation's 
investment in terms of time 

and financial resources is 
commensurate to the impact 

of the NSAC on policy-making?

20%

13% 13% 53% 20%

33% 47%

50%14%21%7%

Responses (%)

Nearly half (47%) of respondents believed that the level of 
trust and collaborative spirit among the NSAC members was 
low. 40% of respondents thought that disputes are settled 
poorly. Respondents believed that rather than resolving 
disputes, points of contention are being silenced through 
the NSAC power structure, contributing to the build-up of 
tension, mistrust, and a hostile atmosphere. 

HOW WOULD YOU ASSESS THE LEVEL OF TRUST AND 
COLLABORATIVE SPIRIT AMONGST THE NSAC MEMBERSHIP?
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RESULTS

Some respondents felt that others lacked the will to 
compromise, or that others held misunderstandings and 
prejudices about other AC members’ motives, adding to 
tensions. An impression of discrepancy was reported between 
what individuals agreed upon outside formal settings, and 
their contributions during NSAC meetings. It was noted that 
the tone of the speakers at meetings is at times inappropriate 
and that there is also a language barrier that could aff ect 
understanding between diff erent parties. One criticism 
touched upon the recent use of power in pushing a particular 
perspective, which has not been recorded in the past.

While nearly half of respondents believed that the current 
structure of the NSAC allows for eff ective stakeholder 
consultation, some reported limited possibilities for OIGs 
to share positions and underlined that the industry/OIG 
imbalance makes it diffi  cult to have all views adequately 
refl ected from the outset. It was noted that the 60/40% split 
was an important improvement under CFP reform, but that 
the high number of OIG vacancies is a major concern for 
delivering stakeholder advice. Some stressed that inclusion 
of minority positions decreases the signifi cance of the 
advice and that consensus advice should more often be 
preferentially produced.

WHAT, IN YOUR OPINION, DO 
MEMBERS MOSTLY TAKE AWAY 
FROM THE NSAC MEETINGS?

“The industry/OIG imbalance often makes it 
diffi  cult to have all views adequately refl ected 
from the outset, for example when the person 
making the initial draft does not suffi  ciently keep 
consensus as a goal in mind. Note that there 
are also some important exceptions where the 
people drafting the advice have made a clear 
eff ort to fi rst understand the concerns and 
priorities of others around the table and have 
actively tried to incorporate these when drafting 
the advice, and those are usually the documents 
which can be adopted with less hassle.” 

Excerpt from survey results

It was agreed that the Rules of Procedure grant transparency 
in consultation procedures by the majority of respondents, 
though some pointed out the discrepancy between 
the written rules and those followed in practice. It was 
underlined by one member that unless everyone feels that 
they had a say in the matter and a clear way forward was 
communicated, documents should not be adopted and steps 
not taken. Some felt that further clarifi cation of the Rules is 
needed, particularly on consultation procedure, and also on 
contingency measures in case of disrupted functioning (e.g. 
lack of a Vice-Chair). Establishment of a dispute settlement 
mechanism was one recurring suggestion.
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are also some important exceptions where the 
people drafting the advice have made a clear 
eff ort to fi rst understand the concerns and 
priorities of others around the table and have 
actively tried to incorporate these when drafting 
the advice, and those are usually the documents 
which can be adopted with less hassle.” 

Excerpt from survey results

It was agreed that the Rules of Procedure grant transparency 
in consultation procedures by the majority of respondents, 
though some pointed out the discrepancy between 
the written rules and those followed in practice. It was 
underlined by one member that unless everyone feels that 
they had a say in the matter and a clear way forward was 
communicated, documents should not be adopted and steps 
not taken. Some felt that further clarifi cation of the Rules is 
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contingency measures in case of disrupted functioning (e.g. 
lack of a Vice-Chair). Establishment of a dispute settlement 
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Almost half (43%) of respondents believed that the NSAC 
contributes to their organisations, and that this is mostly 
done through sharing opinions and knowledge from other 
members (71%), providing access to information from the 
Commission (64%), granting the opportunity to work with 
other stakeholders (50%), and by permitting organisations to 
convey their own messages to an external audience (43%). 
Here the respondents stressed again the need to increase 
the level of mutual understanding and cooperation with the 
opposite group. One respondent underlined that the input 
from and exchange of views with the Commission was far 
below expectations. 

While the majority (60%) believes that the NSAC fosters social 
connections and networking, it was undisputed that these 
were negatively aff ected in recent months, not least due to 
the pandemic. Even before  the pandemic, shorter meeting 
timeframes (with a view to fi nancial optimisation as per the 
Commission’s resolution) aff ected opportunities for informal 
ways of settling a deal. On external infl uences, Brexit was 
mentioned as contributing to tensions between and within 
sectors.

With regards to stakeholder representation, 57% believed 
their organisations will retain their capacity in the NSAC, while 
43% thought that their organisation will or might decrease 
their involvement over the next three years, in some cases 
subject to whether the functioning of the AC will improve. 
Some reported external reasons, such as a decrease in human 
resources or a need for fi nancial optimisation, while others 
blamed it on the severe deterioration of the atmosphere.

PARTICIPATION IN MEETINGS

Most respondents agreed that the setup of Working Groups 
in terms of topic relevance, terms of reference, duration and 
number of meetings, and Chairmanships is adequate. Proper 
consultation, relevance, adherence to the terms of reference, 
and timely distribution of meeting papers were exposed 
as points of improvement. Members were particularly 
satisfi ed with independent reporting but reported room for 
improvement in overall quality of discussions. 

A strong majority believed that scientifi c underpinning of 
discussions was not adequate. The same ratio indicated that 
the meetings are open enough to observers and believed 
that observers bring valuable and fresh perspective to 
discussions. It was pointed out that the representation of 
Member States remains far below expectations.

Most respondents (74%) believed that agendas are relevant. 
With regards to organisation of meetings, respondents were 
very satisfi ed, with room for improvement in timeliness of 
provision of meeting documents and information. Completion 
of actions was rated 3,9 out of 5 – as all actions should be fully 
completed, this suggests a need for managing expectations 
or stepping up performance.

ICES presents advice on fi shing opportunities 
to the Demersal Working Group
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ADVICE

“While the COM often tells us how much they value the advice, it is often hard to fi nd proof of this 
in the decisions taken, and with regard to the Member States it often rather feels like a box-ticking 
exercise, especially given the often very tight timeframes. More detailed concrete feedback from 
the advice recipients on specifi c parts of the NSAC advice would be useful to have confi dence in 
the advice actually being valued, and also to improve its usability in future.” 

Excerpt from survey results

ACTIONS AND ADVICE

0 20 40 60 80 100

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree

Do you agree that the actions 
agreed at the meetings are 

mostly fulfilled?

Do you find the current 
procedure of drafting of advice 

effective and efficient?

Do you feel that advice 
represents the views and 

contributions of the different 
stakeholders in a balanced way?

29%

14%

7% 21% 21% 36% 14%

21% 64%

50% 14%

Responses (%)

In the context of drafting advice, it has been the experience 
of some respondents that the activity has been mostly 
in the hands of a few fi sheries representatives alongside 
the Secretariat fi nalising the wording. The spirit of fi nding 
consensus reportedly deteriorated in recent years possibly 
due to the contentious nature of issues advised on, namely 
the Landing Obligation, identifi cation of choke species, and 
mitigation measures. An explanation for this was proposed, 
namely that fi shing interests were directly aff ected by the 
implementation of new rules, whereas the non-fi sheries 
interests were not.

The majority of respondents were satisfi ed with the way 
that drafting of the advice is carried out, while a third were 
not. Half believed that views of diff erent stakeholders are 
presented in a balanced way. Overall rating of the advice was 
3,4 out of 5 – with no respondents convinced that the advice 
was of the highest quality possible. It was pointed out that it 
is diffi  cult to speak of quality if there is no notion of whether 
and how the advice is aff ecting the legislation drafting. Some 
believed there should be more focus on consensus. 
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With regards to minority statements, there was a common 
belief that they undermine the relevance and weight of 
the advice and should be avoided when possible. Instead, 
a consensus should be sought during the drafting of the 
advice. Nevertheless, half of respondents believed that 
minority statements are correctly and fairly refl ected in the 
advice as it stands.

DO YOU AGREE THAT ADVICE
IS HIGHLY VALUED BY:

The impact of advice on decision-making and legislation 
drafting was considered fairly low, rated 2,85 and 2,54 out of 
5, respectively. A third believed that advice rarely infl uences 
decision-making and legislation drafting, and that the advice 
is not valued by the Commission. 43% felt the same about the 
Member States. Remarks often focused on the need for more 
detailed and concrete feedback from the advice recipients on 
specifi c parts of the advice with a view to improve its usability 
in the future. It was believed that recipients considered the 
Commission’s provision of feedback to advice a box-ticking 
exercise, rather than a valuable input.

While the majority of respondents were happy with the 
overall setup of Chairmanships and the work of the Chairs, 
some members pointed out that impartiality is still an issue in 
some individual cases. Half agreed that the Chairs are acting 
impartially, and there was a common belief that impartiality 
should not be aff ected by a Chair’s affi  liated organisation. 71% 
believed that the impartiality rule can in theory be followed 
regardless of their organisational background or ties, though 
it was noted  that  true impartiality can be challenging when 
the Chair feels strongly about a topic, even though bias 
may be unintentional. A majority agreed that the current 
Chairmanship structure refl ects a balanced representation 
of all interests. 71% think the same is true with regards to 
speaking time allotted to members. Half of respondents held 
the view that transparency and inclusivity are being granted 
under the current Chairmanships.

“Unless all chairs acting as representatives 
of both stakeholder groups are involved in 
important offi  cial correspondence and both 
groups are equally represented at meetings, this 
AC renders irrelevant and illegitimate advice. It 
is the role of the chairs to both enable this as 
well as be held accountable for this.” 

Excerpt from survey results

0 20 40 60 80 100
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Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree
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CHAIRMANSHIPS
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CHAIRS AND CONTRIBUTIONS
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To what degree do you agree 
that the chairs apply the 

impartiality rule?

To what degree you think the 
impartiality rule is being/can be 
followed when chairpersons are 

also representatives of their 
respective organisations?

To what extent do you believe 
that the speaking time during 

NSAC meetings currently 
reflects a balanced 

representation of all interests?

Responses (%)
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14% 36% 29% 21%

21%50%7%14%

7% 7% 71% 7%

With regards to the workplan, a majority (64%) agreed that 
the plan is being duly followed. The same held for a belief 
that minutes and position papers provided a true record, and 
that the Chair was able to ensure this. A majority agreed that 
Chairs are open to diverging opinions and do their best to 
produce consensus advice, with a caveat that this largely 
depended on the topic.

Members were generally satisfi ed with the frequency of 
the election procedure. Comments raised the need for re-
evaluation of the duration and number of terms a Chair 
can serve. Additionally, 64% responded that they had 
never considered applying for a Chairmanship position. A 
comment was given that a member had been discouraged 
from applying when realising they would probably not get a 
majority approval. 

A general comment was made that while the rhetoric may at 
times be problematic, it was the Executive Committee Chair’s 
(or Management Team’s) responsibility to try and improve the 
atmosphere and trust amongst the membership.

THE SECRETARIAT

The majority of respondents were satisfi ed with the work of 
the Secretariat, with a score of 4,29 out of 5. While expressing 
understanding of the Secretariat’s lack of capacity, some 
pointed out that more time should be devoted to drafting 
advice and that there should be a broader communication of 
meetings to members, particularly ensuring that all relevant 
members are involved. 

The Secretariat should also be more engaged in confl ict 
resolution, either internally or with external assistance. 
Administrative assistance was proposed as a solution to 
ensure more time for content creation and strategic matters. 
87% agreed that relevant information is sent in a timely 
manner, and that the Secretariat is acting inclusively and 
transparently. A majority also agreed that the Secretariat is 
acting impartially (weighted average of 4,17 out of 5).

“The secretariat needs support to ensure 
she is able to fulfi l her role, an administrative 
assistant would be a great help.”

Excerpt from survey results
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The Secretarial activities that members seemed most 
interested in were: announcements; meeting invitations 
with agendas and supporting documents; meeting follow 
ups (listing of agreed actions); other emails with relevant 
fi sheries content; and the newsletter. Social media and 
presentation of fi nancial, legal, and organisational matters 
raised no interest. 

A suggestion was given that with more time available for 
the Executive Secretary, more focus should be given to the 
European Parliament, particularly for exchange of facts and 
opinions.
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DISCUSSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Linke and Jentoft (2016, 1)1 argue that stakeholder participation 
systems such as ACs as imagined by the EU in its attempt 
to pursue good governance principles fall short in both 
institutional design and process, as well as in discourse. 
Through an empirical study they show how unresolved issues in 
stakeholder representation undermine legitimacy of advisory 
councils and thus decrease their potential in contributing to a 
progressive and sustainable governance.

Cross-sectoral confl icts often arise in mixed stakeholder 
groups where opposing groups hold diff erent value systems, 
priorities, objectives, and knowledge bases, as well as 
disagreements on cost/benefi t trade-off s within proposed 
solutions (Bellanger et al. 2020, 2)2. To design long-term 
solutions to collective action, the following factors should 
be ensured: reciprocity, reputation, and long-term trust. Also 
important is the role played by central authorities in monitoring 
and enforcement to build trust in the system, as well as the 
role of a respected leader to guide the process (Bellanger et 
al. 2020, 15-16).

The results of this performance review support Linke and 
Jentoft’s fi ndings that productivity (or counterproductivity) of 
institutional design and discourse is subject to established 
rules on representation and participation, power structures, 
constructiveness of negotiations, and inter-personal relations. 
In their conclusion the authors argue that ACs are still working 
towards democratic governance ideals, which is encouraging. 
To address the gap between current institutional design 
and cooperation and an ideal version of the democratic 
participatory system, concepts as proposed by Bellanger et al. 
should be understood and kept in mind when resolving arising 
confl icts. As Bellanger et al. (2020, 16-17) suggests, cross-
sectoral cooperation requires systems based on cooperative 
management and collective-choice rules, rather than a simple 
top-down approach. 

1. www.researchgate.net/publication/299997474_Ideals_realities_and_paradoxes_of_stakeholder_participation_in_EU_fi sheries_governance

2. www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2020.544440/full?utm_source=F-AAE&utm_medium=EMLF&utm_campaign=MRK_1437459_45_Marine_20200922_arts_A

In the following pages we present a list of already implemented 
and potential measures gathered through the online survey, 
interviews, ACs’ letters to the Commission, and internal debates. 

INTERNAL DIMENSION
In the past months the Chairs, Vice-Chairs and the Secretariat 
endeavoured to implement or re-instate some of the 
measures proposed by the membership. These include: 

– Regular meetings of the Management Team and the Board, 

–  Encouragement of a balanced representation at
internal meetings,

–  Promotion of Chairmanship positions (Ecosystem WG 
Chair and Executive Committee Vice-Chair) to OIG 
representatives, 

–  Presentation of dissenting opinions in a transparent and 
equal way, 

–  Ensuring that agreed procedures and protocols are 
followed, while still allowing room for fl exibility, 

–  Eff orts in proving Chairs’ and the Secretariat’s integrity, 
including their impartiality.

Additional recommendations are provided on the next page.

Recommendations are drawn from the 
online survey, interviews, ACs’ letters to 
the Commission, and internal debates.



North Sea Advisory Council – Performance Review

T

15

North Sea Advisory Council – Performance Review

DISCUSSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Linke and Jentoft (2016, 1)1 argue that stakeholder participation 
systems such as ACs as imagined by the EU in its attempt 
to pursue good governance principles fall short in both 
institutional design and process, as well as in discourse. 
Through an empirical study they show how unresolved issues in 
stakeholder representation undermine legitimacy of advisory 
councils and thus decrease their potential in contributing to a 
progressive and sustainable governance.

Cross-sectoral confl icts often arise in mixed stakeholder 
groups where opposing groups hold diff erent value systems, 
priorities, objectives, and knowledge bases, as well as 
disagreements on cost/benefi t trade-off s within proposed 
solutions (Bellanger et al. 2020, 2)2. To design long-term 
solutions to collective action, the following factors should 
be ensured: reciprocity, reputation, and long-term trust. Also 
important is the role played by central authorities in monitoring 
and enforcement to build trust in the system, as well as the 
role of a respected leader to guide the process (Bellanger et 
al. 2020, 15-16).

The results of this performance review support Linke and 
Jentoft’s fi ndings that productivity (or counterproductivity) of 
institutional design and discourse is subject to established 
rules on representation and participation, power structures, 
constructiveness of negotiations, and inter-personal relations. 
In their conclusion the authors argue that ACs are still working 
towards democratic governance ideals, which is encouraging. 
To address the gap between current institutional design 
and cooperation and an ideal version of the democratic 
participatory system, concepts as proposed by Bellanger et al. 
should be understood and kept in mind when resolving arising 
confl icts. As Bellanger et al. (2020, 16-17) suggests, cross-
sectoral cooperation requires systems based on cooperative 
management and collective-choice rules, rather than a simple 
top-down approach. 

1. www.researchgate.net/publication/299997474_Ideals_realities_and_paradoxes_of_stakeholder_participation_in_EU_fi sheries_governance

2. www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2020.544440/full?utm_source=F-AAE&utm_medium=EMLF&utm_campaign=MRK_1437459_45_Marine_20200922_arts_A

In the following pages we present a list of already implemented 
and potential measures gathered through the online survey, 
interviews, ACs’ letters to the Commission, and internal debates. 

INTERNAL DIMENSION
In the past months the Chairs, Vice-Chairs and the Secretariat 
endeavoured to implement or re-instate some of the 
measures proposed by the membership. These include: 

– Regular meetings of the Management Team and the Board, 

–  Encouragement of a balanced representation at
internal meetings,

–  Promotion of Chairmanship positions (Ecosystem WG 
Chair and Executive Committee Vice-Chair) to OIG 
representatives, 

–  Presentation of dissenting opinions in a transparent and 
equal way, 

–  Ensuring that agreed procedures and protocols are 
followed, while still allowing room for fl exibility, 

–  Eff orts in proving Chairs’ and the Secretariat’s integrity, 
including their impartiality.

Additional recommendations are provided on the next page.

Recommendations are drawn from the 
online survey, interviews, ACs’ letters to 
the Commission, and internal debates.



North Sea Advisory Council – Performance Review

16

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

MEMBERSHIP

One important observation was the lack of involvement and 
input of some members in recent months. While some of 
them left the forum altogether, the remaining are operating 
with decreased capacity. For the NSAC to fulfi l its mandate 
it is essential that stakeholders remain actively engaged 
and with a positive attitude. A collaborative spirit should be 
maintained with a view to achieving a common goal. The 
responsibility for this lies with the individual representatives, 
but also the policymakers who should provide clear feedback 
and signs that stakeholder input is valuable to them.

One suggestion to ensure congruity of the membership was 
for the Commission to carry out an analysis of the members 
of all the ACs, to clearly classify members as fi sheries or OIG 
representatives. This especially holds when new organisations 
apply, as it is often not clear whether they should be classifi ed 
as fi sheries organisations or OIGs. Independent guidelines 
and clear defi nition of OIG/industry membership could help 
in making such decisions. Certain information, such as the 
mandate and the scope of the organisation (sector, national/
international reach), its membership (number and/or list of 
members), its funding (membership fees, other resources) 
could be requested before an organisation is admitted to the 
AC. It is currently the case that the Member States approve 
organisations for the AC, though it is questionable to what 
degree the organisations are investigated and fact-checked.

A need to attract new members has been recognised, 
particularly from the small-scale sector and OIGs. Regarding 
the small-scale sector, it is worth noting that the NSAC 
fi sheries member organisations all state that they represent 
small-scale fi shers and thus recognised no need to attract 
organisations outside their reach. This was communicated in 
the NSAC’s reply3 to the Commission letter on small-scale 
stakeholders. It was also stressed that high membership 
fees could inhibit new organisations to join, particularly 
smaller NGOs. Furthermore, in the context of membership/
stakeholder attraction, a publicity campaign could be 
executed and further eff orts made regarding public relations 
and direct contact with potential members (from NWWAC 
letter to the Commission4).

3. www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/05-1920-NSAC-Response-to-EC-request-on-SSF.pdf 

4. www.nwwac.org/_fi leupload/Correspondence/Year%2016/NWWAC_reply_ACs_functioning_Dec2020_EN.pdf

WORKING GROUPS

The Skagerrak & Kattegat WG was reportedly perceived by 
some members as a sub-regional closed group dominated 
by the fi sheries sector, partly because it has always been a 
struggle to fi nd OIG capacity to participate in it (sometimes 
due to communication barriers as the meetings are held in 
Scandinavian languages). The Skagerrak & Kattegat WG’s 
agenda should arguably belong to the Demersal WG and the 
Ecosystem WG, with focus groups addressing Skagerrak and 
Kattegat issues appointed as necessary. If such integration 
seems too daring, another way should be found to better 
mainstream the work of the Skagerrak & Kattegat WG into the 
NSAC. 

Given the changed political map of the North Sea it would 
be worth rethinking and re-designing the scope and names 
of the existing Working Groups. This exercise is currently 
being undertaken by the Executive Committee Chair and the 
Secretariat. A proposal will be presented to the NSAC Board 
and Executive Committee for a discussion and fi nal decision.

MANAGEMENT TEAM

In principle and practice the Management Team should be 
balanced between the fi sheries sector and OIG representatives. 
With the departure of the OIG Vice-Chair in October 2020, the 
balance has been disrupted, and the Management Team and 
Secretariat are working to fi nd a replacement.

As the Management Team is directly responsible for the 
functioning of the AC, it is advisable that issues arising within 
the membership are fi rstly fl agged and resolved internally 
with the Management Team rather than bringing them up 
outside the NSAC (e.g. with the Commission) prior to internal 
discussion.

According to the Rules of Procedure, the NSAC shall be 
represented externally by either the Management Team (at 
least two Chairs) or, if this is not possible, by a member with a 
mandate given by the Executive Committee. Clear agreements 
on the external representation of the NSAC should be in place 
before any such representation takes place to avoid any 
misconceptions. To ensure a balanced representation it is 
advisable that both industry and OIG representatives take roles 
in any strategic discussions. In case the OIG Vice-Chair position 
is not offi  cially taken, another OIG member appointed by the 
OIG membership and approved by the Executive Committee 
should take on the role of an interim representative.
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DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

ADVICE

In terms of drafting advice, it is important that this follows 
well-defined Terms of Reference, which should be agreed 
by the members of the relevant focus group, advice drafting 
group, or even the Executive Committee beforehand. This is 
vital for two reasons: firstly, it gives the drafting group (in case 
of the NSAC, the focus group or a drafting sub-group) a sense 
of direction; and secondly, it exposes any disagreements 
beforehand, which can then be negotiated ahead of the 
drafting exercise, thus increasing the chances of securing 
a consensus. As has been proven in the recent drafting of
the advice on onboard CCTV, having two representatives 
from both sectors (industry/OIG) work on the first draft 
significantly increases the chances of a successful adoption 
of the paper by the stakeholders and decreases potential
backlash from either group, as well as the time needed for
consultation. However, when the terms of reference are well-
defined, positions clearly stated, and endorsed by the group, 
one person drafting the advice should be able to incorporate 
this information into balanced advice.

It is advised that members focus on seeking consensus 
where possible and avoid contentious topics when there is 
no consensus in view. Additionally, it is helpful if a proper
and honest discussion is held during the first few meetings 
before the start of the advice drafting, in which some clear
key points are agreed as a starting point for a draft, potentially
mitigating conflict further into the process. 

Advice should provide facts, scientific underpinning, and 
evidence-backed at-sea experience and knowledge rather
than opinions. A short summary of the advice could be 
provided for end users, as a clear take-home message. 

Regarding the scope of advice, when members perceive 
measures and provisions in basic regulation as clearly
unworkable, they should be able to step out of the confines 
of the framework regulation and provide solutions and 
proposals for improvement even if they are not in line with 
the existing legislation. Outside-the-box thinking drives 
innovation and improvements.

Finally, an external evaluation of the extent to which NSAC 
advice has been adopted by the Commission is crucial to 
maintaining credibility in the establishment. A regionalisation 
study commissioned by DG MARE is currently underway to 
assess this. If this fails, a project proposal could be drawn up 
for a potential MSc opportunity or internship to take on this 
task. It is considered highly beneficial to receive feedback on 
the value and usability of the NSAC’s work.

5. www.ldac.eu/images/LDAC_Response_to_DG_MARE_on_Improving_Functioning_of_the_ACs_R.17.20.Excom.pdf

BALANCED REPRESENTATION 
INCLUDING GENDER

While the Chairs and Secretariat are responsible for working 
towards a balanced representation at meetings and when 
drafting advice, all members should strive for ensuring this 
balance as much as possible. This goes for representation of
different stakeholder groups and gender.

Even though gender imbalance is easily recognised in 
meetings, with the majority of attendees being men, the 
NSAC has a history of female Chairs and Vice-Chairs. While 
it is difficult to affect organisational representation directly, 
there are some steps the NSAC could take to improve 
female participation. A step could be made in encouraging 
organisations to put forward the names of two candidates, 
male and female. This would give the NSAC the opportunity
to opt for a female when the candidate is considered suitable. 
The Commission followed this approach when selecting its 
current Commissioners, providing a positive example.

The NSAC should also contribute to gender equality
advocacy. In this respect it could team up with organisations 
like the International Organisation for Women in the Seafood 
Industry, a global, non-partisan, non-profit organisation 
tackling gender issues. As NSAC members they could help 
raise awareness through event management and research 
on this important social aspect of the CFP.

MEETINGS

Although the opinion regarding open meetings was split, 
having observers is beneficial for several reasons. Aside 
from bringing in an additional viewpoint, it ensures that the 
rule of transparency is followed, allows for feedback from 
third (independent) parties, and promotes a higher level of
conduct while deterring or exposing inappropriate behaviour. 
Observer reports and/or surveys conducted at the end of
meetings could be a part of the exercise, with feedback sent 
to the Secretariat/Chairs for further analysis and action.

Online meetings should be retained to a greater degree than 
before the pandemic. These have proven to be efficient and 
inclusive, particularly for smaller focus groups. A protocol for
virtual meetings could be established (from LDAC letter to 
the Commission5).

https://www.nwwac.org/_fileupload/Correspondence/Year%2016/NWWAC_reply_ACs_functioning_Dec2020_EN.pdf
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RULES OF PROCEDURE

Rules of Procedure are a necessary but not suffi  cient pre-
requisite for a well-functioning AC. To ensure that the 
procedures are relevant and provide clarity rather than red 
tape, the provisions should be reviewed in light of external 
changes, in this case Brexit and Covid-19 developments. 
They should be followed duly, but with enough fl exibility 
in place to ensure they serve the AC rather than hinder its 
functioning. Rules of Procedure could include a mechanism 
for resolution of grievances.

In 2020 there was a revision of NSAC Rules of Procedure, but 
not the protocols. These should be reviewed to align them 
with the existing rules.

CHAIRPERSONS

To ensure that good governance is not compromised, the 
duration and number of terms a Chairperson can serve should 
be limited and Chairs should rotate. By the existing rules, 
the Chair is elected by consensus, must be impartial, and 
cannot be a member of the Executive Committee. Election 
by consensus could be argued against as it eff ectively 
gives the right to veto a candidate to every member of the 
Executive Committee. There is a record of incidences in 
other ACs where one person consistently blocked a Chair-
candidate, jeopardising goodwill and cooperation. Instead 
of unanimity, a qualifi ed majority rule is proposed. Checks 
and balances should be in place to secure independency. 

Chairpersons in general have a responsibility and a role in 
trying to improve the atmosphere and level of trust within 
the membership. They ought to ensure space and time for 
internal discussions in order for members to develop trust 
and confi dence that grievances are taken seriously and 
tackled with a view to resolution. On the other hand, it is a 
responsibility of members to raise issues and discuss them 
before they are exacerbated. The roles of the Chairperson 
and the membership cannot be seen in isolation - both must 
be involved with a positive attitude and oriented towards a 
common goal. An independent Chair could be an option to 
explore, especially when the issue at hand is divisive and 
controversial.

6. https://reader.elsevier.com/reader/sd/pii/S0964569120302921?token=1569C1D3DF44053290725186147B04BFEF124CBA7624D99AAF3F13D29AB798ECAF90F-
238C1982872049A553F2399907C 

STAKEHOLDER RELATIONS

One of the main concerns in the NSAC seems to be the lack 
of accountability. Respondents noted that spoken intentions 
rarely translate to actions, which leads to erosion of trust. 
There is also a question of homogeneity of either groups’ 
interest, composition, underlying values, and agendas. 
While on the one hand fi sheries representatives mostly 
have clear and straightforward demands from the people 
they represent (such as increased fi shing opportunities), the 
agendas behind OIGs tend to vary. In the latter case, funding 
can present pressure through demanding evidence that the 
return on investment is worthwhile. 

One aspect that should not be neglected is the composition 
of the two groups. Fisheries sector representation is 
characterised by a set of views, values, knowledge, interests, 
experience, but also gender and age that are generally 
diff erent to those of nature conservation organisations. De 
Koning et al. (2020) show in a case study6 in the Dutch Wadden 
Sea that it has proven diffi  cult to galvanise cooperation 
within groups of diverging perspectives and objectives – 
typically for fi shers objectives would entail increased fi shing 
opportunities, while NGOs typically prioritise environmental 
protection. For such discussions to turn into deliberative 
interactions, it is crucial that the parties are treated equally 
and that diff erent perspectives are taken into account. 
While it is important to bear these diff erences in mind, it is 
equally crucial to highlight the shared challenge that these 
persons work towards solving, which is to ensure sustainable 
exploitation of marine resources. It is with this in mind that 
diff erences can be overcome and synergies created.

When interviewees were asked whether they had observed 
any changes in the atmosphere and functioning of the AC 
through the years, some believed that there had been a 
gradual erosion of a sense of camaraderie, mutual trust, and 
respect, and ultimately a deterioration in consensus-fi nding. 
One of the reasons mentioned was less opportunity for social 
interaction between sector and OIG representatives, as well 
as a strengthening of the OIG membership and its collective 
voice following the 2013 CFP reform, which contributed 
to greater polarisation of positions. In this sense, greater 
attention should be given to the selection of appropriate 
stakeholders in such diverse forums, in order to harness the 
full potential of a participatory approach to policy-making.
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SECRETARIAT

The limited capacity of the Secretariat in recent times led 
to diffi  culties in creating additional operations (such as 
consistent social media coverage, press releases, news, 
dispute resolution, advice drafting, and newsletters) to the 
existing administration. With the employment of new staff  (as 
of April 2021), these tasks will get the attention they deserve. 

The new website substantially improved the NSAC’s 
reach and the informative nature of the outlet. Further 
improvements will follow, such as news, announcements 
and improved information on ongoing work and meetings. 
The Executive Secretary also pledges to look into theory of 
confl ict resolution and other soft skills for future needs.

Currently the content related to the executive aspects of the 
NSAC is only circulated to Executive Committee members. 
It might prove benefi cial to extend this information to the 
whole membership to help create synergies within the 
diverse membership. Once strengthened, the Secretariat will 
be better prepared to take on work on advice drafting.

As always, the Secretariat remains open to further suggestions 
from the NSAC stakeholders on how to harness the full 
potential of the forum.

EXTERNAL DIMENSION

THE COMMISSION

The Commission has a double role in relation to the ACs. 
On the one hand the Commission is the primary fi nancier 
of the ACs, and therefore strong administrative links exist 
between the Commission and the NSAC. The relationship 
between the NSAC and the Commission has always been 
favourable and issues have been dealt with at reasonable 
speed. On the other hand, the Commission is both the ACs’ 
“employer”, defi ning the tasks of the ACs, and the recipient 
of their advice. The Commission acknowledges receipt of 
advice, but it is often felt among the members of the NSAC 
that advice is not suffi  ciently followed up by the Commission 
services. Clear and detailed feedback from the Commission 
regarding supplied advice is fundamental, in the opinion of 
NSAC members.

NSAC representation at EFCA
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There is, and has always been, an open door policy in DG 
MARE. This means that lobby groups and stakeholders have 
access and can give input to the Commission, input which 
very often is more straightforward than the (compromise) 
advice papers from the ACs. To change this, more weight 
should be given to inputs from ACs, and cooperation on this 
level encouraged. Communication with the Commission 
could be further improved by proactively sharing meeting 
schedules and working documents.

It was observed that in the past the Director-General would 
regularly be present for 1-2 hours of every plenary assembly, 
and that there would be some infrequent meetings with 
the Commissioner. Regular meetings with the Commission 
(either in a form of Inter-AC or bilateral meetings) have proven 
important for fostering trust in, and acknowledging the value 
of, the NSAC’s work. Additionally, active involvement of 
Commission representatives in the NSAC’s main meetings is 
crucial for informed and adaptive work of the AC.

In cases of discussion deadlocks, a skilled diplomatic 
helpdesk provided by the Commission to help break up 
locked positions might prove benefi cial (AAC letter to the 
Commission7).

REGIONAL GROUP

While the NSAC dates back to 2004, the Scheveningen Group 
was established alongside the 2013 reform of the Common 
Fisheries Policy. It is therefore understandable that it took 
some time for the regional group to fi nd its optimal way of 
working. One interviewee reported a positive observation that 
a strong working relationship has been built between the AC 
and the Group. The Scheveningen Group is cooperative and 
responsive, and the NSAC has access both to the High-Level 
Group (the Fisheries Directors), the Technical Group, and the 
Control Group.

The NSAC has encountered some diffi  culties in meeting 
deadlines for advice to the Scheveningen Group, primarily 
for two reasons: lack of time given by the Group, and issues 
with internal consultation procedure resulting in diffi  culties 
in getting advice fi nalised. Eff ective planning on both sides is 
essential, particularly regarding complex issues such as the 
Landing Obligation. The NSAC has engaged with the current 
Member States Regional Group Presidency in good time, 
with an aim to inform its planning of meetings and ensure 
these are coordinated with the Group in a timely manner.

7. AC’s members contribution on ways of improving the functioning of the Advisory Councils from December 2020 (accessible on request at the AAC Secretariat).

To further streamline the work between the NSAC and the 
Scheveningen Group, it is advisable for the Presidency and 
the individual MS representatives to attend NSAC meetings 
as regularly as possible, and vice-versa, to brief the NSAC on 
relevant matters thoroughly and in a timely fashion.

It is only when the recipients of advice sincerely count on 
ACs’ outputs and collective knowledge, instead of requesting 
advice to simply complete an obligation for a consultation, that 
this stakeholder forum fulfi ls its raison d’être to the benefi t of 
fi sheries management and decision-makers.

“The nearly 10-year Dogger Bank fi sheries 
measures saga has exposed the Scheveningen 
Group as dysfunctional in agreeing anything 
other than the lowest common denominator 
when it comes to timely, decisive and eff ective 
action.” 

Interviewee on the work of the Scheveningen Group

THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

There is no formal link between the ACs and the European 
Parliament (PECH Committee), and in fact the Commission has 
so far seemed reluctant to accept links with the Parliament. 
Nevertheless, in recent years a more consistent contact was 
established after a Workshop on the role of Advisory Councils 
in the CFP organised by the Market AC and the Aquaculture AC. 
The NSAC now has a point of contact through which its work is 
presented and invitations distributed to Fisheries Committee 
members. MEP Mr Peter van Dalen has been appointed as 
the PECH Committee liaison person, and follows the NSAC’s 
ongoing work and meetings of interest. All MEPs are given the 
opportunity to attend GA, ExCom, and WG meetings of the ACs.

As a result of the Lisbon Treaty coming into force in December 
2009, the EP has been given powers as co-legislator, which 
work contrary to the process of regionalisation of the CFP. 
A good example of the complexities in fi sheries legislation 
caused by co-legislation is the lengthy negotiations on how to 
understand and implement MSY.

One respondent observed that the European Parliament does 
not have a sector-specifi c civil service, meaning that lobby 
groups have easy access and can infl uence the policies of the 
EP. The lobbyists with the strongest representation in Brussels 
thus have an advantage.
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It is in the interest of all NSAC stakeholders to present 
and promote the collective work of the membership to 
all interested parties. This should not in any instance be 
understood as infl uencing decision-making as such, but 
merely as sharing knowledge and facts with an aim to inform.

SCIENCE

It is apparent that the links between the NSAC and the 
scientifi c community are not suffi  ciently strong, mostly due 
to limitations in funding. This has contributed to a lack of 
understanding between stakeholders, insuffi  cient information 
transfers, and a weaker scientifi c basis of the issued advice. 
In the future, the scientifi c community could be more directly 
involved in the work of the ACs.

The NSAC’s cooperation with ICES is maintained on a regular 
basis through presentations of ICES advice twice a year. AC 
members attend, when possible, the relevant workshops 
organised by ICES.

OTHER ADVISORY COUNCILS

In the past year, we observed increased collaboration 
between ACs on topics of shared interest. Internal Inter-ACs 
have been established as a way for Secretariats to address 
their administrative, operational, and structural issues, and 
receive necessary support for secretaries operating in 
generally secluded and isolated offi  ces. A supportive peer 
environment has made a diff erence in the way that individuals 
in these positions relate to their work and stakeholders. 
Increased contact has spurred opportunities to identify 
common interests, which further streamlines the work of 
ACs. Several channels of online communication have helped 
coordinate the work and create synergies, such as through 
joint advice, events, letters, and general social integration 
through “group identifi cation”.

8. AAC’s members contribution on ways of improving the functioning of the Advisory Councils from December 2020 (accessible on request at the AAC Secretariat).

PERFORMANCE REVIEW

Performance reviews should be institutionalised and 
regularly carried out on a periodic basis. Monitoring of 
follow-up actions and appraisal of the eff ects of performance 
review fi ndings and recommendations should take place 
after each such study. An annual seminar for sharing views 
on the functioning of the ACs could be organised amongst 
ACs (from AAC letter to the Commission8).  

While internal performance review seems like a positive and 
relatively easy exercise for measuring membership sentiment, 
for more thorough work either guidelines proposed by the 
Commission or external evaluation of AC infl uence on policy 
would prove valuable. A recent communication from the 
Commission confi rmed that a comprehensive evaluation of 
regionalisation, including the functioning of the ACs, will be 
executed by a consortium on behalf of the EC by 2022. In 
the NSAC we welcome this initiative and hope to contribute 
constructively through our participation and the fi ndings in 
this paper.

Results and conclusions of a review should be adequately 
communicated and followed up. It is important to ensure 
space and time for refl ection – either at Executive Committee, 
or in a dedicated task force answering to the Executive 
Committee and General Assembly. Setting aside enough time 
in meetings to discuss the main outcomes and refl ections is 
vital, as is learning from the good practices and ideas coming 
from the other ACs.

NSAC Chairs
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POST-BREXIT

“I worry for [NSAC’s] future as an infl uential body. 
The regionalisation model is not exactly broken 
but it’s stuck together with glue and string.” 

Interviewee about the NSAC post-Brexit

As communicated at the last Executive Committee on 26 
January 2021 by the Commission, a Specialised Committee on 
Fisheries (SCF) between the EU and the UK within a so-called 
‘Partnership Council’ will be established. The Committee 
will become the engine room of this cooperation going 
forward and could be an important vehicle for development 
for all partners: management authorities, Member States, 
NGOs, and the industry. No formal role is yet foreseen for 
stakeholders, but the Commission will refl ect on how to 
involve them in the process, including within decisions on 
composition of subcommittees. 

“Brexit just adds to the ungluing of things, so I 
can see the NSAC having to be integrated into 
a bigger advisory body in future if the aim is to 
deliver joined-up management of North Sea 
fi sh stocks and the wider marine ecosystem.” 

Interviewee about the NSAC post-Brexit

While it is still too early to determine the NSAC’s role in the 
future establishment, the focus will most probably be on 
management measures other than fi shing opportunities, 
namely long-term management strategies for non-quota 
species. It has been confi rmed that these strategies will 
be developed within the SCF and in consultation with the 
Advisory Councils and STECF. There will likely also be 
increasing attention given to spatial measures, off shore 
renewables, and technical measures. 

With the withdrawal of UK representatives, the NSAC lost an 
important source of information, knowledge, and experience. 
To accommodate UK and Norwegian representatives, who 
are now part of the tri-lateral relationship, the NSAC will aim 
to structure agendas to group together UK/Norway related 
topics and invite respective representatives to observe 
dedicated parts of relevant meetings. Invited observers 
will have no voting rights but can contribute wherever they 
feel they have a valuable input to make. When invited, their 
travel costs will be reimbursed in accordance with Article 6 
(2) of Commission Regulation 2015/242 on the functioning 
of the ACs.

Ever greater attention is being placed on ecosystem issues 
and non-fi sheries uses of the North Sea, notably off shore 
wind developments. As the NSAC is increasingly directing 
its advice wider than DG MARE, it seems reasonable for the 
NSAC to start engaging more with other directorates, such 
as DG ENVI (through coordination with DG MARE).

This list of post-Brexit eventualities is clearly not complete 
and is awaiting further conclusions from EU-UK-Norway 
negotiations and beyond. The NSAC pledges to engage in 
adaptive  management, incorporating the latest developments 
in its fl exible approach to steering any future work.

NSAC meeting
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CONCLUSION

Drawing main conclusions from 
this multi-faceted study is not a 
straightforward task. 

Two main issues can, however, be identifi ed. First is the 
perceived  lack of commitment from the recipients of the 
advice (the Commission and Member States). The results 
of the study showed that the main motive for stakeholder 
participation, namely the impact on the implementation and 
shaping of the CFP, has not been met. When expectations 
are not met or managed, this can lead to stakeholder 
fatigue through over-consulting a group of stakeholders 
with no tangible outputs. At  the time of writing, the 
study commissioned by DG MARE on the evaluation of 
regionalisation is underway. It is fair to assume that the issues 
mentioned in this paper will appear in the research, as some 
stakeholders who intend to participate also contributed to 
this paper. 

Secondly,  there is a clear lack of mutual trust and 
understanding between the two main stakeholder groups. To 
build this trust, it is essential  to understand and acknowledge 
the nature of this highly complex participatory system. Ways 
to foster this include providing reading material (e.g. in the 
newsletter and by sharing research articles), and specialised 
events and dedicated presentations by professionals in 
stakeholder engagement, behavioural studies, or human 
relations. Informal contacts on the margins of meetings 
are important catalysts of consensus that should not be 
neglected. 

Furthermore, the correct identifi cation of who the relevant 
stakeholders are is the key for guaranteeing the quality of 
the outcome from any stakeholder engagement process. 
Finally, rules of procedure are crucial structural elements of 
the forum, achieved through lengthy negotiations and aimed 
at ensuring consistency and trust. It is vital that these are 
respected at all times. This will enable participants to trust 
in the system even when trust in individuals is compromised.

Finally, as much as it is the organisation’s responsibility to 
create an eff ective legal and administrative framework for 
its functioning, it is also a responsibility of every individual 
representative to adopt a sensible, open-minded, and 
empathic approach to complex discussions and engage 
in these in a respectful, trustworthy, and polite manner, 
thus upholding high ethical standards of collaboration and 
interpersonal relations.
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CONCLUSION
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