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1. Background
On 12 December 2021 the Commission reached out to Advisory Councils to summon advice
on the management of the European eel following a zero-catch ICES advice 1 for all habitats
in 2022, published on 4 November 2021. According to ICES this applies to both recreational
and commercial catches and includes catches of glass eels for restocking and aquaculture.
All other anthropogenic mortalities should be minimized and eliminated where possible.
Members of both the North Sea Advisory Council and the North Western Waters Advisory
Council recognized the serious condition of the European eel stock and elaborated on
management considerations in their advice from 26 April 2022 2. The Commission responded
on 13 June 2022 3.
During the Scheveningen Group technical meeting on 22 April 2022 the Commission relayed
that it was lacking expertise on eel management in inland waters and sought to obtain further
NSAC advice on this. To this end, the NSAC turned to its membership to get in touch with
inland fishers in order to gather further information on the matter. Despite the fact that inland
waters are not technically in the remit of Advisory Councils, holistic management of this
emblematic species in marine and fresh waters is crucial if the EU is to see any improvements
in the state of the stock.
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Inland fisheries organisations are not organised in any EU representative bodies and advisory
councils can act as important vehicles for transmission of information and data in such cases.
The NSAC took the opportunity to liaise with the relevant stakeholder organisations and
attempt to gather valuable information from their inland fishers.
The purpose of this paper is to deliver on Commission’s request for further information
pertaining to the management of eel in inland waterways and feed into the planning of further
management measures based on the zero-catch advice. This paper shall be taken as an
addition to original NWWAC/NSAC advice as it adds nuance and further explains the points
made in the original paper.

2. Advice
In general, inland fisheries organisations largely support our previous advice but aim to
underline certain aspects and add explanatory detail to some of the points. Below are point by
point additions (in green) from inland fishers to our original paragraphs/statements.
1. The eel population is affected by a large number of factors apart from fishing, such as
reduction of functional habitats, hindrance to free movement, pollution, modification of
marine currents, predation by birds such as cormorants and herons and more
abundant exotic species (case of gleaning catfish for example), artificialization of
environments, parasitism, etc., most of which impact the species during its continental
life phase.
2. The current advice focuses mainly on professional (and not recreational) fishing as the
main factor for eel mortality. It would be beneficial if other anthropogenic factors were
evaluated to the same extent and measures included in the advice.
3. NSAC and NWWAC members, cognizant of the low proportion of fishing mortality of
the European eel compared to other anthropogenic causes as described above, would
like to underline the fact that while the industry has been contributing extensively with
some degree of success to the improvement of the eel stock status, similar
observations and conclusions cannot be made in the field of other pressures (such as
hydropower installations, predation, pollution, eutrophication and recreational fisheries
etc.).
4. NSAC and NWWAC note that any additional restriction of professional fisheries would
jeopardize the survival of an entire section of the profession and will lead to serious
difficulties within the sector in the very short term. These decisions, misunderstood,
will involve and will be followed in particular by:
-

Disappearance of professional fishers;
Irreversible destruction of jobs linked to artisanal fishing, within rural communities
where it provides many indirect jobs in the local economy. A total closure of
European eel fisheries would result in a loss of almost €50 million per year (Hanel
et al., 2019 4)
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-

Irrevocable loss of population monitoring data from professional fishing;
Risk of shifting fishing effort to other species already exploited at their maximum
yield or overexploited, particularly in the Bay of Biscay (sole, bass) which will not
be without causing conflicts over the resource;
Development of illegal networks and poaching already well stimulated by the ban
on exports outside the EU (an EUROPOL estimate put the value of the illegal
network at nearly 3 billion euros 5);
Loss of a centuries-old gastronomic and cultural heritage;
Severe economic consequences for the northern European aquaculture sector,
which is entirely dependent on the supply of wild glass eels.
Irremediable loss of unique knowledge and know-how necessary to achieve
restoration objectives (contributions to stock assessment, assessment and
mitigation of the impacts of other uses, contributions of essential knowledge, etc.).

5. The Commission should consider all causes of eel mortality and develop appropriate
management measures, such as for example pan-European cormorant management
as well as gleaning catfish management because this species exerts increasing
predation on all stages of eels, and proposals to mitigate effects of hydropower
installations and ensure open migration paths (safe passage past existing hydropower
plants) upstream and downstream.
6. An appropriate control and monitoring of recreational and leisure fishing, which in some
countries have similar catch levels than those of professional fishing, should be
established. As well as obligation for recreational fishing to assess and reduce its
impact.
7. Member States need to make habitat restoration and river connectivity – the opening
of migration pathways – priorities under their national eel management plans.
Monitoring of colonization fronts of elvers should be generalized, as they are the best
indicator of recolonization of the species.
8. In terms of migration barriers and habitat improvements, all Member States have a
responsibility under the Water Framework Directive and the Eel Regulation to take
action. However, this is an area where the ability to prioritise efforts is crucial and
strong regional coordination is necessary. In the “fringe” of the natural range of eel –
the northern and eastern parts of the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea – natural eel
recruitment is likely to be very low, considering the current recruitment levels of 0.6 %
in the “North Sea” index area 2021 (provisional data) and 5.4 % in the “Elsewhere
Europe” index series 2021 (provisional data) 6. It is unlikely that a lack of suitable habitat
is a major issue in these areas, whereas migration barriers and other threats/sources
of mortality in the “core area” for recruitment, such as the Bay of Biscay, the United
Kingdom, Ireland and parts of the Mediterranean will have very real effects and need
to be addressed with more urgency because it is the same stock of a panmictic
population. E.g. in the Rhône river, progress is possible to reduce the impact of
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hydroelectric works upstream and downstream, but the management authorities of the
basin believe that these actions are not a priority. They prefer not to authorize
professional fishing rather than forcing the hydroelectricians to take the necessary
measures.
9. Ensure that the use of EMFAF funding during the 2021–2027 operational phase is
restricted to measures that are proven to aid eel recovery and contribute to increased
recruitment. The Commission has great responsibility under the new Fund to ensure
that the stronger focus on environmental sustainability is adhered to in the new national
Operational Programmes, where Member States have more freedom of choice. The
Commission can still require improvements before agreeing, rather than rubberstamping national proposals. Allow or facilitate the funding by the EMFF of
collaborative studies between inland water fisheries and researchers, to contribute to
the improvement of knowledge necessary for the assessment of stocks, the impacts,
and the progress made, to urgently implement temporary actions to mitigate the impact
of obstacles to migration (aid for upstream migration, aid for downstream migration).
Currently the EMFF measures are not well suited to this type of studies and are
deterrents for small associations of professional fishermen in inland waters.
The NSAC remains open to engage further with the Commission on the topic including
providing a forum for further discussions with EU inland fisheries organisations, if so requested
by the Commission.
- END -
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