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1. Welcome and introduction 
 

The moderator welcomed participants to the NSAC Conference on the Future of the Common 

Fisheries Policy (CFP), which coincided with a comprehensive evaluation of the policy's 

performance. While the evaluation focused on assessing whether the CFP is still fit for its 

purpose, the NSAC conference took a forward-looking approach, exploring the key factors 

that can help make the CFP more adaptable for the future. The conference addressed two 

main areas: governance and science, examining both current and emerging drivers that 

influence how fisheries management is carried out in the EU. 

 

2 Opening address by NSAC Chair Kenn Skau Fischer 
 
Kenn Skau Fischer, Chair of the NSAC, officially welcomed participants to the 20th 

Anniversary events of the North Sea Advisory Council (NSAC). Over the past two decades, 

the NSAC has been a strong advocate for North Sea demersal fisheries. Many NSAC 

members believe that the framework regulation is effective in terms of its objectives and 

purpose, but the real challenge lies in how various policies are implemented to achieve those 

goals. 

Fischer discussed the Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) principle, acknowledging that while 

the principle itself is generally accepted, the methods to achieve it remain a point of contention. 

He highlighted that the frequently fluctuating scientific advice fails to provide the stability 

needed by fishermen, and the overall management approach does not sufficiently account for 

the regional differences between various types of fisheries. 
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Fisheries management in the North Sea has become more complex following Brexit, and it is 
important to assess whether the current management plan for North Sea demersal fisheries 
is flexible enough to adapt to new challenges. This includes addressing changes in how third 
countries manage their Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). To move forward, Fischer urged 
the EU, the UK, and Norway to collaborate on developing joint long-term management 
strategies for North Sea stocks, aimed at benefiting both fish populations and the fishing 
communities that depend on them. 

 
3 Keynote address by DG MARE Director-General Charlina Vitcheva 
 

Director-General Vitcheva commended the NSAC for its adaptability and dedication despite 
challenges like Brexit, COVID-19, rising fuel prices, and climate change. She praised the 
NSAC for fostering mutual understanding, trust, and expertise to shape North Sea fisheries 
management. Notable achievements include, inter alia, high-quality recommendations and 
setting up of different Working and Focus Groups, in particular the first  Ecosystem Working 
Group, which prioritizes environmental sustainability while ensuring the economic health of 
marine assets. 

Comprehensive evaluation of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) 

DG Vitcheva provided insights into the ongoing consultation on the CFP evaluation, 
emphasizing stakeholder participation, including input on Brexit's impacts. While she did not 
prejudge the outcome of the evaluation and the policy direction of the new Commission, the 
DG offered useful insights into the process and actively encouraged ACs and stakeholders to 
contribute, including as regards the impacts of Brexit. The evaluation output is expected in 
2025, and it will be up to the new Commissioner to decide on further process.  

2024 has been a year of transition with the new Commission and the Parliament. The new 
College will come with new priorities, and stakeholders are advised to follow closely the 
hearing, as indicative of the EP’s position.  

The policy package published in February 2023 on the Fisheries and Oceans Pact announced 
renewed ambitions and call for improved implementation of the CFP. The energy transition, 
the Marine Action Plan for protection and conservation of marine resources, and the Common 
Markets Organisation (CMO) report were part of the package as well. This package triggered 
an important dialogue, to be continued by the ongoing CFP evaluation. In addition, the new 
Control Regulation aims to harness digital technologies and adopt a level-playing field 
approach.  

Future Challenges and Opportunities 

Regarding future challenges, Director-General Vitcheva stressed the need to take into account 
the ever-changing landscape. 

The DG emphasized the need for: 
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• Good governance mechanisms within a proposed European Ocean Pact to boost the 
blue economy. 

• Continuing to address food security, ensuring social, economic and environmental 
sustainability, also in view of geopolitical and climate pressures. 

• Tackling generational renewal in fisheries by improving profitability, working 
conditions, digital transformation, and sustainability. 

• Regarding marine spatial planning, DG Vitcheva advocated for proactive solutions and 
highlighted best practices in multi-use of maritime space, fostering collaboration and 
minimizing conflicts. 

Relations with the UK and Brexit Implications 

DG Vitcheva recognized the significant challenges posed by Brexit, including the expansion 
of shared stock management and altered decision-making processes. She noted: 

• The Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) as a balanced framework for quota 
sharing and mutual access. 

• The Specialised Committee for Fisheries (SCF) as a vital platform to streamline 
decision-making, reducing year-end negotiations. 

She also underscored Commission’s efforts to initiate discussions on post-2026 
arrangements, and the need for technical talks with the UK following the UK elections. 

Looking Ahead 

Director-General Vitcheva concluded by expressing optimism about the upcoming political 
cycle, advocating for a fisheries policy that is ensuring  environmental sustainability and 
resilience of the sector, and recalled the importance of innovation in addressing 
challenges. She encouraged continued collaboration between the Commission, ACs, and 
stakeholders to strengthen fisheries governance and sustainability in the North-East Atlantic. 

3.1 Exchange of views with Director-General Charlina Vitcheva 
 

Peter Breckling, from the German Fisheries Association and Vice-Chair of the NSAC, began 

by highlighting that the CFP has been one of the most successful European policies in 

promoting sustainability. However, one of the key challenges today is the 30% decline in 

Europe’s self-sufficiency in seafood over the past decade. He emphasized the need to boost 

production levels within Europe, ensuring resources are used sustainably at Maximum 

Sustainable Yield (MSY) levels, while also expanding aquaculture and promoting multi-use of 

space. Breckling then invited the Director-General to share the Commission’s perspective on 

food security in this context. 

Director-General Vitcheva agreed that aquaculture has a key role to play in ensuring a 

sufficient seafood supply.  Globally, as stated by FAO’s State of Fisheries and Aquaculture 

report, it is now the first time ever that there is more aquatic food coming from aquaculture 
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than from fisheries. However, the EU is not there yet in terms of the necessary level of 

aquaculture.  Some ascribe this to regulatory burden, high standards, noting that Asian 

countries (particularly China) are the leaders in aquaculture production. In 2021, the 

Commission adopted the new Strategic Guidelines for a more sustainable and competitive EU 

aquaculture for the period 2021 to 2030, with a number of elements to be implemented at 

various levels. On the basis of the Strategic Guidelines, Member States have reviewed their 

National Aquaculture Strategies, with the four pillars including building resilience and 

competitiveness, participating in the green transition, ensuring social acceptance and 

consumer information and increasing knowledge and innovation. It is important aquaculture is 

taken forward, as there is an enormous potential for low trophic aquaculture, such as algae, 

seaweed etc.  

Michael Andersen, from the Danish Fishers PO, pointed out that fishers generally support 

the use of scientific research in management decisions. However, they believe the 

Commission should adopt a more flexible approach to scientific advice, as the current methods 

for setting Total Allowable Catches (TACs) have become increasingly problematic. He noted 

that changing reference points often lead to contradictory trends, such as an increase in fish 

stocks but a reduction in advice, which conflicts with the Landing Obligation (LO). Andersen 

stressed the lack of coherence between various policies and argued that a more flexible, long-

term approach would be beneficial, provided it is balanced with the need to meet food 

production goals. 

Director-General Vitcheva understood the difficulty, particularly when fishers’ experience on 

the ground seems to conflict with the scientific advice. However, it is important to remain as 

objective as possible to avoid arbitrary decisions. ICES advice is based on data, and 

meaningful advice requires the right data and improved reporting on the catches, where fishers 

can actively contribute to the data collection. One example is the Belgian fleet, equipped with 

sensors, providing data to Belgian authorities, in a bid to overcome the time lag between data 

collection and issuing of advice. Though this lag can be frustrating for everyone, we should 

recall that this is the  best available scientific advice we currently have. 

Kenn Skau Fischer, NSAC/DFPO, highlighted that bottom-trawling is facing significant 

scrutiny, sparking considerable concern within the sector. Fishers understand that obtaining a 

fishing license and being accepted into the community are contingent upon sustainable 

practices. Ongoing discussions are centred on the extent to which bottom-trawling affects 

marine protected areas, particularly those safeguarding bird populations. Moving forward, 

these discussions require more nuance. The Commission will play a pivotal role in fostering 

pilot projects and increasing funding to improve trawl gear technology, aiming to minimize 

bottom contact and mitigate environmental impact. 

Director-General Vitcheva emphasized that consumer demand for sustainability significantly 

influences industry practices, highlighting that perceptions often shape consumer choices. To 

address these challenges, she underscored the importance of advancing innovative solutions 

and conducting research to minimize the environmental impact of fishing activities. She noted 

that demonstrating the ability of the fishing sector to reduce impacts is key to fostering 

consumer trust and acceptance. 



 
 
 

 

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not 

necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the EU Commission. Neither the European Union nor the EU 

Commission can be held responsible for them. 

Addressing criticisms of bottom fishing gear, the DG stressed that scientific evidence must 

guide discussions and counter misconceptions. She underscored the necessity of maintaining 

science as the foundation of all assessments, particularly regarding interactions between 

fishing practices and natural ecosystems. 

The Nature Restoration Law was cited as a comprehensive framework supporting 

sustainability efforts, extending beyond regional marine protection measures. DG Vitcheva 

described this law as a solid starting point for broader conservation initiatives, stating that the 

Commission will closely monitor its developments and implications for the sector. 

Ann Bell, former NSAC Secretary and member of the North Sea Commission, emphasized 

that for the future of the CFP and sector sustainability, it is crucial to provide young people 

with clear educational pathways into the industry. The North Sea Commission has developed 

a training program focused on "blue skills" that is standardized for the North Sea region. 

Various maritime departments are collaborating to design and standardize simulators across 

the North Sea. Bell noted that it could be beneficial for the CFP to adopt this standardized 

approach across Member States to ensure consistency and enhance training across the 

sector. 

Falke de Sager, from Rederscentrale, referenced Vitcheva’s statement regarding the 

limitations on fleet modernization. She raised the question of whether the Commission has 

critically examined these limitations and their application. One of the key takeaways from the 

Energy Transition Partnership (ETP) workshops was that, in some cases, additional capacity 

is required to achieve carbon-neutral vessels. De Sager inquired about the factors considered 

when conducting such evaluations, emphasizing the need for a thorough and balanced 

approach to assessing the modernization process. 

Director-General Vitcheva responded that there is still a substantial margin between capacity 

ceiling and used ceiling, and this margin can be used by the Member States (MS). The 

limitations are that the balance between capacity and fishing opportunities must be 

maintained, not just to ensure sustainability of the resource, but also to guarantee profitability 

of the sector. There are also the externalities and WTO negotiations, where the EU is the 

disciplining member, noting that leading by example is a powerful mechanism of setting 

standards. . Space onboard can be increased by using those margins if they are earmarked 

for better conditions, safety, and/or decarbonisation.  

Pim Visser, former NSAC member, asked the Commission to promote Blue Schools Initiative, 

noting that schools need to work together for progress. The Member States should be 

stimulated to recognize each other’s diplomas. 

The moderator concluded with last question, asking Director-General what she was most 

proud of in the last four years. 

Director-General Vitcheva responded that it would be the way her colleagues handled Brexit. 

She commended the work of Joost Paardekooper and Eva Carballeira and their teams, in 

particular. While it was very challenging, the Commission team managed to sustain the trust 

of the MS in DG MARE’s capacity to manage it, including the trustworthy cooperation with UK 
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colleagues in the face of politically charged, extreme and unfeasible expectations. She 

believed that the TCA was the best and most balanced deal that could have been achieved. 

 

4 Panel A: Governance 
 

4.1 Joost Paardekooper: the prospects and challenges for the North Sea fisheries under 

international management 
 

Joost Paardekooper, former Commission official, provided a brief overview of the fisheries 

chapter in the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA), addressing its prospects, changes, 

and challenges for the NSAC. 

Following Brexit, the North Sea transitioned from being largely considered Union waters to an 

area of international management. The June 2016 referendum reflected a strong sentiment in 

the UK that it was time to “kick the EU fleet out of our waters.” However, despite this seemingly 

antagonistic stance, no fleets were removed. The EU successfully negotiated the TCA and 

persuaded the UK government to adopt a position that allowed for mutual fisheries 

management. This resulted in significant agreements on cooperation, access, and quotas, 

which must now be maintained to ensure stability. 

The Special Committee on Fisheries (SCF) serves not only as a forum for discussion and 

cooperation but also as a platform for making decisions crucial to the stability of fisheries 

management. Work is now conducted under international agreements and in accordance with 

the UK’s status as an independent coastal state. The UK has expressed a desire to develop 

its own approaches to fisheries, including multiannual plans and the management of non-

quota species (NQS). There is potential for cooperation, provided that these UK positions are 

integrated into negotiations that are acceptable to the EU. 

Brexit has altered the decision-making process, as international fisheries negotiations are now 

led by the European Commission, which acts under a mandate from the Council. The 

Commission’s position is often a compromise, and while the TCA outlines the negotiation 

process and timing, the specifics remain less clear, with varying speeds, platforms (such as 

the SCF and technical levels), and formats affecting stakeholder participation. 

The transposition process has also changed; the outcome of negotiations must now be 

approved by both the EU and UK institutions. This new dynamic has altered regionalisation, 

as Member States (MS) may have differing perspectives, agendas, and proposed measures, 

which now also apply to UK vessels in EU waters. Joint Recommendations (JRs) must 

consider how proposed measures affect the UK and incorporate this into the negotiations. 

The UK’s autonomy and sovereignty bring both opportunities and responsibilities. Unilateral 

decisions made by either the UK or the EU that affect the other party must be handled in such 

a way as to ensure a level playing field, particularly when proposing new measures. 
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Paardekooper stressed the importance of closely monitoring EU-UK negotiations and using 

any insights gained to guide the NSAC’s activities and advice. Given limited resources, 

prioritisation will be essential. Preliminary discussions with the Commission will help determine 

if these priorities are aligned correctly. 

Cooperation with the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) is also critical, 

as many aspects of the TCA refer to ICES. The NSAC should consider how their observations 

can be integrated into ICES’ advice and stay engaged with ICES' work while also contributing 

valuable input. Equally important is feeding into the work of MS to ensure the NSAC's 

perspective is considered. 

Advisory Councils (ACs) should focus not only on when their advice is shaped but also on how 

it is shaped. Stakeholder-driven workshops and events are one example of fostering this 

engagement, but ACs should remain flexible and open to alternative methods of input, 

avoiding overly lengthy processes. 

Collaboration between regions and other ACs should be as close as possible. While Inter-AC 

meetings are important, platforms that foster productive coordination for joint advice should 

be prioritized. The NSAC should also explore ways to engage more effectively with 

stakeholders in the UK. 

Finally, Paardekooper pointed out that during the negotiation of the TCA, stakeholder 

participation was not sufficiently addressed, and ACs were not integrated into the larger 

framework for citizen participation. Moving forward, it will be up to ACs and the Commission 

to build up this participatory process, ensuring a more inclusive and collaborative approach to 

fisheries management. 

 

4.2 Christine Absil: Marine Stewardship Council and the CFP 
 

Christine Absil, from the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), provided a brief introduction to 

the MSC label and its recent review in the context of the CFP. The MSC standard 3.0 is 

currently being updated to version 3.1, with the aim of offering clearer guidance, improving 

terminology, and ensuring better alignment between requirements. The updated standard 

includes clarifications on various habitats and enhanced protections for endangered, 

threatened, and protected (ETP) species. 

The MSC emphasizes the importance of ensuring that all stakeholders are satisfied with the 

updated standard. Furthermore, the MSC is committed to ensuring that the new version of the 

standard aligns with EU policy and contributes effectively to the achievement of the objectives 

outlined in the CFP. 

A key new element in the updated MSC standard is the introduction of the Evidence 

Requirements Framework, which emphasizes the need for stronger and more robust evidence 

for all indicators. Under the current standard, auditors rely on information provided by Member 

State (MS) administrations to assess compliance, making the certification process dependent 
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on administrative data. However, with the updated standard, the MSC is shifting towards a 

reversed burden of proof. In this new approach, fisheries themselves will be required to 

provide the necessary evidence to demonstrate compliance. This change will be supported by 

the deployment of new technologies, which will help facilitate the collection and verification of 

this evidence. 

In order for seafood to be sold in European markets, fisheries must be certified, a requirement 

driven by increasing consumer demand for sustainably sourced products. Certification offers 

significant opportunities for fisheries, with the North Sea squid serving as one notable example 

of this potential. The growing focus on sustainability presents a pathway for fisheries to not 

only meet market demands but also enhance their environmental and economic viability 

through certification. 

The most crucial aspect of certification is effective management. The CFP plays a key role in 

ensuring the effective management of European fisheries, making MSC certification 

applicable to a wide range of fisheries. However, MSC requirements can extend beyond the 

standards set by the CFP, particularly in areas such as bycatch reduction and habitat 

protection. These additional criteria help ensure that certified fisheries meet higher 

environmental and sustainability standards, further promoting responsible fishing practices. 

In Northern Europe, there has been a declining trend in MSC-engaged fisheries, partly driven 

by challenges in managing pelagic species, which may be exacerbated by climate change 

effects. At the same time, landings of non-quota species (NQS), particularly squid, have been 

on the rise, especially in the Netherlands. Squid catches, which are particularly popular during 

the winter months, are expected to continue this upward trend. For these fisheries, MSC 

certification will be crucial, serving as their gateway to European markets and consumers who 

prioritize sustainably sourced seafood. 

Regarding the revised control regulation, Absil highlighted that it aligns with the requirements 

of the new MSC standard. Additionally, the chain of custody standard is being updated to 

ensure better coherence with EU regulations, particularly in terms of the digitalisation of the 

entire supply chain. This alignment aims to enhance transparency, traceability, and efficiency, 

ensuring that sustainability claims are supported by robust, digitally integrated systems 

throughout the supply chain. 

MSC certification is not only relevant within the framework of CFP legislation but also aligns 

with broader EU developments, such as sustainability reporting and green claims. 

Sustainability reporting is governed by two key directives. The Sustainability Reporting 

Directive applies to all companies, with a current focus on large enterprises, though small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are expected to be included at a later stage. This directive 

ensures companies, including fisheries, are accountable for their sustainability practices. 

Additionally, the Due Diligence Directive aims to prevent and mitigate adverse impacts, 

requiring companies to address a range of issues, including biodiversity and human rights. 

MSC certification can play a crucial role in helping companies comply with these evolving 

regulations, further supporting their sustainability commitments and strengthening their market 

position. 
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Absil concluded that certification can play a pivotal role in strengthening future regulatory 

requirements, including those under the CFP and CMO. By aligning with these frameworks, 

certification helps drive the implementation of biodiversity objectives and supports the 

governance of sustainable fisheries. This integration not only enhances the effectiveness of 

regulatory measures but also ensures that fisheries contribute to broader environmental and 

sustainability goals, reinforcing their long-term viability and resilience. 

 

4.3 Pavel Kogut and Troels Jacob Hegland: the rise of e-governance and implications for 

fisheries 

 
Pavel Kogut introduced e-governance through providing insights from the project 

PERMAGOV. PERMAGOV aims to analyze potential changes in EU marine governance to 

optimize its effectiveness in achieving the objectives outlined in the European Green Deal 

(EGD).  

The governance process is a complex system involving multiple stakeholders, powers, 

interests, negotiations, and political dynamics. E-governance, on the other hand, is a 

structured framework within this broader system. It incorporates a network of Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) tools embedded into the governance process. E-

governance leverages technologies, data, and analytics to support decision-making, while 

striving to achieve the same objectives as traditional governance: ensuring compliance, 

fostering innovation, and enhancing overall effectiveness in policy implementation. 

Decision-making without ICTs tends to be based on the status quo, relying on intuition, political 

influence, siloed processes, opacity, and inefficiency. In contrast, decision-making that 

incorporates ICT is evidence-based, data-driven, and collaborative. It fosters transparency 

and agility, enabling more informed, streamlined, and responsive processes through the use 

of digital tools. 

Not all digital tools qualify as e-governance; to be considered as such, they must be problem-

oriented, specifically designed to address governance challenges. E-governance, however, 

can also be controversial. For example, initiatives like Global Fishing Watch or CCTV 

requirements may face resistance from stakeholders due to concerns over privacy or 

implementation burdens. Additionally, e-governance has a "quantum property," meaning that 

different technological readiness levels can coexist within the same environment or policy 

arena. These technologies may be present or absent to varying degrees, influencing how 

effectively e-governance can be implemented and accepted in different contexts. 

There are different levels to e-governance. In low e-governance, the worlds of technology and 

social governance intersect, but minimally. Data and analytics can be considered, but it is not 

clear how decisions are being made based on this data. For example, COP summits represent 

a political back-and-forth but fall short of being e-governance as it is not evident how science 

influences negotiations and how results cascade up to the voting moment. 

https://www.permagov.eu/


 
 
 

 

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not 

necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the EU Commission. Neither the European Union nor the EU 

Commission can be held responsible for them. 

In moderate e-governance levels, there is a deeper penetration of technology in governance 

processes, meaning that if technology is taken out, it becomes impractical to do things. The 

technology is embedded in decision-making and governance structure, with digitised systems 

integrated across sectors, borders, and governance levels. Some examples include shipping 

waste management dashboard information to managers where managers are in different 

ports, so they can adjust the route. In the field of marine plastics, there are citizens science 

apps to collect information on marine litter and report it to authorities. In fisheries, there is 

similar reporting to authorities on the timing of their departure and return to harbours, fishing 

grounds visited, and estimated catch.  

In comprehensive e-governance regimes, the technology outgrows governance arrangement, 

and there are situations where decision-making is delegated from humans to AI. Examples of 

this are integrated supply-chain solutions. QuayConnect was established to facilitate trade 

post-Brexit, a solution that integrates different systems, exporters, transport providers, 

customs authorities, and port authorities. It runs on blockchain solution, fostering increased 

trust and transparency and eliminating frictions in supply chains. 

Port of Rotterdam is another example of a comprehensive regime, where container terminal 

is highly automated, with only 18-20 people acting as supervisors, and the rest done by 

intelligent autonomous systems. It provides Estimated Time of Arrival (ETA) services to 

estimate arrival and departure of ships in order to optimise port traffic and minimise 

congestion. 

Troels Jacob Hegland provided specific examples of e-governance in fisheries, drawing from 

insights from his work in the Danish Fisheries Commission on the Future of Danish Fisheries. 

The Danish Fisheries Commission dealt with indications of where the Danish fishery is headed 

and where is should head, touching particularly on experience with Fully Documented 

Fisheries (FDF) through Electronic Monitoring (EM). 

He started by providing EM definition: ”Electronic monitoring of catch in real-time on the 

vessels, accompanied by GPS registration of the vessel’s or the gears’ position during 

fisheries activities” (Report of the Danish Fisheries Commission, own translation) 

The key is accurate recognition of catch rather than landings, and monitoring of other species 

that would usually not be counted. The shift towards FDF is made possible by AI and mature 

technologies: GPS, cameras, sensors, image recognition software etc.  

EM is increasingly looked upon as a central part of future fisheries management and 

governance. Pushed primarily by top-down (i.e. Everyfish, Smartfish projects), but also 

bottom-up initiatives (Danish Pelagic PO’s 100% Documented Fisheries). 

But what could/should this technological e-governance development mean for governance 

under the CFP?  

Under ‘Business-as-usual’ (BAU) governance, the FDF facilitates current top-down, 

command-control model. There are a number of weaknesses: legitimacy, support of fishers, 

micromanagement, lack of relevance, timeliness and agility. 

https://www.quayconnect.io/
https://www.portofrotterdam.com/en
https://everyfish.eu/
https://smartfishh2020.eu/
https://www.dppo.dk/fuldt-dokumenteret-fiskeri/
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In the short term, FDF improves/’lubricates’ BAU management and governance through:  

▪ Improving data for science  

▪ Automatizing control, reduce need for physical control  

▪ Making fishers’ life easier (e.g. admin + bycatch) by simplifying landing obligation 

There are also challenges: privacy, psychological work environment etc. The FDF will likely 

not fully remove the inherent tensions in the CFP, and it will only be a step on a path. 

The second scenario is Business-as-usual ‘on speed’. There, new technology, big data and 

AI-capabilities accentuates BAU. Technology innovation moves the system of decision-

making towards ‘near-perfect-knowledge’, giving way for AI-supported ‘optimal and neutral’ 

decisions: 

▪ On individual vessel quotas, fishable areas, gear choice, landing sites, etc. – all 

adjusted in real-time by AI. 

▪ Informed by real-time data on catches, CPUE, market considerations, bycatch of 

under MLS and PETS, weather forecast, etc. 

▪ Within given parameters for outcome of decisions, such as low environmental impact, 

consideration of SSF, peripheral communities, market demand, low emissions, safety 

at sea, maximising protein outtake from the sea, respecting some measure of relative 

stability, etc. 

The third scenario represents results based management with reversed ‘burden of proof’. 

There, the FDF makes a shift from ‘top-down, command-control’ to ‘self-documentation and 

audit’. 

Key elements of the model:  

1) That authorities define measurable objectives for the utilization of fisheries resources; → 

The results 

2) That resource users are made responsible for achieving these objectives and for → 

Choosing own path (AI?) 

3) Providing documentation that allows for an audit of the extent to which they are met.” → 

Self-documentation (FDF)  

(Nolde Nielsen, Holm and Aschan, 2015)  

The conditions to such a system are as follows:  

▪ Well-organised industry and active stakeholders. 

▪ Political and legal system willing and able to delegate. 

▪ Commitment to and feasibility of reversed burden of proof. 

▪ Checks and balances / strong audit and credible sanctions. 

▪ Secure user rights (for industry buy-in). 

The risk remains that technological development with its access to data and knowledge and 

multiple policy objectives might lead to an even more top-down, command-control organised 
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regime, which does not fit well with what the industry perceives as good management.  

 

4.4 Q&A Governance 

 
Michael Park, Scottish White Fish PO, noted that TCA annexes where species are listed from 

2021 to 2026 show the adjustment in the allocation between EU and the UK between years, 

then in the last line it says the word “onwards”. He queried what was the intent with that word. 

Joost Paardekooper responded that it meant “good intentions”. “Onwards” meaning no 

changes in the quota shares, but Paardekooper agreed to double check with his colleagues 

and inform the participants. 

Pim Visser noted that fishers in the Netherlands are working on FDF, and one of the recurrent 

problems was the link between control and reporting on FDF. He underlined that progress will 

depend on the use of AI and FDF, and on creating a firewall between these efforts and all 

control developments. If control is used interchangeably with efforts for full documentation, 

there is a serious risk of losing connection with the fishers. 

Christine Absil added that from the MSC viewpoint, evidence requirements are there to 

demonstrate what a fishery is doing. This data is then used for management. From MSC 

perspective it is irrelevant whether this is in a control setting or whether it is to show that the 

fishery has reached its objectives. Currently, there is control and enforcement that incentivises 

the use of cameras, but in the future this might be seen in a more fluid and holistic system.  

 

5. Panel B: Science 
 

5.1 Mark Dickey-Collas: the implications for European fisheries of the Global Biodiversity 

Framework and its 2030 targets 

 
Mark Dickey-Collas began by highlighting the growing integration of the three pillars of 

sustainability—ecological, social, and economic—into fisheries management. He emphasized 

the need to focus on advancing Ecosystem-Based Fisheries Management (EBFM), ensuring 

that its development continues to address these interconnected considerations in a balanced 

and effective way. 

In December 2022, the Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) under the auspices of the Global 

Biodiversity Convention (CBD) was signed. It soon became clear that some parties would 

emphasise conservation element within the GBF, with the intention to restore degraded 

ecosystems and stop extinction. This sounded sensible and important in relation to 

sustainability of fisheries, but Dickey-Collas pointed to a limited success of previous 

agreements due to targets not being supported with concrete measures and indicators. 
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In the North Sea, both the OSPAR Quality Status Report and the European Environmental 

Agency (EEA) report in 2020 showed that the North Sea is not in good environmental status. 

Globally, the IUCN shows that the continuing range of extinctions is serious. While there is 

currently almost zero extinctions in marine world, the situation still looks quite risky.  

This clearly indicated that the existing targets and the way environmental and fisheries policies 

were being implemented were not effective. A new approach is necessary—one that prioritizes 

restoration, conservation, and the prevention of species extinctions. 

The goal of the GBF is to reverse the current trajectory of biodiversity loss, while transforming 

biodiversity and conservation into a positive force for those actively involved in ecosystem 

services. This includes individuals and organizations working with ecosystems, benefiting from 

their resources, and addressing the impacts they have on these environments.  

Achieving this vision requires innovation, a focused approach, collective engagement, and 

substantial financial investment to drive meaningful progress. The GBF is about reducing 

threats, meeting people’s needs, tools, and solutions. Emphasis is usually given on reducing 

threats, however in reality there is just as much in the GBF about meeting people’s needs, 

and tools, and solutions to achieve the targets. Sustainable use is pronounced in the text. 

The GBF has three parts with 23 targets. Its overall vision is a “world living in harmony with 

nature”, with goals to “protect, prosper, share, and invest” through reducing threats, meeting 

people’s needs, and doing this through tools and solutions. Cross-cutting issues include value 

systems, indigenous rights, human rights, ecosystem approach, equity, and science.  

The EU contributes to the GBF through a range of mechanisms including for example the 

Nature Restoration Law (NRL), and the national Biodiversity Action Plans. DG Environment  

is tasked with establishing a large network of protected areas, unlocking funding for 

biodiversity, setting in motion new, strengthened governance for better implementation, and 

improving knowledge, fostering financing and investment, and respecting nature in decision-

making.  

Dickey-Collas underlined that meeting people’s needs is just as key in achieving sustainability 

and there is limited focus on that in EU policy. Fish’ contribution to society must be emphasized 

in terms of climate impact and food security, leading to identification of sustainable areas 

managed for fisheries, and enhancement of nature’s contribution to people and blue spaces. 

While current narrative portrays fisheries as a threat to nature, fisheries possess the potential 

to affect positive, pronounced change. Tools and solutions include mainstreaming, engaging 

industry, remove subsidies, investment, capacity building, data and knowledge sharing, 

participatory and devolved governance, gender action. 

The science section of GBF is about getting science right for reducing threats. Decisions need 

to be made on how scientists provide evidence and information and potential consequences 

of those decisions, and how to make sure it is not only about conservation and restorations, 

but also understanding what areas are being fished, and is the fisheries’ contribution to 

society. 
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One of the crucial tasks in this respect will be to spatially map areas vital for fisheries and 

Dickey-Collas felt this hasn’t been done yet as a result of  misinterpretation of GBF. Mapping 

of fishing grounds is needed to represent fishery interests. 

In re-evaluation of the CFP, it is important emphasize that fisheries interests in terms of GBF 

need to be considered and the CFP offers that opportunity. A CFP is needed that 

acknowledges that we take and use biodiversity to the benefit of society. This enables a more 

balanced view of fisheries as “Blue Solution” to community needs, hunger and poverty. 

Such efforts would have the following implications for fisheries: 

▪ Opportunities for fisheries voices to be heard 

▪ CFP must actively engage as EU contributor to GBF 

▪ Evidence for Meeting People’s needs must be built in. 

In conclusion, Dickey-Collas pointed to several reports: Fisheries and the GBF, OECM 

Guildeines, and ABMTs in Fisheries and extended special thanks to the IUCN Fisheries 

Group, FAO, and Convention of Biological Diversity. 

 

5.2 Hans Polet: Precision-fishing and co-management driven by high quality real-time data as 

a viable alternative to prohibition 
 

Hans Polet began by noting that somebody had suggested an alternative title to his 

presentation: “Moving from the land of the blind to utopia”, where Utopia would mean 

fundamentally changing the way fisheries are management. A mission impossible, which only 

remains impossible until enough people start to believe that a change is needed. 

His talk was based on the digital twin of Belgian fishing vessels, developed together with the 

fisheries sector and ILVO. The project is part of EDTO (European Digital Twin of the Ocean) 

demonstrators. He posed a question: can digital twin lift fisheries management to a higher 

level and do we need it to change? 

Polet had always been an advocate for the CFP driving fish stocks to a healthier state, while 

maintaining a good balance between fishing opportunities and capacity of the fleets 

However, a few questions remain to be answered: 

▪ Can the CFP enforce mesh-size regulation? 

▪ Are logbook data reliable? 

▪ Are the engine bars in fishing vessels correct? 

▪ Is there compliance with the LO? 

▪ Are scientists giving good enough advice to fisheries to gain their trust and respect? 

▪ Is Commission aware of what is actually going on at sea? 

The answer to these is negative and change is needed. 

https://ebcd.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Final-GBF-Report.pdf
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/822cfedc-a209-4b73-ac2e-b3cb4c10f3eb/content
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/822cfedc-a209-4b73-ac2e-b3cb4c10f3eb/content
https://ebcd.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/2023-04-08-FEG-ABMT-Master-15-1.pdf
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Polet noted that the problem with the CFP is that it relies heavily on control and enforcement. 

This approach is suitable for measures that can be controlled and enforced, such as the 

number of vessels in the fleets, and days at sea. However, currently some aspects are 

enforced that cannot be controlled and this is a problem, essentially eating up fishers’ trust in 

policy, cooperation and mutual understanding.  

Polet agreed that some sort of frame of sustainability (healthy fish stocks, sound and healthy 

ecosystems) is needed. But he believed that regulations are not needed for that. Protected 

marine areas to protect spawning and nursery areas are important, but within that frame 

fishing fleets should be able to operate freely and decide where to fish, when to fish, and how 

to fish. One condition is applicable nevertheless, and that is provision of information on 

mortality of the fish. Quality data are needed for quality management advice at the vessel 

level.  

Current logbook data provide one data point per 24 hours, constituting a very low resolution. 

To overcome this, a Belgian fisher started connecting all the instruments on board of his fishing 

vessel to his laptop. Belgian institute ILVO started working together with the fisher to develop 

concentrator, sending data straight to the cloud. 

It is interesting that fishers were willing to give their confidential data to scientists. To get there, 

ILVO and the Belgian fishing sector have been working on building trust for the past 10 years, 

starting with the Covenant for the promotion of sustainable Belgian fishing sector signed 

between by the head of fisheries Administration, ILVO director, local NGO director, and the 

Rederscentrale CEO. An NGO was tasked with writing a long-term strategy to improve 

sustainability of the fishing fleet. They succeeded in a challenging task to make fishers accept 

a roadmap written by an NGO.  

A method was developed to measure sustainability based on indicators. Each year each 

vessel owner comes to ILVO for half a day to discuss the indicators, problems with 

sustainability, and to find solutions to improve sustainability. In return fishers get a label 

indicating that fishers are working on their sustainability. This gives them market access, with 

one of the indicators giving them extra scores if they provide their data.  

The vessel sends the data from each haul (GPS, fuel consumption, gear sensor, registration 

on board) to the concentrator on board and further to the database. Currently, five vessels are 

also deploying CCTV and gathering data from those. 

Instruments are also being developed to automatically collect eDNA samples to identify 

biomass. The concentrator then sends the data to the digital twin, transforming the data into 

information presented in user-specific dashboards. Currently, the dashboards are developed 

for fisheries, but the project aims to develop the same for researchers, managers, and might 

one day even sell the data to generate income. 

Polet concluded by saying that they had developed powerful tools that with time will allow real-

time fish stock and ecosystem evaluations, catch prediction and more. It will allow to manage 

fisheries in fundamentally different ways: more effectively and more maturely. 
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5.3 Marloes Kraan: Social sciences for sustainable fisheries 
 

Marloes Kraan began by saying that sustainable fisheries can only be achieved if the socio-

cultural importance of fisheries is considered. This will contribute to the diversity and resilience 

of the sector, is crucial for its survival, and is a much-needed contribution to food security and 

human wellbeing.  

As with the economic value of fishing and the ecological value of the natural part of the 

ecosystem (biodiversity), experts are able to include social considerations based on evidence. 

This will result in a better understanding of fisher behavior, participatory governance, societal 

collection, social impact analysis, etc. 

Increasing emphasis is now placed on social dimension. Within ICES there are working groups 

(WGSOCIAL, WGECON) dedicated to socio-economic analysis, and STECF has a standing 

Expert Working Group on social data since 2019. 

The working groups are responsible for designing national fisheries profiles, and fisheries 

community profiles. The Netherlands recently performed a social impact assessment, 

assessing the impact of all changes, including regionalisation, on people and communities. 

Generally, there are two main questions that social sciences aim to answer: 

▪ Why do people do what they do? (agency) 

▪ How have they organized it? (structure) 

Context matters. It is important how fisheries are organised, how fishing community is defined, 

how fishers identify themselves, how do  certain rules impact them etc. The focus is on fishers’ 

perspective following Thomas theorem: “If men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences”. 

Change is happening and human use of oceans is on the rise. Policy intends to influence 

behavior of ocean actors, and behavior and impact are both social categories. Science is 

needed but there is also a need to understand people’s values. 

Data on choices that fishers make in relation to their fishing ground, gear, rules etc and 

mechanisms behind it are collected in order to use them in the models to make better 

predictions of future fishers’ behavior. 

Social impact assessments are another example, where data is gathered through interviews 

and survey to understand the impact of policy changes on fishers and their communities. The 

rationale for such assessments is understanding the cumulative effects of a diverse set of 

policy changes. 

If social indicators are collected on a regular basis and are put in a context, this will enable 

continuous monitoring and allow for agile reflection and policy response 
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5.4 Q&A Science 
 

Peter Breckling addressed the need for the removal of subsidies, as raised by one of the 

panelists. He noted that fishers might perceive the idea of “unlocking funding for biodiversity” 

as their financial resources being redirected to NGOs, and questioned what specific problems 

would be solved by reallocating funds in this way. He further pointed out that science is not 

yet able to incorporate natural mortality into fish stock models, citing the example of 

cormorants in the Baltic, which may eliminate an entire year-class of cod without this factor 

being accounted for. 

Regarding real-time data, Breckling reflected on a workshop held in the Netherlands 15 years 

ago, where initial discussions around CCTV took place. At that time, around 80% of scientists 

supported the idea of installing CCTV on fishing vessels, but when one fisher asked whether 

scientists would accept cameras in their own labs and offices, only 20% were in agreement. 

Breckling raised the question of how to resolve such concerns through dialogue with fishers, 

emphasizing the challenge of building trust and finding common ground. 

Hans Polet responded by clarifying that in the case of Vistools, fishers are not monitored via 

CCTV. Instead, the focus is on gathering catch data to assess mortality rates, as the current 

data is insufficient for providing quality scientific advice. To improve this, high-detail data 

collected directly from fishing vessels is essential. He also highlighted that while managing a 

fishing fleet is possible, individual fishers operate in unique ways, making vessel-level 

monitoring more appropriate. Although some argue that this approach is too costly, Polet 

pointed out that enforcement and control are similarly expensive. He recommended 

reallocating resources to fund both scientists and fishers to collect the necessary data. Finally, 

he emphasized the critical importance of communication between scientists, fishers, and 

decision-makers, advocating for the development of mutual understanding and trust to ensure 

effective collaboration. 

Marloes Kraan emphasized that while it is important to manage the influx of data, it is equally 

crucial to combine this data with the knowledge of fishers in order to understand the underlying 

mechanisms behind their decision-making. She highlighted the need for a transdisciplinary 

approach, where both scientific data and practical, on-the-ground insights from fishers are 

integrated to create a more comprehensive and effective understanding of fisheries 

management. 

Mark Dickey-Collas noted that the fishing industry is reportedly in crisis, facing significant 

challenges. He highlighted that the discussion on the GBF presents an important opportunity 

to emphasize the need for fishers' voices to be heard. It is crucial that the knowledge and 

experiences of fishers are integrated into biodiversity discussions, and the CFP provides a 

valuable platform to explore and facilitate this collaboration. 

Michael Andersen agreed that data is crucial, but emphasized that their accurate 

interpretation is equally important. He pointed out that the issue behind the instability in setting 

TACs is not necessarily the lack of catch data. Instead, the prevailing assumption within the 

ICES community is that fishing mortality is the sole factor influencing fish stock development. 
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Andersen argued that this view oversimplifies the complex interactions in nature, and a more 

nuanced approach is needed to fully understand the factors affecting fish stocks. 

Hans Polet responded that while he understands this perception, in order to manage fisheries 

fishing mortality has to be known. Using the fishing fleet as a platform for data collection and 

not only looking at commercial catch but also other species bycatch, as well as environmental 

DNA, a much more comprehensive view of the state of the ecosystem, of how it evolved 

through time, and what the impact is there from fishing and other uses of the sea, climate 

change etc. can be developed. 

Mark Dickey-Collas added that there is a growing realization in fisheries management that 

the narrative of equilibrium and stability is a misconception. In the Common Fisheries Policy 

(CFP), equilibrium is often implied through the concept of Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY). 

However, when ICES adjusts reference points, it reflects a review process, not an assumption 

of stability within the system. Scientists now recognize that everything is changing—

economically, politically, socially, and ecologically. He emphasized that a new paradigm 

beyond MSY needs to be developed, as the current model, which has helped reduce pressure 

and promote more sustainable fisheries, must be reevaluated. The next steps involve 

addressing these challenges, with various global initiatives underway to find innovative 

solutions. 

Pim Visser raised the question of how to prevent the selective focus on certain topics and 

narratives in the text of the CBD. He emphasized the need for a more holistic approach and 

asked how to ensure that a comprehensive and unified message is communicated effectively, 

rather than allowing individual issues to dominate the conversation at the expense of broader, 

interconnected goals. 

Mark Dickey-Collas responded by explaining that the GBF is fundamentally about striking a 

balance between conservation and meeting people’s needs, all within the limits of ecological 

capacity. He acknowledged that people may continue to cherry-pick narratives, but 

emphasized that what is truly needed is a strong, evidence-based argument. This argument 

should demonstrate that achieving a balance is essential to contributing to a holistic view of 

sustainability, where all aspects—ecological, social, and economic—are considered together. 

Dale Rodmell asked Hans Polet whether the Vistools project intends to move towards a 

results-based management system, rather than focusing solely on control. He noted that while 

fishers may be willing to provide data, there is uncertainty about how this data will be used 

and what outcomes can be expected, as there is no clear guarantee from scientists on this 

matter. 

Hans Polet responded by stating that he was not in favor of the data being directly sent to 

managers. Instead, the data should be collected by scientists, who would then provide 

managers with the relevant information. Currently, 37 out of 55 vessels are participating in the 

program under one key condition: that the data remains confidential within the scientific 

community. Polet expressed his preference for removing fisheries from the control and 

enforcement system, as he did not believe it led to productive outcomes. He advocated for a 
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system that would encourage fishers to adopt correct practices through positive reinforcement, 

rather than relying on punitive measures. 

Tamara Talevska asked Mark Dickey-Collas about the tangible benefits of gender action and 

why it is particularly essential in the fisheries sector. She sought to understand how addressing 

gender issues could contribute to improved outcomes in fisheries management and 

sustainability. 

Mark Dickey-Collas responded that there are many ways of understanding the world and to 

get the best insight you need diversity of views.  If you only have one constrained view of the 

world, the solutions provided are sub-optimal. Not just gender, but diversity of all views are 

needed. He added that everyone deserves to have a sit at the table. 

 

6 Guus Pastoor: closing 
 

The NSAC General Assembly Chair Guus Pastoor addressed participants with his closing 

speech. When NSAC was established 20 years ago, it marked a start of a new era, where 

ACs were established to give meaning to the concept of stakeholder involvement. That was 

completely contrary to the historic system, where rules were uniform without a regional 

approach.  

The CFP is a complicated piece of regulation, balancing environmental, social and economic 

factors into sustainability policy that also reflects in the markets and the Common Markets 

Organisation.  

Several questions arise: Did we succeed as the NSAC to deliver what we were supposed to 

deliver? Pastoor believed that we did, as has been confirmed by the Director-General. Will we 

still be discussing the CFP in the next 20 years? Very likely, as everything changes and we 

live in a dynamic system. Adjustments will be needed, if we want to be one of the Darwins 

winners. Finally, what do we need for a future proof CFP? What questions do we need to 

answer? That’s where we need to work on.  

NSAC is the epitome of full stakeholder participation and the commitment to have all parties 

at the table to facilitate such discussions. We should work on enhancing our links with science 

and press for more funding to research to ensure a better basis for our decisions. And we 

should also make sure we have trust in policymakers, to know that we are being taken 

seriously and that our advice is taken up.  

We can also provide ideas how best to utilize fish stocks within sustainable boundaries to 

ensure food security. This will enhance socio-economic stability in communities and will 

encourage new people to come to our industry.  

We should work and try to restore our relations with the UK to resemble the productive pre-

Brexit relationship.  
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We also have challenges: To keep things hands on. We now exist in an academic world where 

we are constantly presented with new concepts and ideas, but often fail to operationalise them. 

Concepts should be thoroughly communicated to the stakeholders, who actually need to 

implement them. 

With that, Pastoor thanked all the speakers and the Secretariat. 


