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A BROKEN FISHERIES 
POLICY
DESTROYING OUR SEAS

Plenty more fish in the sea? Think 
again: fish stocks worldwide are being 
shockingly overexploited. European 
waters are particularly under crisis - 
three out of four European stocks are 
overfished1; that’s a frightening 82% 
of Mediterranean stocks and 63% of 
Atlantic stocks2. If we keep “fishing as 
usual”, scientists alert that in 35 years 
our fisheries may be gone2bis.

The European Union (EU) has provi-
ded a legal framework for its members’ 
fishing activities for 25 years , called 
the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). 
However, this policy is broken, and the 
European Commission itself has ack-
nowledged the CFP’s failure to achieve 
its original objectives of maintaining 
fish stocks at a sustainable level and 
to ensure a profitable and sustainable 
fishing sector3. 

In a perfect example of the EU’s failure 
in fisheries management, the CFP has 
enabled and financially supported one 
of the most destructive and unsustaina-
ble forms of fishing: deep sea bottom 
trawling. Because traditional fishing 
grounds closer to shore have been over-

fished, fishing vessels now exploit deep 
waters hundreds of miles from land, 
in the quest for fish. Deep sea bottom 
trawling causes senseless destruction, 
smashing up ancient coral ecosystems 
on the sea bed and indiscriminately cap-
turing every living thing in its path, only 
for much of it to be thrown back dead. 
Scientists worldwide have called for it 
to end4, seriously questioning whether 
these fisheries can be both sustainable 
and economically viable5. Greenpeace 
has been exposing this practice as one 
of the most environmentally destructive 
and has been campaigning for a global 
moratorium on these fisheries.

Deep sea bottom trawling is not only an 
ecological scandal but demonstrates 
how the EU has created its own worst 
nightmare through the CFP - instead of 
supporting a transition to sustainable 
fishing practices and techniques, public 
money has been allocated to the largest 
and most powerful fishing nations, 
such as Spain and France, without safe-
guards and criteria to ensure sustai-
nability. EU Member States have used 
taxpayers’ money from all over Europe 
to finance the construction and moder-

In the previous issue of The Ocean Inquirer, Greenpeace revealed how the Common 
Fisheries Policy (CFP) has been corrupted by the vested interests of European Union 
member states who are putting the short term profits of their industrial-scale fishing 
fleets over the health of Europe’s waters. It exposed how European taxpayer funded 
fishing subsidies have been paying for the illegal fishing activities of one prominent part 
of the industrial scale Spanish fleet – the Vidal Family Network - for over 10 years. It also 
revealed how the Spanish authorities have failed to bring this network to justice despite 
years of international pressure, and in some cases helped to further their business 
activities. In this issue, we show how the CFP is finacially supporting the ecological crime 
of the deep sea bottom trawling, with a spotlight on France and Spain, the two biggest 
players in this destructive and economically unviable fishery.

THE FINDINGS ARE 
UNEQUIVOCAL:
• Too many overly powerful boats ta-
king too much fish
• An unacceptable level of fish discar-
ded at sea
• A failure to adhere to scientific ad-
vice
• Illegal Unregulated and Unreported 
(IUU) fishing activities 
• Fleets failing to make profit or ope-
rating at a loss
• Taxpayer subsidies helping to ove-
rexploit fish stocks.
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nisation of vessels responsible for plun-
dering the deep ocean. Taxpayers also 
keep the vessels in operation - fishing 
so far from shore and so deep is a costly 
activity, so the EU keeps these ocean bu-
lldozers afloat with subsidies. Indeed, 
studies have found that without subsi-
dies, most of the world’s bottom trawl 
fleet operating in the high seas would 
be operating at a loss, and unable to 
fish6.

The broken CFP is currently under 
review. This reform only happens once 
in a decade - and could be the EU’s final 
opportunity to turn the tide. The new 
CFP must put an end to destructive and 
unsustainable fishing practices, like 
deep sea bottom trawling, and support 
selective, low-impact, small-scale 
fisheries. 
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THE HIDDEN 

The high seas – those waters beyond na-
tional jurisdiction – cover some 64% of 
our world’s oceans. Most of the deep sea 
is unexplored by science, but we do know 
it is full of life – unusual creatures that can 
survive the darkness and intense pressure. 
However, while science is yet to understand 
this last great wilderness, new technolo-
gy has enabled fishing vessels to access 
deeper and deeper waters – in an indiscri-
minate and destructive manner.

The deep sea typically supports marine 
life that is particularly sensitive to distur-
bance. Many species are delicate and slow-
growing, such as cold-water corals that have 
grown into beautiful structures rising up to 
35 metres. Science has revealed that some 
of these corals live up to 8,500 years old, and 
that there are more species of corals found 
in the deep ocean than in shallow-water tro-
pical seas7.

Deep sea fish such as the orange roughy can 
outlive humans, reaching ages of up to 150 
years, and do not mature or reproduce until 
they are over 20 years old. Different species 
of redfish mature at between 10 – 13 years 
old and can live for up to 75 years. Crabs, 
basket stars, prawns and octopus within 
the habitats provided by delicate sponge 
gardens and coral forests, form a complex 
and fragile web of marine life.

Deep sea bottom trawlers are laying waste 
to these oases of the deep. Deep sea trawlers 
drag huge nets with heavy doors and rollers 
across the sea bed, capturing everything in 
the trawler’s path and destroying vulnera-
ble habitats. The trawlers operate at depths 
of 400 to 1500 metres and some nets have 
openings as wide as football fields. Bottom 
trawling is one of the most destructive 

fishing practices ever developed and is pre-
sently the most immediate threat to deep 
sea biodiversity on the high seas - in just one 
sweep, a single bottom trawler can oblitera-
te a coral-based ecosystem that may have 
taken thousands of years to grow. Deep sea 
bottom trawling is also an extremely unsus-
tainable way of fishing slow-growing, deep 
sea fish stocks.

This indiscriminate fishing method kills 
vast numbers of fish and other animals in 
order to catch just a few target species. On 
average, between 30% and 60% of the con-
tents of the net are thrown back overboard 
as bycatch, dead or dying8. In some areas, 
78 species have been deteriorated by deep 
sea fisheries while only 3 or 4 were actually 
targeted9. The situation is in fact a lot worse, 
as much of the damage that happens on the 
sea bed does not end up in the nets and the-
refore goes unrecorded.

Any disturbance to the unique and vulnera-
ble deep sea environment has long-lasting 
consequences, and the damage to deep sea 
ecosystems can take hundreds of years to 
recover. In fact, deep sea bottom trawling 
is already responsible for a number of deep 
sea species stock collapses, such as the 
orange roughy in the North East Atlantic, 
which is overexploited. Deep sea bottom 
trawling can be compared to clear cutting 
a rainforest and mining it at the same time 
– because it indiscriminately destroys and 
plunders the resources so drastically and so 
fast that they cannot recover. 

The International Council for the 
Exploration of the Seas (ICES) estimates 
that 100 percent of all catches taken from 
deep sea stocks in the North East Atlantic 
by the EU individually or jointly with 

other countries are outside safe biological 
limits.10

In 2006, 1,452 marine scientists from 69 
countries around the world signed a state-
ment expressing profound concern “that 
human activities, particularly bottom 
trawling, are causing unprecedented 
damage to the deep seas coral and sponge 
communities on continental plateaus and 
slopes, and on seamounts and mid-ocean 
ridges”. Never before had such a large 
number of marine scientists united around 
a call on such a specific marine environ-
mental issue10bis.

 

Some bottom trawlers nets have 
openings as wide as football fields.

ECOLOGICAL CRIME
OF DEEP SEA BOTTOM 
TRAWLING 
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Despite the alarming state of 
deep sea fish stocks, the in-
ternational and European le-
gal framework around deep 
sea bottom trawling has fai-
led to prevent overfishing 
and deep sea destruction. 
Moreover, the European 
Common Fisheries Policy 
has fostered and supported 
destructive fishing practices 
and overfishing.

A PATCHWORK 
OF RULES AND 
REGULATIONS. 
Deep sea fisheries are regulated diffe-
rently depending on where they take 
place. On the high seas, deep sea fishe-
ries are primarily managed by Regional 
Fisheries Management Organisations 
(RFMO), such as the North East Atlantic 
Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) 
or Northwest Atlantic Fisheries 
Organisation (NAFO), depending on the 
area they are practised. 

The EU Deep Sea Regulation, which 
was enforced in 2003 within the CFP 
framework, further sets out rules for EU 

vessels, both in certain areas of the high 
seas of the North East Atlantic, the Arctic 
Ocean, and the EU exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ). This regulation has restricted 
fishing capacity and effort for EU vessels 
in certain deep sea fisheries and introdu-
ced the requirement for a special fishing 
licence for European vessels targeting 
certain deep sea species. The EU has also 
introduced quotas for certain deep sea 
fisheries. Yet, despite these rules and go-
vernance bodies, the destruction of deep 
sea habitats and the depletion of stocks 
and associated species have continued. 

© Christian Åslund / Greenpeace
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THE UN CALLS FOR AN END 

This resolution has been largely dis-
regarded, despite the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) adopting a 
follow-up resolution calling to protect 
the deep seas from destructive fishing, 
in 200912.

Even though some areas have been 
closed to trawling as a result of these 
resolutions, the truth is that weak im-
plementation is allowing deep sea 
fleets to continue depleting deep sea 
stocks and damaging vulnerable marine 
ecosystems. 

The Deep Sea Conservation Coalition 
(DSCC), of which Greenpeace is a foun-
ding member, has produced a thorough 
review of the implementation of the pro-
visions, finding that deep sea fisheries 
continue to fail to meet their internatio-
nal obligations13.

Fishing states have failed to meet the 
requirements in these resolutions and 
have blocked the adoption of regional 
management measures aimed at in-
creasing the protection of deep sea fish 
stocks and ecosystems. Many of these 
fisheries are not even subject to quotas 
or have not been scientifically assessed, 

leading to the conclusion that deep sea 
fisheries for many species are effectively 
unregulated.

The UNGA began reviewing the imple-
mentation of the deep sea resolutions in 
September 2011. Negotiations between 
member states for implementing the re-
solutions will re-open in November, and 
it is crucial that they take the UN resolu-
tions seriously.

In 2006, member states of the United Nations adopted 
a resolution agreeing that unless a series of protective 
measures were implemented in the high seas by 2008, 
deep sea bottom trawling should be stopped 11.

TO DEEP SEA DESTRUCTION, 
BUT WHO'S LISTENING?

©Roger Grace / Greenpeace 



In the 60s and 70s, as a result of 
dwindling traditional stocks, 
Western European countries 
began expanding into deeper 
and deeper waters in the 
pursuit of fish. In the 1980s, 
the French, in particular, ini-
tiated major commercial deep 
sea operations – facilitated by 
a consumer market that was 
open to finding new species on 
their plates15.

The deep sea of the North 
Atlantic has the most heavily 
bottom-trawled high seas area 
in the world and is exploited 
mainly by the fishing fleets of 
the European Union16. Three 
Member States make up 89% 
of the EU fleet’s deep sea 
catches. Spain is responsible 
for 38% of catches, France for 
31% and Portugal, 20%. French 
and Spanish deep sea bottom 

trawlers fish mainly in the North 
East Atlantic (NEAFC), and 
North West Atlantic (NAFO).

Spain FRANCE PORTUGAL

% OF EU DEEP SEA CATCHES IN THE NORTH EAST ATLANTIC

7

THE REFORM 

The EU is currently reforming the failed CFP. 

OF THE EUROPEAN COMMON
FISHERIES POLICY (CFP)

The new CFP may be adopted by 2013, and 
will manage how, where and when the 
EU fleet can fish over the next ten years. 
If there is any chance of changing the 
state of our oceans, it is now. However, 
achieving a positive outcome in the final 
negotiation will require political will and 
determination to ensure that the short 
term financial interests of industrial-sca-
le fishing fleets don’t result in “business 
as usual”. After all, there won’t be any bu-
siness if there’s no fish left to catch. 

EU Deep Sea Regulation – setting quotas for the 
deep

An agreement on a new EU deep sea re-
gulation is currently being formulated. 
Crucially, this will set quotas for deep 
sea species in Europe. The International 
Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES) has recommended that there be 
an immediate reduction of fishing pres-
sure on fully exploited or overexploited 
deep sea stocks - for most species, ICES 

recommends a zero catch14. It is vital 
that the EU’s Fisheries Ministries listen 
and adhere to this scientific advice. 

38 % 31 %

20 %

INVESTIGATING THE SUSPECTS: 
WHO’S DESTROYING THE DEEP SEAS IN EUROPE?
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THE FRENCH 
DEEP SEA 
FLEET
The French deep sea fleet represents 
only a very small part of the entire French 
fishing fleet. However, French deep sea 
trawlers are responsible for almost a third 
of European deep sea catches. There are 33 
French vessels carrying special permits for 
deep sea fishing, 25 of which are bottom 
trawlers. These vessels catch more than 
10 tonnes per year of deep sea species. 
However, only a dozen of these vessels spe-
cialise in catching deep sea fish (i.e. where 
deep sea species represent more than 10% 
of the value of the total catch).

The French bottom trawling deep sea 
fleet is active in several fishing grounds: 
mainly in the north-west of Scotland, 
at the edge of the continental shelf, in 
the south-eastern part of the Wyville 
Thomson ridge and between Faeroes 
Islands and Norway.

Spain maintains the largest, most power-
ful fishing fleet in the EU. Half of the 
Spanish industrial fleet – 1,277 vessels – 
are trawlers of various types and sizes17.  

Of these, there are 107 deep sea bottom 
trawlers operating over a large area in the 
Atlantic : Northeast Atlantic (NEAFC), 
the Southwest Atlantic, Central-East 
Atlantic and Northwest Atlantic (NAFO).

Most of the Spanish deep sea boats that 
fish in the North East Atlantic are based 
in Galicia and the Basque country. Deep 
sea fish caught on the high seas repre-
sent 40% of the total value of NE Atlantic 

THE 
DEEP SEA 
FLEETS

Spanish fishing grounds.

French fishing grounds.

NEAFC restricted areas.

NAFO boundaries.
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Boundaries of NAFO Subareas.
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Wyville Thomson Ridge. France.

Flemish Cap. Spain.

Bank of Newfoundland. Spain.

Hatton Bank. Spain.
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THE SPANISH 
DEEP SEA 
FLEET

Three main companies are involved in 
deep sea bottom trawling: 

• Scapêche, the fleet owned by the 
French retailer Intermarché-Les 
mousquetaires, with seven vessels 
based in Lorient (Brittany).

• Euronor, with 7 vessels based in 
Boulogne. Euronor was bought by UK 
Fisheries in January 2011. UK Fisheries 
is 50% owned by the Pelagic Freezer 
Trawler Association (PFA), one of the 
most powerful professional asso-
ciations representing the industrial 
fishing sector in Europe.

• Dhellemmes, which also has direct 
links with the PFA, with 5 vessels based 
in Concarneau (Brittany).
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catches18. The deep sea vessels which 
fish in the North East Atlantic have their 
main home ports at Vigo, Cangas, Marín 
and Ondarroa. 

The Spanish deep sea fleet that fishes in 
the North East Atlantic can be divided 
into three categories, depending on the 
length of the ship, the time spent at sea 
and the species targeted. One is the so-
called “cod fishery”. This fleet used to 

catch cod, until it became overfished, 
and now mainly targets deep sea species 
like halibut and redfish. This fishery 
is focused on the Flemish Cap, Bank 
of Newfoundland and the Barents Sea. 
Another part of the Spanish deep sea 
fishery is the “NAFO freezers” fleet that 
develops most of its activity in NAFO 
and NEAFC waters (Hatton Bank). Its 
main target species is halibut, as well as 
cod, haddock and monk fish. Both these 

fleets spend months continually at sea, 
freezing the catch on board. The third 
part of the fleet fishes closer to land, 
almost year round, targeting mainly 
hake, but also blue ling and monk fish, 
among other deep sea species. It mainly 
fishes in the NEAFC area, Gran Sol, the 
Celtic Sea, Porcupine Bank and Rockall 
Bank.

Spanish fishing grounds.

French fishing grounds.

NEAFC restricted areas.

NAFO boundaries.

NEAFC boundaries

Boundaries of NAFO Subareas.

Divisions of NAFO Subareas.

Limits at 200 meters depth in the NAFO.

Limits at 200 nautical miles from the coast.

Barents Sea. Spain.

Between Faeroes Islands and Norway. France.

Northwest of Scotland. France. 

Rockall Bank. Spain.

Celtic Sea. Spain.

Gran Sol. Spain.

Porcupine Bank. Spain.

Wyville Thomson Ridge. France.

Flemish Cap. Spain.

Bank of Newfoundland. Spain.

Hatton Bank. Spain.

Spanish fishing grounds.

French fishing grounds.

NEAFC restricted areas.

NAFO boundaries.

NEAFC boundaries

Boundaries of NAFO Subareas.

Divisions of NAFO Subareas.

Limits at 200 meters depth in the NAFO.

Limits at 200 nautical miles from the coast.

Barents Sea. Spain.

Between Faeroes Islands and Norway. France.

Northwest of Scotland. France. 

Rockall Bank. Spain.

Celtic Sea. Spain.

Gran Sol. Spain.
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Wyville Thomson Ridge. France.

Flemish Cap. Spain.

Bank of Newfoundland. Spain.

Hatton Bank. Spain.

Infographics: Cristina Jardón/ www.graphicinside.es
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SUNKEN SUBSIDIES  
HOW YOUR MONEY SUPPORTS 
THE DESTRUCTION OF THE 
DEEP OCEAN? 

“Public financial 
support to fisheries 
is substantial, 
whether through EU 
fisheries funds or 
various Member State 
aid and support 
measures, including 
tax exemptions. 
It also often 
contradicts with 
CFP objectives, 
in particular the 
need to reduce 
overcapacity, and has 
sometimes appeared 
as compounding 
structural problems 
rather than helping 
to solve them.”
European Commission, 2009, Green Paper on the Reform of the 

Common Fisheries Policy.

National-level subsidies are also pro-
vided – meaning that EU fisheries are 
propped up by at least 1.5 to 2 billion 
euros in direct annual subsidies. This 
is a conservative figure - the total sum 
is likely to be substantially higher20. 
Many indirect subsidies are also avai-
lable and in 2009 the total amount of 
direct and indirect subsidies paid to 
European fisheries was around 3.3 
billion euros21.

The same year, the European 
Commission, the main body adminis-
tering European subsidies, warned 
that public financial support to fishe-
ries often contradicts the objectives of 
fisheries management, and in particu-
lar the need to reduce overcapacity and 
achieve sustainable fisheries22. 

An analysis of the previous funding 
period for EU fisheries, from 2000 to 
2006, showed that a large amount of 
subsidy payments (41%) had a negative 
environmental impact, such as those 
paid to deep sea bottom trawling. 
Only 9% were attributed to positive 
impacts23.

The fact that deep sea bottom trawling 
is still continuing reflects the destruc-
tiveness of the past and current EU sub-
sidies policy under the CFP. Despite the 

destructive nature of deep sea bottom 
trawling and the serious depletion of 
all deep sea stocks targeted by the EU, 
Member States, like France and Spain, 
have subsidised the construction and 
modernisation of their deep sea fleets 
with taxpayer money. 

The European Union directly subsidises its fisheries at a 
scale of 950 million euros a year19. 

Deep sea bottom trawlers:

• consume large amounts of fuel 
in order to tow large, heavy nets 
at great depths through the water 
column and over rough seafloor 
terrain; 

• have to travel further out and stay 
at sea for longer periods of time to 
reach suitable fishing grounds; 

• catch large quantities of by-catch, 
from deep sea sharks to coral, 
sponges and other vulnerable 
marine life.
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It is very difficult to track every payment 
of fishery subsidies at EU and natio-
nal levels. Due to poor reporting by 
Member States and an obvious lack of 
transparency, the ultimate destination 
and purpose of a significant number 
of payments is simply unknown. In 
fact, only subsidy payments for vessel 
construction, modernisation, support 
for temporary joint ventures and vessel 
scrapping are linked to the names of 
individual vessels that have benefited 
from the payment. 

Despite this, according to available 
data, Greenpeace has estimated that 
Spanish deep sea bottom trawling fleets 
have received at least €142 million in 
fifteen years, from 1996 to 201025. The 
subsidies we have been able to identify 
are very likely an underestimation of the 
real subsidies that have been funnelled 
into this sector. For instance, the calcu-
lation does not take in account fuel tax 
exemptions for the fishing sector.

Covering data from 1995 to 2007, the 
figures reveal that Spain and France 
subsidised their deep sea trawler fleets 
most heavily during the late 1990s and 
early 2000s. This mirrors global trends, 
which show that deep sea fisheries grew 
rapidly from the 1990s onwards29. New 
vessels were constructed and older 
vessels modernised to suit deep sea 
fishing, ignoring warnings from scien-
tists. In fact, in 1996 ICES recommended 
that “because of the vulnerable nature 
of the stocks […] the precautionary prin-
ciple should be adopted [… and] fishing 
effort should be kept at low level until 
sufficient information is gathered from 
existing fisheries to enable scientifi-
cally-based management decisions”30.
It also warned that “significant propor-
tions of the catch are discarded at sea”. 
Yet, in the same year, at least 17 vessels 
were modernised in order to engage in 
deep sea fisheries under Spanish and 
French flags. This high dependence on 
public aid is perhaps not surprising, 
given how ill-suited the technique of 
deep sea trawling is for catching a com-
paratively small quantity of edible fish. 

These numbers mean that EU Member 
States, and primarily Spain and France, 
have subsidised a destructive and eco-
nomically unviable fishing practice 
with taxpayer money, despite the fact 
that they were aware of the decline of 
deep sea species stocks. The govern-
ments of the EU have failed to manage 
fisheries for the future – but the reform 
of the CFP gives them an opportunity to 
do so. 

A study on deep sea bottom trawl fleets 
fishing in the high seas cites economic 
data which puts the profit achieved by 
such vessels at no more than 10% of 
landed value, despite the subsidies 
received24.  

FUEL TAX 
EXEMPTIONS.
Deep sea bottom trawlers have the 
highest fuel consumption of all fishing 
vessels, as they need more power to 
drag the nets through the water and 
across the sea bed. More energy is 
needed to trawl the net at great depths 
(800 – 1400m) and to haul it from that 
distance. They also have to travel vast 
distances to reach fishing grounds. For 
example, the deep sea vessels targeting 
haddock and whiting use 0.44 kg of fuel 
per kg of fish caught26. 

Given the very high fuel consumption 
of deep sea bottom trawlers, fuel costs 
are a decisive component of the overall 
operating cost27. Consequently, fuel tax 
exemptions constitute a major indirect 
subsidy that significantly reduces the 
operating cost of the fleet. 

A 2006 global review of subsidies paid 
to the high seas bottom trawler fleet 
presented figures for Spain and France, 
indicating respective fuel consump-
tion rates of around 70 million litres 
and 3 million litres of fuel per year, 
respectively. Using information on 
fuel subsidies and tax exemptions, the 
paper calculated the sum of fuel subsi-
dies for Spain and France to be around 
7 million USD and 400,000 USD, res-
pectively. At current conversion rates, 
this would come to 5 million euros and 
280,000 euros a year, respectively28. 
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Overall poor performance is due to chronic 
overcapacity, of which overfishing is both 
a cause and a consequence: fleets have the 
power to fish much more than can safely 
be removed without jeopardizing the 
future productivity of stocks. This situa-
tion has arisen in a context of heavy public 
financial support given to the fishing in-
dustry, one of the results being to artificia-
lly maintain excess fishing capacity. This is 
particularly true for the deep sea bottom 
trawling industry. In several Member 
States, it has been estimated that the cost 
of fishing to public budgets exceeds the 
total value of the catches. In simple terms, 
this means that European citizens pay for 
their fish twice: once at the shop and once 
again through their taxes. 

The operational activity of fishing has a 
direct cost for the company or vessel; the 
main costs are fuel (22-28%), salaries (21-
25%), repairs (17-21%) and port expenses 
(12-13%)31. Other costs are foodstuffs, oil, 
fishing nets, social security, and travel 
arrangements for the crew. Of these expen-
ses, fuel is subsidised through Minimis 
aids, and repairs are often subsided. 

An average deep sea trawler that fishes in 
the North East Atlantic has total operating 
costs of €3,662,473 per fishing season32. 
The catches of these vessels are almost 
completely paid for by taxpayers before 
reaching port.

For redfish, whose market price hovers 

around 22 euros/kg, 4.40 euros have 
already been paid for in building grants for 
the trawler, which means we have already 
paid for 20% of its market price. If we buy 
ling, we will have already paid up to twice 
its price by way of building subsidies that 
some trawlers have been granted. 

Buying or selling a deep sea species has 
dire ecological consequences and perpe-
tuates a deeply flawed subsidies policy 
that leads to overfishing and destructive 
practices.

Most of Europe’s fishing fleets are either running at a loss 
or returning very low profits. 

© Greenpeace / Miguel Manso

THE PRICE OF FISH: 
DEEP SEA DESTRUCTION 
FUNDED BY EU TAXPAYERS
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The main deep sea species sold in the 
Spanish and French supermarkets are 
American plaice, (Hippoglossoides pla-
tessoides), redfish ocean perch (Sebastes 
marinus), deep water red fish (Sebastes 
mentella), Atlantic and Greenland 
halibut (Hippoglossus hipoglossus and 
Reinhardtius hippoglossoidess), round-
nose grenadier (Coryphaenoides rupes-
tris), orange roughy (Hoplostethus atlan-
ticus), black scabbard fish (Aphanopus 
carbo), ling (Molva molva), blue ling 
(Molva dypterygia) and deep sea sharks 
such as Gulper Shark (Centrophorus 
granulosus). All of these species are 
caught by deep sea trawling.

Deep sea fish species are distributed 
by supermarkets in fillet form, fresh or 
frozen. Normally the entire fish is never 
shown to the customer because it has 
been damaged by the high pressure 
inside the net, and due to the long fishing 
season, they are commonly processed 

onboard. Moreover, deep sea species 
have strange morphology, which can be 
considered as a marketing disadvantage. 

Deep sea fish are also served in work 
places and school canteens. School can-
teens in France serve redfish, roundnose 
grenadier and blue ling from European 
waters33. Hoki is the main deep sea 
species served in school canteens, im-
ported mainly from New Zealand and 
Patagonia. School canteens also serve 
threatened deep sea shark species, like 
picked dogfish (Squalus acanthias) and 
gulper shark (Centrophorus granulosus). 
Eating fish in a work place or school 
canteen, the consumer is unlikely to 
know what species they are eating, or 
be in a position to make a responsible 
choice. Even in supermarkets, consu-
mers see only well-presented fish fillets, 
not the hidden destruction that has oc-
curred before the fish lands on their 
plate, enabled by their own taxes. 

© Greenpeace / Kate Davison

WHO'S EATING FROM 
THE DEEP?
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TO THE 
SOURCES 
OF THE 
CRIME:
WHERE DOES 
THAT FISH COME 
FROM?

The chain of
custody

YOU MAY BE EATING 
THREATENED SHARKS 
WITHOUT KNOWING IT: 
THE CASE OF THE GULPER 
SHARK  
The gulper shark (Centrophorus 
granulosus) is a common large, deep 
water dogfish living in the outer 
continental shelf and its upper slopes, 
usually between 200 and 600m deep, 
although sometimes as deep as 1,440 
m. Gulper sharks can live for up to 
30 years, with females only reaching 
maturity at 12 to 16 years of age. Gulper 
sharks reproduce extremely slowly – 
pregnancy lasts two years, with resting 
periods in between, and often only one 
pup is produced.

These characteristics make them 
extremely vulnerable to overexploitation 
and population depletion. According 
to the IUCN, this species is globally 
assessed as vulnerable on the basis 

of its limiting life history traits and 
the global increase of fishing effort 
in deep sea waters. In the NE Atlantic 
the picture is worse, with an estimated 
population decline of 80 to 95%. In this 
area, the species is assessed as critically 
endangered34.

Despite the fact that the gulper shark 
is a threatened species, they are still 
found on the market. This fish is often 
served to children in school canteens 
in France, as well as other threatened 
deep sea shark species such as picked 
dogfish. More broadly, problems exist 
in the identification of shark species; 
for instance, in France, “saumonette” 
can refer to several different shark 
species, including deep sea sharks 
such as the gulper shark.

Deep sea fish destined for France 
are caught in deep waters north-
west of Scotland and west of Ireland. 
They are then landed in Lochinver 
(Scotland) or in Killybegs (Ireland). 
As soon as they come off the boat, the 
fish are loaded onto lorries and travel 
to France (Boulogne and Lorient). 
Here the fish are processed in marke-
table fillets. 36 hours elapse between 

the fish being caught and the fish 
being processed.

The chain of custody in Spain is 
more difficult to follow. This country 
imports some deep sea species 
caught by ships flagged to countries 
other than Spain, but operated by 
Spanish companies and landed in 
Spanish and non Spanish ports. Most 

of the catches from the north Atlantic 
trawler fleet are landed directly by 
fishing vessels in the Vigo area (in-
cluding the Port of Marin). Fish are 
processed (gutted, etc.) and frozen 
on board. 

© Greenpeace / Kate Davison



With growing consumer demand for 
sustainable seafood, progressive market 
players increasingly refuse to sell deep sea 
species. Greenpeace has worked with retai-
lers for seven years, calling on them to stop 
sourcing seafood from unsustainable fishe-
ries, including deep sea fisheries that target 
highly vulnerable species, use destructive 
fishing methods, impact vulnerable ecosys-
tems and/or generate large amounts of by-
catch. In several countries, Greenpeace has 
produced “red lists” adapted to the natio-
nal market and consumer habits to inform 
retailers and consumers of the negative 
impacts of certain fisheries. Greenpeace 
France35 (in 2011) and Greenpeace Spain36 

(in 2008) have established red lists and 
asked retailers to stop sourcing deep sea 
species.

In Spain and France, some responsible 
retailers have stopped selling certain deep 
sea species because of their threatened si-
tuation. For example, in Spain, Alcampo 
(Auchan Group) has stopped selling 
American plaice, redfish and threatened 
sharks (2009)37. El Corte Inglés no longer 
sells redfish (2010)38. And Lidl’s supplier 
policy ensures that it does not stock any 
threatened deep sea species caught by 
bottom trawling (2010)39. In France, Casino 
no longer sells orange roughy, blue ling 

or picked dogfish40. Leclerc has stopped 
selling white halibut, blue ling and gulper 
shark41, and Carrefour doesn’t sell orange 
roughy or blue ling42. However, all retai-
lers continue to sell at least one deep sea 
species.

RESPONSIBLE RETAILING 

Consumers and retailers have the power to improve the sus-
tainability of fisheries. By choosing which fish to buy and sell, 
they can provide a clear message directly to the operators and 
advocate for sustainable fish. To do that, they need to know 
more about the fish that is on their plates and in their shelves.

CAN HELP FOSTER SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES

One retailer in France is highly respon-
sible for destroying the deep ocean. 
Intermarché is the only retailer that ac-
tually owns its own dedicated deep sea 
fleet and is responsible for more than 
half of the French deep sea catches. 

Intermarché also has its own facilities to 
transform the deep sea fish into fillets. It 
has made the strategic choice to build its 
fish supply on deep sea bottom trawling, 
one of the most destructive fishing prac-
tices. Intermarché’s fleet received €9.7 

million of taxpayer money between 
1996 and 200843. This money has helped 
Intermarchés’s vessels to continue to 
destroy the deep sea by fishing round-
nose grenadier, blue ling and black 
scabbard.

RETAILER INTERMARCHÉ RESPONSIBLE FOR DEEP SEA PLUNDER.

© Greenpeace/ Pedro Armestre
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The Spanish deep sea bottom trawling 
fleet caught a total of 686,137 tonnes in 
the high seas between 1993 and 2006. 
This catch was made up mainly of 
Greenland halibut, roundnose grena-
dier and cephalopods. Most of these 
species are not consumed in Spain, but 
are exported to other markets. The main 
exports are Portugal (18553,8 t), China 
(10284,2 t) and Italy (8.518,8 t)44. Other 
countries like France, Germany and The 
Netherlands also import this product 
from Spain. 

France landed 7,300 tonnes of deep 
sea fish in 2008, most of it consumed 
within the country45. In 2009, France 
imported 17,912 tonnes of deep sea fish; 
over a quarter of it was Hoki from New 
Zealand46. Together, these figures re-
present only 1% of the seafood consu-
med annually in France. Each year, on 
average, every French person eats 0.4 kg 
of deep sea fish, compared to 2.5 kg of 
fresh salmon47.

The deep sea fishery doesn’t make sense 
environmentally or economically. For 
the EU as a whole, landings of deep sea 

species made up only 1.5% of landings 
of all species by volume, and only 0.25% 
by value of the total of landings into EU 
ports between 2004 and 200648. Deep sea 
bottom trawlers are destroying rare and 
unknown ecosystems, decimating vul-
nerable species and costing the tax payer 
through subsidies, all for a fishery that 
isn’t crucial for food supply and has little 
economic significance.

The French fishing fleet is diversified, both 
in terms of species caught and fishing 
practices. However, the small scale sector 
is more representative than the industrial 
sector, representing 82% of the French 
fishing fleet. Three hundred and fifty-five 
French ships are involved in the industrial 
sector, with 241 vessels over 24 metres in 
length49. In comparison, 3,449 vessels (71% 
of the French fleet) are under 10 metres in 
length50.

The small scale sector directly employs 
8,299 people, or 51% of French fishermen51. 
In comparison, French deep sea bottom 
trawlers directly employ only around 150 
people at sea52. Greenpeace has assessed 
the number of at-sea and land-based jobs 
generated by deep sea trawling at approxi-
mately 258 full time jobs. This includes 
transportation, processing and packaging 
roles. Given the total number of fishermen 
in France, this fishery is not an important 
job supplier. Combining direct and indi-
rect employment, it represents only 1% of 
jobs in the French fishing sector.

According to European employment sta-
tistics, Spain is the country with the most 
jobs generated in the fisheries sector, 
with a total of 47,500 direct jobs onboard 
and onshore53. From 2003 to 2009, em-
ployment in the Spanish fisheries sector 
dropped by 39%. 

Spanish deep sea bottom trawling in 
the North Atlantic employs 2,261 people 
onboard the ships. However, the 2,261 
at-sea jobs represent only 5.94% of total 
onboard employment in the Spanish 
fishing sector. In comparison, the 
Spanish artisanal fleet (under 12 metres 
in length) represents 28.35% of emplo-
yment at sea, and almost 80% of the 
Spanish fishing fleet54.

DEEP SEA BOTTOM TRAWLING:
IS IT WORTH IT?
Deep sea bottom trawling does not 
make sens economically or environ-
mentally.

FRENCH 
FISHERMEN

© Greenpeace / Virginia Lee Hunter

DEEP SEA BOTTOM TRAWLING 
IS NOT REPRESENTATIVE OF 
FRENCH NOR SPANISH FISHING 
SECTORS

Spain and France have a great fishing 
tradition all along the coast, with areas 
that are highly dependent on traditional 
fisheries, both directly and indirectly, in 
terms of economic and social activity in 
the fishery.

SPANISH 
FISHERMEN
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© Greenpeace/ Pedro Armestre

The term “artisanal fisheries” applies in 
particular to coastal or island fisheries that 
have a fishing pattern of one day and where 
the owner of the ship and the employers are 
the same. Artisanal fleets are small boats 
that don’t travel very far from land and fish 
for less than 24 hours in a row55. They are 
very versatile, using traditional techniques 
interchangeably, such as traps, hand lines, 
nets and small long lines. Therefore, the 
catches made by these boats can be very 
diverse: fish, cephalopods or crustaceans. 
The number of catch per boat is small, 
but of high economic value because they 
target species of high demand in the do-
mestic market. Selective fishing methods 
produce quality products, such as using 
hook gear on species like hake and sea 
bream, and traps in the capture of cepha-
lopods, octopus, squid and cuttlefish. In 

comparison, industrial methods such as 
trawling damage the fish – which are so-
metimes brought on deck separated from 
their skins, due to the crushing and chafing 
effect of the nets. 

Spanish artisanal fishermen and fisherwo-
men are now creating their own organisa-
tions to reclaim their rights and support 
artisanal fisheries. In the Mediterranean, 
the artisanal fishers have joined with 
Italian and Greek fishers to demand a 
better reform of the CFP, which must take 
artisanal fisheries into account. Artisanal 
fishers have also been involved in the crea-
tion of Marine Reserves, such as the “Os 
Miñarzos” in Galicia where the artisanal 
fishers jointly protected an area of 2,000 ha. 
They are involved in the co-management of 
the area and promote artisanal fisheries. 

THE NEED TO SHIFT TOWARD 
A SUSTAINABLE FISHING MODEL TO SAVE OUR SEAS

“By 2020, 60% of Spa-
nish artisanal fis-
hermen are going to 
disappear and 45% 
have already been 
lost in Cataluña in 
the last 10 years.”
Ramón Tarridas, representative for the artisanal fishermen of the 

Mediterranean 56. 
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TESTIMONIES 
OF ARTISANAL 
FISHERMEN
“Other types of fleets receive subsi-
dies; even aquaculture gets public 
money. Why not traditional fishing? 
It is more sustainable, it’s good for 
the community at large, and it creates 
more employment.” He continues, 
“The debate in Europe about the 
reform of the Common Fisheries 
Policy should serve to emphasise the 
need to recognise the value of tradi-
tional fishing, because it’s more sus-
tainable than any other type of fishing 
from any other fleet. Fishing fleets 
practicing selective fishing should be 
rewarded. I’m not talking about sub-
sidies, I’m talking about being seen 
as a value.”

Emilio Louro from Spain

“To me, small-boat fishing holds a 
continued passion to pursue a sustai-
nable business. I have long felt how 
Man’s increasing demand to obtain 
food from our seas has long since sur-
passed realistic levels. From the mid-
1970s onward, the Cornish fishing 
industry saw major changes. Having 
witnessed that ‘technical creep’, I feel 
safe to describe it as an industrial re-
volution. Advances in fishing gear te-
chnology, buying more efficient and 
higher powered boats were common 
place. With marine electronics advan-
cing equally fast and revealing much 
of the movements of fish and shell-
fish, the end result is what we have 
today. 

Artisanal fishing is by its nature the 
core of many small, remote commu-
nities, those within which its infras-
tructure relies upon fishing. Although 
small in population, without fishing 
those communities would be dys-
functional. ”

Phil Lockley, hand liner from Cornwall, UK

The number of fishermen and wo-
men working in the small scale sector 
in France decreased by 33% between 
1997 and 2008. Small scale employ-
ment has been more affected than the 
large scale sector, which decreased 
by 21% in the same period. In Spain, 
the number of fishers working in the 
small sector has also decreased in re-
cent decades. As fish stocks decrease, 
artisanal fishers find it increasingly 
difficult to sustain a livelihood, resul-
ting in a lack of generational renewal. 
Historically, sons and daughters 
would take on the family fishing busi-
ness, but they are now forced to find 
alternative employment.

© Greenpeace/ Pedro Armestre
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GREENPEACE DEMANDS 
A SUSTAINABLE COMMON FISHERIES 
POLICY REFORM 

Greenpeace calls on the EU Member 
States and the European Parliament to 
reform the Common Fisheries Policy, 
in order to: 

• Reduce overcapacity, by first decom-
missioning vessels that are the most 
destructive to habitats and stocks, and 
eliminating wasteful fishing practices 
such as deep sea bottom trawling

• Shift from environmentally harmful 
fishing practices to sustainable, low-
impact fisheries that provide for an 
equitable distribution of marine re-
sources and the availability of food su-
pplies now and in future

• Reform the subsidies policy so as to 
end harmful subsidies, prohibit the 
support of measures that enhance 
fishing capacity; and ensure inves-
tments in restoring and maintai-
ning stocks and the health of marine 
ecosystems

• Set quotas in accordance with scien-
tific advice and ensure the recovery of 
fish populations beyond levels that 
can support the maximum sustaina-
ble yield by 2015

In the context of international agre-
ements and the EU’s commitments 
to achieving sustainable fisheries, 
we further call for an immediate end 
to deep sea bottom trawling, except 
where protective measures are in force 
and have been effectively and fully 
implemented.
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