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FISH STOCKS ARE OWNED BY NO 

ONE BUT DESIRED BY MANY. HOW, 

THEN, SHOULD ACCESS TO FISH 

STOCKS BE DETERMINED?

IN THE EU, MEMBER STATES HAVE 

ANSWERED THIS QUESTION 

VERY DIFFERENTLY, WITH MANY 

DIFFERENT SYSTEMS IN USE. 

WE ANALYSE 12 COUNTRIES IN 

DETAIL, AND FIND THAT DESPITE 

DIFFERENT SYSTEM DESIGNS, 

NONE OF THEM ARE FULLY 

MANAGING THEIR FISHERIES IN 

THE PUBLIC INTEREST. 

IN THIS REPORT, WE DESCRIBE 

THESE SYSTEMS OF FISHING 

OPPORTUNITIES, ASSESS THEIR 

PERFORMANCE AGAINST 

DEFINED OBJECTIVES, AND MAKE 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

FOR REFORM.

Much has been written concerning the 
risks of overfishing and, conversely, 
the large gains – environmentally, 
economically, socially – of managing 
fish stocks at larger population levels to 
ensure sustained catches. But far less is 
known, and facts are far harder to come 
by, on the similarly vexed issue of who 
gets given the right to fish.  This report 
examines how 12 EU Member States make 
that decision – and the consequences that 
this can have.

Whether it is the disappearance of 
fishing communities around the coast, 
the controversy over larger and larger 
factory trawlers, or the alarm over the 
privatisation of a public resource, many 
of the concerns about contemporary 
fisheries management are about how the 
resource is divided, not just the size.

To explore this issue of allocating 
fishing opportunities, we analyse 12 
EU Member States in detail: Belgium, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 
Spain, Sweden, and the UK. The systems 
of fishing opportunities in use vary 
significantly. Whilst fishers in Belgium 
and the Netherlands fish many of the 
same species in the same waters, the 
government-rationed quotas of the  
former and market for ownership rights 
in the latter are worlds apart  
in management approach. 
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To assess whether a system of fishing 
opportunities is successful, we have a 
framework of 12 objectives (Table 1). 
Whilst not specifying a precise blueprint 
for all fisheries, a successful system 
should achieve these objectives to allow 
fishers to thrive and the public to benefit, 
all while ensuring a good process of 
decision-making.

OBJECTIVES DESCRIPTION

SECURE Fishing opportunities provide fishers with a sustained, long-term share of fish stock(s)

FLEXIBLE Fishers can access new fishing opportunities or exchange existing ones

ACCESSIBLE Newly eligible fishers are granted fishing opportunities upon entry to the industry

VIABLE Operations are financially viable and employees are decently paid

EQUITABLE AND FAIR Fishing opportunities are distributed fairly and unique needs are prioritised

PUBLICLY OWNED Fish stocks and fishing opportunities remain publicly owned

MEETS GOVERNMENT 

OBJECTIVES
Governments use fishing opportunities to meet national and EU policy objectives

LIMITED PUBLIC  

EXPENSE

The cost of managing the system of fishing opportunities is covered by the  
fishing industry

CAPTURES RESOURCE  

RENT
As a public resource, some of the resource rent is captured

TRANSPARENT AND  

ACCOUNTABLE
Decision making on the allocation of fishing opportunities is transparent and accountable

OBJECTIVE The allocation of fishing opportunities follows a systematic and fair process

RIGHT GOVERNANCE 

LEVEL AND  

REPRESENTATIVE

Governance empowers local institutions and involves inclusive  
stakeholder representation 
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In assessing the systems in use based
upon these objectives, there is a
spectrum of performance across the
Member States analysed; each
system with some positive signs of
performance, but all systems
with serious challenges as well.
In all Member States, fisheries
management is shown to be costly
to administer and generates little
public revenue. Obtaining access
to the fishing industry for new
entrants is difficult, and the
transparency of many systems of
fishing opportunities is low. 

Our proposals for reform vary by
Member State, responding to
the contexts of each system
including any national objectives

for fisheries that have been
established. Some of our proposals
for Member States include: 

• a government statement clarifying 
public ownership of fishing rights

• a quota reserve for new entrants
• a peer-to-peer quota swapping 

system
• a landing tax differentiated for 

domestic ports
• a reallocation of quota using socio-

economic and environmental criteria

Fisheries will continue to face
questions over access. This
framework presents a path towards
fishing in the public interest.
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