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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the European Union's recently published Green Paper on the Future of the Common Fisheries Policy.  It concludes that the Commission has insufficient power on its own part to produce a fisheries management system capable of delivering sustainability of the European fisheries or stocks.  The Green Paper has recognised the shortcomings of the present CFP but offers only more of the same measures, with some regionalisation and increased stakeholder participation, despite the admission of the Green Paper that the present policy has been largely ineffective for stock conservation and in bringing fleet capacity into line with fishing opportunities.
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Introduction

Reading the Green Paper brings home just how little power the European Commission has to control fishing.  Many, not least fishermen, may be aghast at this statement, but there is a world of difference between power and powers.  The Commission has plenty of powers but few if any of them can be effective in dealing with the decline of the fisheries and the endemic over-capacity of the European Union (EU) fleet.  The history of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) is proof enough of this.

In this paper I propose to deal only with the capacity and stock conservation aspects of the Green Paper and leave aside the marketing and external matters.

The basic conclusion of the Green Paper may be summed up as a hypothesis that attempts to conserve stocks have failed either because the measures were not sufficiently strong or because they were not enforced.  Its solution therefore is to ask for more of the same measures promoted instead through agencies closer to the fisheries and for more powers of indirect enforcement.   

For the first time the nature of the economic problem is recognised, even explained in places, but the Green Paper stops short of the logical conclusion that should have been drawn; namely that the Commission does not have the power to promote stock conservation and bring capacity into line with fishing opportunities.  

The Commission is and, if the proposals of the Green Paper are accepted, will continue to be unable to put fisheries management in the European Union on a proper footing because of the principal of subsidiarity - established in the CFP long before it became a general political principal for the expansion of the Union.  

For stock conservation and fishery management the CFP sets out only an agreed framework of Total Allowable Catches (TACs) and quotas for the northern Member States and detailed technical conservation measures for specific fisheries.  Despite its failings the CFP has served as a means of solving fishery disputes and provided a setting for the smooth annual allocation of TACs.  The value of these should not be underestimated.  However, fishery management is left to the Member States.  They have the power ultimately to bring about stock conservation and an end to overcapacity.

TACs and Quotas

There is plenty of empirical evidence to show that what matters for the effectiveness of a fishery management regime is not whether a quota system exists but how the quota system is applied to individual fishing enterprises. This is where the market failure impacts which causes overfishing.  Yet each Member State has retained the right to manage its quota in its own way, depriving the Commission of the power to enforce a single market, or an equitable system, throughout the European Union or in individual fisheries.

Despite this and many more powers, as economic theory predicts, there has been no long-term conservation effect on the stocks themselves.  This is not to say there may have been no other desirable effects on marine creatures and the environment.  

While there are many benefits to be gained from the regional management proposed, it will be no more effective in achieving stock conservation and reduction of overcapacity than the present CFP if it simply means devolving the existing EU powers to regional agencies.  This would merely transfer the lack of power from the Commission to the Region.  Regional management could only be effective in controlling overfishing and eradicating overcapacity if (and this is vital) the new agency chose an effective management system common to all nations participating in the fishery.  

In general, controls on output are to be preferred as means of limiting output from a fishery.  A given level of output is explicit, whereas controls on inputs as an indirect means of limiting output can be sidestepped perfectly legally.  The economic literature on capital stuffing in fisheries is extensive.  However, given the precarious state of many fisheries and the questionable effectiveness of many quota systems, it is understandable that fishery managers have ignored the theory and sought also to impose input controls.

The situation in the Mediterranean may be different.  I remain to be convinced that output controls would be ineffective there, but they might introduce a greater degree of paperwork than the present, simple, sometimes voluntary, effort controls.  The narrow continental shelf, and stocks shared with non-EU countries introduce other considerations, and the absence of stock assessments may perhaps also present some difficulties.

Capacity

One of the EU’s methods of trying to ensure that quotas are observed has been to try to bring fleet capacity into line with fishing opportunities.  This amounts to trying to reduce fishing fleets to the least cost level for a given catch – the economically efficient level, where the resource rental is maximised.   It is an attempt to remove the externality caused by the existence of a common property resource without bringing financial costs into line with economic costs.  This is why the MAGPs have failed to limit fishing power despite reducing fleet sizes and engine power.

The Green Paper acknowledges some of this and is candid about the lack of success in moving effective fleet capacity towards the level of fishing opportunities.  Yet the solution it offers is more of the same but with, of course, tougher enforcement.

The Commission is in a difficult position.  Like the TAC and quota regime, the capacity policy, the MAGP, is operated by Member State governments and the policy is prey to their enthusiasm for it.

Part of the difficulty with capacity and the MAGP is that the Commission has fallen into the trap of believing that there is a variable called Fishing Effort that can be defined and controlled.  Fishing effort is nothing more than an unnecessary theoretical analogy to fishing mortality.  In economic theory and practical terms it cannot be consistently defined because it is an index number of incomparable components of varying substitutability.  Given the correct quota management system, fishing enterprises will maximise the rent for society by adjusting the level of use of different alternative inputs like labour and capital to their least cost combination.  The MAGP distorts this by controlling two of the inputs (tonnage and engine power).

Technical Conservation Measures

Faced with an inability to manage and enforce quotas, the Commission has resorted instead to a plethora of technical conservation measures, most of which are merely intended to make fishing less technically efficient.  This is the one area where the Commission has direct control.  

However, the measures all fail to address the economic misincentives created by the market failure.  Consequently, in a precursor of the proposals in the Green Paper, mesh size limitations have been raised and raised again to no long-term effect.  Minimum landing sizes have been imposed and raised, regardless of the requirements of particular sizes for certain markets.  Various constraints and methods of net design have been banned, modified or encouraged.  

There is no doubt that some technical conservation measures could prove beneficial to the fishery.  Close areas to protect nursery grounds seem an obvious example, but technical measures can also play a role in other more difficult situations such as gear conflicts.  This is an area where fishermen could become much more involved than at present.  Under an efficient quota management system the industry would have an incentive to conserve stocks and measures such as closed areas and gear type and dimensions are ideally those that fishermen themselves could decide.  

Technical measures also have a role beyond fish stock conservation such as those to protect other species like dolphins.

A further weakness of the Green Paper in this area is that it fails to start with the consumer but continues the current line of thinking only of the stocks.  The minimum landing size rules illustrate this  

For some species of fish the most tasty fish are small and perhaps immature.  There is a ready market willing to pay premium prices for them.  It may not be the whole market for that species but that is beside the point.  The CFP ignores the market demand and imposes minimum landing sizes that prohibit their being landed.  When caught they are supposed to be discarded.   (This is not to be confused with the current supply-side market failure.  At present, the economic incentive encourages landings of small fish.  With an effective quota system the incentive would be to land for the market.  Processors usually prefer larger fish as they are less labour intensive to handle.)

The existence of such measures indicates a faulty line of thought.  Fishing is an economic activity that seeks to satisfy consumer demand.  The question that should be asked in the Green Paper is how do we satisfy consumer demand and yet allow enough fish to survive to maturity?  In a properly constructed CFP, where the stock externality is nullified, minimum landing sizes would either be unnecessary or be set on the advice of fishermen, who know their markets, and scientists, who know how many young fish need to survive to sustain the spawning stock, working together.

This raises the question whether other technical conservation measures could be abolished if an effective quota management system were in place.  I suspect the answer is a great many - mainly those whose function is simply to make fishing less technically efficient - though it would be unwise to begin dismantling them until a quota management system had proved effective.

Conclusions

In 20 years time we need to have achieved more than seas teeming with fish and yet there is no obvious reason why the proposals in the Green paper could achieve even maintaining the current stock levels.  

The way forward is for the Commission to accept its lack of power in the crucial area of quota management and to use persuasion to cajole national administrations to make TACs and quotas work.  

The Green Paper should have set out a plan for the development of efficient management, greater inclusion of fishermen in managing quotas, and after a few years the steady removal of capacity constraints and the less necessary technical measures.

Then the Commission could offer the prospect of a true recovery in fisheries and the hope of a sustainable, profitable and unsubsidised European fishing industry.
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