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Official EU spending to the 
fisheries sector is €8 billion. 

Oceana reveals that Member 
States have provided €4,9 

billion in additional subsidies 

 

 

 

 

Executive summary  

The fishing industry in the European 
Union (EU) receives a significant amount 
of government subsidies, which have 
promoted the overcapacity of European 
fishing fleets, resulting in overfishing1, 
and rendering fisheries in many European 
countries unprofitable and a poor 
investment for taxpayers.  
 
In 2011, Oceana released a study 
estimating the total 
expenditure in fishing 
sector subsidies from the 
EU to be €3.3 billion for 
20092. This estimate was 
three times greater the 
amount typically quoted in 
public figures. In 13 
countries, subsidies added 
up to an amount greater 
than the value of the fish catch.  
 
This paper presents the results of a six 
months study into state aid, the hidden 
subsidies allocated by Member States to 
their fleets3. Oceana estimates these 
subsidies total to €4,9 billion, of which 
only 1% can be identified as beneficial to 
the marine environment.  
 
The state of Europe’s seas 

Since the EU signed the UN Law of the Sea, 
it has committed itself to ensuring the 
management and conservation of its living 
marine resources4. Over the past decades 
however, the discrepancy between reality 

and rhetoric has become increasingly 
clear. Many of Europe’s fish stocks have 
been overfished for decades.  

The most recent scientific assessments of 
fish stocks in European waters have 
revealed that more than 88% and 39% of 
the stocks in the Mediterranean and the 
North East Atlantic respectively, are 
overfished5. The state of Europe’s fish 
stocks explains why 60% of the fish 

consumed in the EU is 
imported6. 

Europe’s funding for 
overfishing 

One of the main 
causes behind the 
overfished state of 
fish stocks is the 
amount of 

government subsidies that have allowed 
European fleets to fish longer, harder, and 
farther away than would otherwise be 
economically and ecologically feasible.  

Many European fleets are only able to 
operate with the help of subsidies7.  The 
European Union and its Member States 
are thus using taxpayer money to keep 
alive a fleet that is estimated to be two to 
three times too large for the available 
marine resources8. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

European Fisheries Subsidies 
 

State Aid – The Hidden Subsidies  



THREE TIMES 

The European fleet has the ability to catch two to 
three times[ii] more than what the ocean can 
provide sustainably and subsidies have overwhel-
mingly contributed to keeping Europe’s oversized 
fleet alive.

A 2009 assessment found that 30 to 40 % of the 
fleet segments suffered losses each year from 2002 
to 2008[iv]. Subsidies keep these unprofitable fishing 
fleets afloat with taxpayer money.

STOCKS

In the EU in 2012 39% of 41 
assessed stocks in the Atlantic and 
over 88% (75 of 88 stocks assessed) 
in the Mediterranean are overfished[i]. 
Despite the precarious condition of 
fish stocks, the EU continues to 
provide its fishing sectors with 
massive subsidies.

Only a handful of EU fleets 
are profitable without public 
support, and most are either 
running losses or returning 
low profits.

These subsidies can 
lead to positive or 
negative impacts on the 
fishery resource, 
depending on the 
design of the program. 

Include fisher assistan-
ce programs, start-up 
aid, support of 
aquaculture develop-
ment, and community 
development programs.

Ugly: 
Ambiguous

These subsidies 
stimulate overcapacity 
and overfishing through 
artificially increased 
profits that further 
stimulate effort and 
compound resource 
overexploitation 
problems. 

Include fuel subsidies, 
boat and port construc-
tion and modernization.

Bad: 
Capacity 
enhancing

Atlantic

These subsidies 
enhance the growth of 
fish stocks by 
supporting sustainable 
fisheries management, 
monitoring and control 
or data collection.

Good: 
Beneficial

Sustainable Overfishing

Overfishing and subsidies
A vicious cycle

Mediterranean

3 TO 4

88%
overfished

TOO MANY BOATS
TYPES OF

SUBSIDIES[iii]

OUT OF 10 SUFFERED LOSSES IN 2012

[ii] European Commission. 2008. Press Release: Common 
Fisheries Policy: Commission launches a mid-term review. 

[iv] Joint Research Centre, Scientific Technical and Economic 
Committee for Fisheries (2010): The 2010 Annual Economic 
report of the European Fishing Fleet.

[i] European Commission, 2012 Communication From The 
Commission to the Council concerning a consultation on Fishing 
Opportunities for 2013, COM(2012) 278 final.

[iii] Sumaila R et al. 2010 . A Bottom-Up Re-Estimation of Global Fisheries Subsidies. University of 
British Columbia, Canada. 

39%
overfished
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Most of the subsides allocated 
under state aid have been 
identified as ugly or bad 

subsidies  

Ineffective EU funding 
 
In order to remedy the downward spiral 
of overfishing and overcapacity, the EU 
has invested €8 billion into its fisheries 
sector since 20009. However, despite 
these investments, employment in the 
sector and catches in European waters 
continue to decline. The paradoxical 
nature of these investments has 
contributed to the waste of taxpayer 
money. The objectives of these subsidies, 
which are aimed at reducing fleet capacity 
through, for example the scrapping of 
boats, are completely undermined by the 
simultaneous funding 
provided for the 
building and 
modernization of 
boats.  
 
What is state aid?  
 
In addition to the subsidies available 
under the official EU funds, Member 
States can take the initiative to provide 
additional funding to their sector under 
the state aid mechanism10. These 
investments are only approved by the 
European Commission on the condition 
that the subsidies comply with the 
objectives of the European fisheries policy 
and do not distort or threaten to distort 
competition11. State aid can range from 
compensation after natural disasters to 
aid for building new vessels, security 
measures against pirates or direct 
financial assistance.  
 
 
Key Oceana findings  
 
Oceana has analyzed all cases of state aid 
reported to the European Commission by 
Member States since 2000. This analysis 
reveals that, in addition to €8 billion in 

official EU subsidies, Member States have 
informed the EU of €4,9 billion in 
subsidies under the state aid mechanism. 
Total EU spending on the fisheries sector 
since 2000 is therefore estimated at €12,9 
billion12.    
 
The good, the bad and the ugly 

To assess the impact of these state aid 
payments on the marine environment, 
Oceana has created the following three 
categories for all subsidies13:  

Good subsidies: allow fish stocks to grow 
through sustainable fisheries 

management, monitoring 
and control or data 
collection.  

Ugly subsidies: These 
subsidies can lead to 
positive or negative 
impacts on fisheries 

resources, depending on the design of the 
program. .  
 
Bad subsidies: stimulate overcapacity 
and overfishing by artificially increasing 
profits and increasing vessels’ ability to 
catch fish further away and stay at sea for 
longer periods of time. 

 

State aid spending: good, bad or ugly? 

Of the 450 state aid cases analyzed, 65 % 
could be categorized as bad or ugly 
subsidies, and less than 1 % as directly 
benefiting the marine resources. 34% of 
state aid was general aid to the entire 
fisheries sector, without specific 
objectives, and as such cannot be 
categorized into the different types of 
subsidies.  



BELGIUM
(G) 0
(U) 2,780,865
(B) 1,320,000

[i] Aggregated data from http://ec.europa.eu/competition/elojade/isef/index.cfm?clear=1&policy_area_id=3   
[ii] From 2000 to 2006, EU support amounted to € 3.7 billion under the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance
[iii] From 2007 to 2013, EU support amounted to € 4.3 billion under the European Fisheries Fund
[iv] 34% was spent on general aid: this cannot be categorized and as it was a general grant provided to the entire sector. ©OCEANA/Mónica Serrano

Bad
30%
(1,521,693,849)

Ugly
35%
(1,738,873,404)

Good
1%

(40,155,989)

TOTAL STATE AID IN THE EU[iv]EU SUBSIDIES 
FOR FISHERIES 
2000-2013

8.0
billion €

of official EU 
funding [ii] [iii]  

4.9
billion € of state 
aid was notified to 
the EU by Member 
States[i]

TOTAL

12.9
billion €

STATE AID PER COUNTRY

COUNTRY
(G) GOOD
(U) UGLY
(B) BAD

Data in €

GOODBAD

UGLY
DENMARK
(G) 0
(U) 12,232,602
(B) 39,711,710

IRELAND
(G) 31,250
(U) 164,604,607
(B) 116,439,507

ITALY
(G) 2,205,669
(U) 411,266,935
(B) 54,016,764

ESTONIA
(G) 0
(U) 0
(B) 10,353,596

LATVIA
(G) 0
(U) 28,500
(B) 4,041,265

LITHUANIA
(G) 463,382
(U) 0
(B) 0

PORTUGAL
(G) 600,000
(U) 22,620,992
(B) 31,079,460

FRANCE
(G) 8,180,000
(U) 183,320,547
(B) 195,039,000

GERMANY
(G) 17,033,810
(U) 24,243,000
(B) 70,498,474

NETHERLANDS
(G) 300,000
(U) 132,616,165
(B) 10,793,096

UNITED KINGDOM
(G) 0
(U) 160,840,289
(B) 17,544,667

CZECH REP.
(G) 11,891,878
(U) 154,428,245
(B) 0

SLOVAKIA
(G) 0
(U) 0
(B) 950,000

SLOVENIA
(G) 0
(U) 147,840
(B) 0

GREECE
(G) 0
(U) 17,523,006
(B) 0

FINLAND
(G) 150,000
(U) 15,500
(B) 13,257,928

SWEDEN
(G) 0
(U) 33,000
(B) 0

SPAIN
(G) 0
(U) 452,171,311
(B) 956,648,382

Data in €

The hidden fishing subsidies
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The true color of Member State 
subsidies  

Ireland, Spain, Italy and France are the top 
Member State spenders within the state 
aid mechanism. These four countries 
alone account for almost 75% percent of 
the total amount of state aid allocated 
during the evaluated time period.  

Spain  

In Spain, €1.991 million have been 
allocated under state aid since 2000, of 
which 48% could be classified as 
environmentally harmful, 23% ambiguous 
and 29% as undefined general aid to the 
sector. No state aid funding was allocated 
to measures that benefit the environment.  

€480 million was spent on vessel 
modernization and construction and €300 
million on promotional measures and the 
processing of fish products. Interestingly, 
one of the most recent state aid 
declarations benefitted Spain’s tuna fleet 
operating in the Indian Ocean, which 
received €5 million for on-board private 
security measures. 

Combining the aforementioned amount of 
state aid to the amount allocated through 
official EU funding (€2.834 million since 
200014), Spain’s fisheries sector has been 
granted €4.825 million in subsidies over 
the past 13 years  

Italy  

In Italy, €662 million has been allocated 
under the state aid mechanism, of which 
8% could be classified as environmentally 
harmful, 62% ambiguous and 29.7% as 
undefined general aid to the sector. Only 
0.3% of the funding was earmarked for 
measures that benefit the environment.  

The Italian fleet predominantly operates 
in the Mediterranean Sea, where more 
than 88% of assessed fish stocks are 
overfished. This explains why one third of 
the state aid received by the fisheries 
sector was spent on temporary cessation, 
a measure where vessels are 
compensated for the time they lay idle in 
port when for example, a fishery has been 
prematurely closed.  

When adding state aid from Italy’s 
regional and national governments to the 
official EU funding granted to the fisheries 
sector (€810 million since 200015), 
€1.472 million has been spent in total on 
the Italian fisheries sector.  

Ireland  

In Ireland, 303 million EUR has been 
allocated under the state aid, of which 
38% was harmful to the environment, 
54% ambiguous and 28 % undefined.  

State aid allocated by the Irish 
government is three times higher than the 
official EU funding (€110 million) granted 
to its sector since 200016. Ireland has 
spent one third of its state aid allocation 
on decommissioning. 
 
France 

In France, €663 million has been allocated 
to the fisheries sector under the state aid 
mechanism, of which only 1% directly 
benefitted the marine environment. 29% 
of the amount could be classified as 
environmentally harmful, 28% as 
ambiguous and 42% remains undefined 
general aid to the sector.  

State aid allocated by the French 
government is higher than the funding 
received by its sector from official EU 
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funds between 2000 and 2013 (€500 
million17).  

State aid could be a means to circumvent 
and liberally interpret EU law; since 2004 
the building of boats has been prohibited 

by the EU but by using special exemptions 
for the outermost regions, France made 
requests in 2008 to significantly increase 
its fishing capacity in the outermost 
regions to invest € 40 million for vessel 
construction in its outermost region.

What can be done? 
 
The EU is currently discussing the financial instruments for the fishing sector for the next 
seven years, including a review of the state aid mechanism.  
 
Oceana is calling on the EU to put an end to the vicious cycle of overcapacity and overfishing 
in the fleet. The EU should exclude environmentally harmful and capacity-enhancing 
subsidies and financially support the protection of the marine environment through the 
creation of marine protected areas, the increase of fisheries controls and investment into   
scientific research.  
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Oceana campaigns to protect and restore the world’s oceans. Our team of marine scientists, economists, lawyers and other collaborators are achieving specific 
changes in the legislation to reduce pollution and prevent the irreversible collapse of fish stocks, protect marine mammals and other forms of marine life. With a 
global perspective and devoted to conservation, Oceana has offices in Europe, North America, South America and Central America. Over 300,000 collaborators 
and cyber activists in 150 countries have already joined Oceana. For more information, visit www.oceana.org 
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