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Environment & Sustainability Committee 28/01/2015 

European Commission’s Proposal to Prohibit all Drift Net Fishing in EU Waters 

 

Dear Chairman, 

 

As a fisheries stakeholder representative body in Wales the Welsh Fisherman’s Association Ltd – Cymdeithas 

Pysgotwyr Cymru Cyf (WFA-CPC), on behalf our constituent member Associations, is grateful for the 

opportunity to submit evidence for your consideration in respect of the “European Commission’s Proposal to 

Prohibit all Drift Net Fishing in EU Waters”  

 

BACKGROUND: 

The Commission’s proposals surprisingly and without our knowledge developed as a result of increasing 

external pressure to address the unacceptable incidence of highly protected species by-catch primarily within 

the Mediterranean and Black Sea of cetaceans, turtles and seabirds. 

 

I use the word “surprisingly” as allegedly the consultation on the EU Drift Net Ban proposals was conducted 

“on-line” during 2013,  the same consultation seemed to have been missed by everyone from within the 

fishing  community in Wales and the wider UK, a view that is further supported by our understanding that the 

North West Waters Advisory Council (NWWAC) had only first discussed the proposed ban in June of 2014,  

clearly, this suggests that there would have been no opportunity for fisheries stakeholders to contribute to and 

assist  the Commission in its preparation for such measures before embarking on this ill-considered approach. 

 

As a result of the subsequent alarm and reaction to the proposal tabled by the Commission in May 2014 the  

UK Government supported by the Devolved Administrations and UK Fishing Organisations raised strong 

objections to the Commission regarding the proposed Ban, following which, a meeting was convened by DG 

MARE in Brussels on the 17th September 2014 attended by : Acting Director DG MARE- Mrs Carla Montesi and 

Advisor-Mr Franco Biagi and the UK Fishing Representative Organisations. The purpose of this meeting was 

specifically to receive and hear evidence from UK fishing organisations and fishers regarding the measures 

proposed by the Commission to prohibit drift net fisheries in EU waters together with the concerns expressed 

by the UK fishing sector in respect of the consultation process. 

 

We are now, as I understand it, in the position whereby co- decision will determine the outcome of this  

ill-conceived proposal and the Commission have indicated to NWWAC that the process of co-decision could 

accept amendments to secure the necessary exemptions to allow small scale fisheries to continue. 

During the course of events outlined above the WFA-CPC have formally responded to the Welsh Government, 

UK Government and DG MARE we include herewith copies of the same for your consideration Paper (2) is a 

very detailed review that we believe would be invaluable to the Committee at this juncture:- 

 

1) WFA-CPC response to the EC Proposal to prohibit all drift net fishing in EU Waters 

2) A report on the current state of drift net fisheries in the UK (commissioned by Seafish) 

Q-1  THE IMPACT THESE PROPSALS WILL HAVE ON WELSH FISHERIES IF LEFT UNCHANGED 
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If left unchanged the Commission’s proposals to introduce a blanket ban on drift net fishing in Wales would be 

devastating to a small scale inshore fishing fleet that is dependent on access  to mixed fisheries that are vital to 

the sustainability of their annual fishing plans.  As mentioned in our response Paper (1) above the fleet in 

Wales consists predominantly of under 10 metre vessels which are limited in terms of their range of activity 

and operation to within a safe working radius of their port of origin. For that very reason fishers have an 

integral role in the sustainable management of our natural marine resources consistent with the seasonal 

availability of certain species throughout the fishing calendar in Wales. 

 

Drift netting is a traditional and passive fishing method that has historically been employed for a variety of 

species in Wales and the wider UK such as: - Herring, Mackerel, Sprat, Bass, Salmon, Sardine and Mullet.  This 

method of fishing utilises mesh sizes specific to the target species in compliance with local Byelaw Regulations, 

the fleets of nets are generally no longer than 100 to 200m which are attended by the vessel and it’s operator 

whilst deployed, minimising the potential for any incidence of unintended by-catch. 

 

The drift net fisheries in the Mediterranean and Black Sea however, could not be more different, the vessels 

engaged in drift net fisheries within this region of the EU Waters are significantly larger in scale than the 

traditional Welsh fleet, they target species such as Sword Fish and the length of nets used are in the region of 

2.5km (despite the EU banning such large scale drift nets from fishing in EU waters in June 1992). 

For the members interest please refer to paper (2) above for a detailed account of illegal drift netters 

operating within the Mediterranean, their origin and an indication of the mortality rates of protected species  

 

It is essential to understand the distinct differences between the highly regulated and environmentally benign 

drift net fisheries in Wales and the UK as opposed to the apparent out of control practices that exist within the 

Mediterranean before proposing disproportionate and devastating blanket bans on the scale of EU waters  

 

The Commissions proposed ban has been almost universally unwelcome in the UK.  Fishermen, fisheries 

managers, fishermen’s’ representative bodies and eNGO’s are all in agreement that such a ban would be 

disastrous for small scale sustainable fishers.  It is perceived as being unnecessary, heavy handed, 

disproportionate and inappropriate for UK waters.  The problems that the Commission seeks to address by the 

proposed ban do not exist in Wales or the wider UK- unusually, the Department of food Agriculture and Rural 

Affairs (DEFRA) has written to the Commission counselling against a full ban and the WFA-CPC urges the 

Committee to do likewise. 

 

To return to the issue of the impact these proposals will have on Welsh fisheries if left unchanged: 

We have in Paper (1) above indicated that between 70 and 100 fishing vessels and by extension their crews, 

related businesses and supply chains integral to the interdependent nature of our coastal economies in wales, 

fishermen either depend in part or entirely on drift netting as a vital component of an annual fishing plan 

within a seasonal mixed fishery, clearly such measures if left unchanged, would, in our considered opinion, be 

devastating environmentally, economically and socially, the longer term effects of which will undermine the 

value, heritage, culture,  language and wellbeing of our coastal communities in Wales. 

 

HOW THE PROPOSALS SHOUD BE AMENDED TO PROTECT SUSTAINABLE WELSH FISHERIES: 

As the committee will be aware the prospect of the Commission revising its own proposals are unlikely 

however the process of co-decision does give hope that the necessary exemptions can be secured to ensure 

that small scale drift net fisheries can continue in Wales. 

 



What is particularly disappointing is that the Commission’s proposal for a blanket ban on drift net fisheries in 

EU waters was tabled sometime after the basic regulation of the Reformed Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) was 

agreed. 

 

The members will be aware that at the heart of the agreed reforms was regionalisation intended to support a 

de- centralised approach to fisheries management consistent with an eco-system based approach. In our 

opinion a regional approach transferring some policy functions to the member states at a regional seas level 

was intended to ensure member states could tailor measures to the characteristics of individual fisheries on a 

risk based approach and as such would focus management and enforcement accordingly. 

 

In terms of how should the Commission’s proposals be amended to protect sustainable Welsh fisheries:  

WFA-CPC would respectfully suggest the following:- 

 

 The first priority would be a complete withdrawal of the Commission's proposal for a blanket ban of 

drift net fisheries in EU waters in favour of a risk based regional approach. 

 

 If a complete withdrawal of the proposal as it exists is not possible we would favour clear exemptions 

from the proposed measures for Welsh and UK drift net fisheries. 

 

 On a similar vein derogations could be applied however derogations can be removed and therefore 

would be uncertain and unhelpful in our view. 

 

In conclusion, from the evidence you have before you particularly the detailed review in Paper ( 2) the 

Committee members will notice the regional sea area in which the issue of highly protected by-catch is of 

concern namely the Mediterranean and to re-iterate this issued has been known for decades and clearly must 

be resolved, however the current proposal tabled by the Commission is a totally disproportionate and 

inappropriate means of doing so and must be resisted. 

 

The unacceptable practice of protected species by-catch in large scale drift net fisheries in the Mediterranean 

and Black Sea arises as a result of inadequate enforcement which the EU already has powers to ensure the 

compliance of Member States the WFA-CPC respectfully suggest the EU exercise its duty at the heart of the 

problem by consulting directly with  the Members States concerned before seeking to impose ill-considered 

and inappropriate legislation that would effectively and unnecessarily extinguish a number of small but 

significant sustainable small scale fisheries in Wales and the wider UK. 

 

On the basis of our evidence and attached Papers the WFA-CPC and its constituent members would strongly 

urge the committee to reject the Commission’s proposals accordingly. 

 

Yours faithfully 

Jim Evans 

Chairman 

For and on behalf of  

Welsh Fisherman’s Association Ltd – Cymdeithas Pysgotwyr Cymru Cyf 
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Mr Iain Glasgow 

DEFRA 

Mailbox:  marine.commonfisheries@DEFRA.gsi.gov.uk 

 

 

Welsh Fisherman’s Association Ltd/Cymdeithas Pysgotwyr Cymru Cyf (WFA-CPC) 

Response to the 

European Commission’s Proposal to Prohibit all Drift Net Fishing in EU Waters: 

 

The concerns and objections to the proposed EU Drift Net Ban no doubt will not differ to any great 

extent from the detailed contributions already submitted by UK Fishermen’s Organisations to date; 

however, the WFA-CPC would wish to add our comments to the growing opposition towards the 

incredulous proposals of the Commission. 

The drift net fisheries that exist in Wales comprises of 70 to 100 vessels (not including unlicensed 

and non-sector) which in essence reflects the nature of the activities of the UK drift net fishers, we 

are predominantly small in scale targeting species like herring, Mackerel, Sprat, Bass, Salmon, 

Sardine and Mullet with fishermen adapting to the seasonal nature of these fisheries working within 

the safe operational range of a largely under 10m artisanal fleet. 

The economic importance of this fishery as many have already stated is vital to the financial viability 

of the small scale operators with a fishing year. 

For the European Commission to conclude that the socio-economic impacts of the proposed ban 

would be “irrelevant” at a national and sub-regional level displays an arrogance and contempt by the 

Commission toward the legitimate small scale fishers and the important contribution they make to 

the social and economic wellbeing of the coastal communities in Wales and elsewhere. 

For the Commission to suggest that fishermen can switch to other fisheries and capture methods 

underlines a complete lack of understanding for the fishing practise in which the Commission 

purports to regulate from a distance. 

The new CFP was agreed in June last year and came into force in January of this year with regional 

management and a decentralised approach at the heart of the reform, the introduction of this 

change was intended to move away from failed EU blanket measures as one size clearly does not fit 

all and yet the Commission proceeds with a blanket ban on drift netting after the agreement of the 

new CFP basic regulation. 

This course of action could possibly be understood if the Commission was in possession of evidence 

that confirmed the issues in the Mediterranean were mirrored elsewhere in EU waters and that such 

evidence highlighted an otherwise unknown incidence of by-catch of highly protected species 

cetaceans, turtles and seabirds.  In fact the Commission has proceeded with the proposed ban  
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before the EU has completed its own research on the nature and extent of drift netting in EU waters 

and in respect of unwanted by-catch in the Mediterranean large scale drift net fishery this practice 

has been known of for decades. 

We would therefore question why a blanket ban and why now? When the Commission has the 

authority to insist that the member states involved in such practice comply with the regulatory and 

conservation requirements within European waters. 

The Commission must address the issues of MS compliance and enforcement where it occurs as a 

failure to do so will not address the issue of vessels from other countries (which are incidentally 

equal in number to the MS fleets in the Mediterranean) exploiting the same resources in the same 

way with the same consequences therefore, it is our opinion that a blanket EU ban in itself would be 

ineffective in arresting the by-catch problems experienced in the Mediterranean and would be 

devastatingly disproportionate in terms of the nature of the Welsh and wider UK drift net fisheries. 

For your information and future reference we attach a copy of a report commissioned by the Seafish 

Industry Authority: SR 673 Report on the Current State of Drift Net Fisheries in the UK: Author Jim 

Masters: (Pelican’s Foot Associates Ltd): 

The WFA-CPC fully endorses the content of the above report and we wold wish to incorporate the 

same together with our response to the Commission’s proposals. 

We would also acknowledge with thanks the support of the Welsh and UK Government respectively 

in opposing these unnecessary, disproportionate and inappropriate measures by the European 

Commission. 

 

Jim Evans 

Chairman 

For and on behalf of 

Welsh Fisherman’s Association Ltd/Cymdeithas Pysgotwyr Cymru Cyf 
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SR673; Report on the Current State of 
DriftNet Fisheries in the UK; June 2014 

 

 

 

Author; Jim Masters 

May 2014 

ISBN No: 978-1-906634-79-7 



 

SR[673]   © Seafish 
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