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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Harmful fisheries subsidies have historically contributed to fleet overcapacity and continue to be allocated to the
World_Trade Organization fishing industry to artificially maintain its profitability. However, in this contribution we show that removing
Fisherles harmful subsidies and reducing overfishing will help to recover the resource biomass, subsequently leading to
Subsidies . . . . . . e

Europe increased levels of sustainable catches, income and well-being of fishers, and reduces inequities in income and

consumption when fish stocks are not effectively managed. Maintaining harmful fisheries subsidies is socially
and economically inefficient. Taking the example of the EU fishing fleet, one of the largest fishing fleets in the
world, we use the total factor productivity to show that small-scale fishing fleet’s productivity is almost two-fold
in the North Atlantic and 16% higher in the Mediterranean and Black seas compared to large-scale vessels. This
result is explained because the harmful fisheries subsidies disproportionately allocated to large-scale vessels
introduce distortions in the efficient allocation of inputs. With critical WTO negotiations ongoing regarding the
global rules on fisheries subsidies, the EU must take advantage of the opportunity to lead a desirable trans-
formative change while also supporting developing nations to truly achieve global sustainable and equitable
fisheries.

Harmful fisheries subsidies — government payments that incentivize
overcapacity and lead to overfishing — can distort seafood markets,
hinder international fisheries cooperation [1], exacerbate inequality by
undermining the economic viability of small-scale fisheries [2], lead to
higher CO; emissions [3], and act as a driver for Illegal, Unreported and
Unregulated (IUU) fishing [4] and distant-water fishing [5]. Previous
research shows that distant-water fishing, including that within the high
seas, is almost exclusively conducted by a handful of rich countries [6]
and that the majority of their activity occurs within the Exclusive Eco-
nomic Zones (EEZs) of low-income developing countries [7]. Economic

concerns have been increasing because many fisheries exploiting
high-seas resources and those within or adjacent to other nations’ waters
would not be viable without government subsidies and only provide jobs
and significant financial benefits to relatively few [8,9].

Harmful fisheries subsidies have historically contributed to fleet
overcapacity and continue to be allocated to the fishing industry to
artificially maintain its profitability [10]. However, scientific evidence
shows that removing harmful subsidies and reducing overfishing will
help rebuild the resource biomass, subsequently leading to increased
levels of sustainable catches, income and wellbeing of fishers, and
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reducing inequities in income and consumption when fish stocks are not
effectively managed [11].

Although positive changes have occurred to the fisheries subsidies
provided by the European Union (EU) over the past two decades [12],
progress has been slow and significant capacity-enhancing subsidies
remain, particularly in the form of fuel tax exemptions [13]. Maintain-
ing harmful fisheries subsidies is socially and economically inefficient.
The total factor productivity' estimated for the EU fishing fleet, one of
the largest fishing fleets in the world, indicates that the small-scale
fishing fleet’s productivity is almost 200% higher in the North Atlantic
and 16% higher in the Mediterranean and Black seas compared to
large-scale vessels [15]. This result can be explained because the
harmful fisheries subsidies disproportionately allocated to large-scale
vessels introduce distortions in the efficient allocation of inputs (capi-
tal, labour and energy) [11]. Therefore, vessel size and productivity are
not necessarily correlated or, in other words, large or small vessels
cannot be considered synonymous of productive or unproductive vessels
in the EU fleets, respectively [16].

Concerted international efforts to formally discipline fisheries sub-
sidies have carried on for more than twenty years. The World Trade
Organisation (WTO) began negotiations on fisheries subsidies in 2001
with a mandate to ‘clarify and improve’ existing WTO measures on
fisheries subsidies. That mandate was further developed in 2005 to
include prohibiting fisheries subsidies that contribute to overcapacity
and overfishing [17]. In 2017, the Eleventh Ministerial Conference
adopted a work program to conclude the negotiations by aiming to
adopt an agreement on fisheries subsidies that supports the United Na-
tions Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs) [18]. Despite the work
plan, still no agreement has been reached, and negotiations are
continuing.

Further delay jeopardises the progress needed to achieve sustainable
and equitable fisheries, which underpin broader efforts to protect
biodiversity, reduce poverty, provide nutritious food and secure liveli-
hoods, making the achievement of interconnected UN SDGs less likely.
Reducing policy distortions that affect resource allocation across broad
EU fishing fleet segments could yield significant productivity payoffs.
Subsidies to EU distant-water fishing fleets must also be eliminated to
avoid overfishing on the high seas and in the EEZs of other countries
where EU distant-water vessels operate. Overseas development aid
should be separated from fisheries partnership agreements, and
designed to support coastal State management and development prior-
ities. Simultaneously, coastal developing states need flexibility to use
appropriate non-harmful subsidies to achieve their own development
aspirations, for example; incentivising landings at processing plants
through partial fee refunds, financing local coastal community projects,
or providing community infrastructure to improve long term economic
viability. This can be addressed through proposals on special and dif-
ferential treatment for developing States that avoid perverse conse-
quences for developing States. With critical WTO negotiations ongoing
regarding the global rules on fisheries subsidies, the EU must take
advantage of the opportunity to lead a positive transformative change
while also supporting developing nations to truly achieve global sus-
tainable and equitable fisheries [19].
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