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1. Adoption of the agenda and minutes of the last meeting
The agenda was adopted and the summary records of the previous meetings were approved. 
2. Outcome of the December Council

The Commission representative summarised the main results of the December Council meeting. The Commission’s main objectives were to work towards MSY goals by 2015 and reduce fishing mortality. The initial proposal was a progressive reduction to bring mortality rates down to levels that were recommended by ICES and the STECF. This scientific advice was in several cases a precautionary estimate. The Commission had to take into account what could reasonably be attained in a particular timeframe and some concessions had been made, especially regarding long-term management plans. The Commission was not fully satisfied with the outcome of the effort management decisions that were taken, e.g. for Southern hake. The Commission explained the proposed measures and the state of play concerning the report on implementation of the Southern hake plan, which would be followed by an impact assessment of options for improvement. The Commission representative also mentioned the case of TAC rearrangements for Norway lobster in zones VI and VII, where scientists had identified appropriate management zones by functional unit, but the Council had not agreed on the necessary measures. 

Regarding the Faroe Islands, the Commission representative explained that no agreement had been reached and that a number of TACs and quotas had therefore been adopted provisionally. The Commission was planning a meeting with MS at the end of the month to discuss final arrangements for the allocation of these quotas. 

The Commission welcomed the results of the Council meeting on moving catch levels towards MSY. The Commission was planning to have an evaluation of the cod plan carried out by the STECF; this would include a conference as requested by several delegations during the Council meeting. 

The representative of Europêche voiced his disagreement with a reduced TAC for blue whiting in the South (used for human consumption) as against a profitable TAC for blue whiting in the North (used for animal consumption). He also mentioned that the effort reduction for Southern hake was too high, especially considering the social costs and the TAC pressure, and called for a revised plan based on scientific data. In the ensuing discussion, Europêche asked to be consulted before the proposal was presented to the Council and expressed its disappointment with the lack of involvement of stakeholders. It inquired about the status of the long-term management plans as regards the disagreement between EP and Council and the legal basis. 

The Commission representative explained the sequence of events that had led to a lower TAC for blue whiting; at the time of fishing the two stocks of blue whiting were mixed and should therefore be considered as one stock. 
With regard to the cod plan a scoping exercise to identify options for assessment would be initiated in the near future. The Commission representative invited the RACs to contribute to this exercise. With regard to Southern hake, the evaluation report based on the STECF’s analysis showed that the TAC was not enforced and therefore the recovery plan had little chance of success. On the long-term management plans, the Commission underlined the need for an open dialogue so that all the EU institutions could reach consensus on the principles and a structure for these regulations. 

Europêche argued that the low stocks of blue whiting were caused not only by overfishing, but also by varying productivity stages of the stock over time. They also wondered what was the situation in the Celtic Sea and wished to ascertain the Commission’s view of the access rights of Russia and Norway. They applauded the Commission’s decision not to transfer stocks to Norway in this year’s agreement and argued that this practice should stop. The situation with the Faroe Islands and Iceland caused them great anxiety and even though they were happy with the strong statement on sanctions, they wished to see more meaningful sanctions. They wondered whether it was possible to ban products from the Faroe Islands under codecision in Parliament and asked how the quota would be treated as long as there was no agreement with the Faroe Islands. EAPO stressed that the NWWRAC was unanimously against the Commission’s proposal to introduce an effort management system in the Celtic Sea. Cogeca asked for clarification on the ACFA consultation process on fishing opportunities and wanted AFCA to be more involved in the development of the proposal. 

The Commission noted ACFA’s disappointment regarding the October joint ACFA/RACs meeting. Its staff were now evaluating the results of the whole process and the Council outcomes. The Commission representative invited stakeholders to contribute to consultations directly after the scientific advice was released. 

3. FAO technical consultation on by-catch and discards (presentation of conclusions)

The Commission presented the report drawn up by the technical consultation meeting in December 2010 on by-catch and discards. The immediacy of this issue was illustrated by the data provided in 2004: the level of by-catch was estimated at 20 million tonnes and discards at 7 million tonnes. The draft guidelines produced by the recent technical consultation, if endorsed by COFI, would help States when including the objective of managing by-catches and reducing discards as part of national fisheries policies, RFMO frameworks or Agreements in conformity with the FAO code of conduct for responsible fisheries. The guidelines would provide a general framework allowing an effective management process and increased data and information on by-catch and discards.

The Commission presented the general outline of the document and stressed that the management plans took on board the co-management principles that already existed, such as those in UNCLOS. While promoting an ecosystem-based approach the draft guidelines also stressed the need for impact assessments to measure the socio-economic effects. The Commission representative explained that the guidelines also covered data gathering, R&D and a toolbox for fisheries management. None of the management measures made available in this toolbox should be seen as a panacea, but the toolbox would make it possible to design and implement appropriate combinations of a set of measures that could differ case by case. The draft guidelines were made as ambitious as possible to keep the door open for changes. 

Cogeca asked for clarification on whether the definition of discards also included invertebrates and algae. The Commission representative stated that the definition concerned any type of capture that could not be used or had no direct economic value. This definition could be narrowed down in the future, particularly when States had to adopt or update their own framework or management plans to support the objective of managing by-catches and reducing discards.

4. FAO COFI

On the upcoming COFI meeting, the Commission representative stressed that there was no specific item on the agenda dealing with the guidelines on by-catch and discards that had been adopted by a recent Technical Consultation. For these guidelines to be endorsed at COFI there first needed to be a political analysis and discussion in the EU, and this was still ongoing in the context of the reform of the CFP. 
At the COFI meeting the EU would discuss progress on the International Plans of Action on IUU, Sharks, Sea-Birds and Capacity. The Commission intended to stress that the Code of Conduct was far from being implemented among FAO Members and also planned to support the efforts to broaden and deepen its implementation. The EU was also planning to stress the need for Members to continue to address fleet and fishing overcapacity. The progress made concerning safety at sea in the fisheries sector would also be discussed and the EU welcomed the development of the FAO/ILO/IMO Safety Recommendations. In addition, the EU was willing to approve the reports made by the Subcommittee on Fish Trade. As far as sustainable fishing and aquaculture labels were concerned, the EU supported the development of a framework to assess the conformity of public and private eco-labelling schemes with related FAO guidelines. With regard to IUU issues the EU supported the following: the creation of a Global Record of fishing vessels, supply vessels and refrigerated transport vessels, the Agreement on Port State measures and the creation of international guidelines on criteria for assessing the performance of flag States and possible actions against vessels flying the flags of States not meeting such criteria. At COFI, climate change mitigation and adaptation related to fisheries would also be discussed, and the EU supported efforts to improve integration of environmental concerns on the basis of factual information and scientific advice. Finally, the EU supported further implementation of existing instruments for small-scale fisheries. 

The development NGOs asked whether human rights and social-economic issues could be incorporated in the global assistance programmes that existed for small-scale fisheries, as the current assistance focused on technical assistance. Europêche was interested in the Commission’s opinion on the image problem that the fisheries sector was facing and the possibility of consultation with the fisheries sector on the effects of climate change specifically on their sector. Europêche also asked who appointed the experts in the technical consultation bodies. 
The Commission replied that in order to focus on social issues there had to be political will among individual FAO States to push for this. The Code of Conduct already included an article on food security and poverty alleviation. There were also FAO Technical Guidelines on this issue. With respect to the image problem and the failure of certain Member States to respond to the COFI survey the Commission assured ACFA that the EU had provided very complete answers to the survey. Regarding climate change, the Commission was working on a communication on climate change that would contain guidelines on adaptation in coastal zones. 

5. Accession of Iceland
The Commission briefed ACFA on the meeting with Iceland during which the general principles of the acquis communautaire related to fisheries were presented. Trade aspects of the acquis dealing with fisheries would also come under Chapter 13. On several issues there were considerable differences in approach, e.g. on management of the fleet and on market organisation. The Commission reported that there would be a hearing at the European Parliament on 25 January. In the next stage of the accession procedure, planned in February and the beginning of March, Iceland had to present its legislation and answer questions. Some fifty questions had been already sent to them prior to that meeting. The Council would eventually decide whether negotiations on Chapter 13 could be opened. The decision was not expected before autumn this year. 

Europêche was interested in social regulation in Iceland and Iceland’s FPAs with other countries. Europêche also inquired about the mackerel dispute and how this situation was dealt with at the meetings. Cogeca asked about whaling in Iceland and the Commission’s opinion on this issue. The Commission explained that social legislation was not within the remit of DG MARE and would thus be discussed at meetings with other DGs but Eurostat had already visited Iceland to ascertain what data were available. The Commission confirmed that Iceland’s fisheries agreements with other countries would become EU agreements after accession. Regarding the mackerel dispute the Commission mentioned that the three Commissioners had sent Iceland a letter complaining about their attitude. In any event, sharing of quotas for each species would be dealt with once Chapter 13 negotiations were opened. The Commission mentioned that Iceland had reiterated at the recent EEA joint committee meeting their willingness to keep the negotiations on mackerel going. Iceland’s whaling practices would be tackled together with environmental issues.

6. UN General Assembly Resolution on fisheries

According to the Commission the outcome of the informal negotiations for the annual UNGA Resolution on sustainable fisheries could be considered satisfactory as all the EU’s proposals had been included in the final draft. However, due to strong opposition, particularly by Argentina and some other Latin American countries, it had not been possible to reach consensus on the text on the Resumed Review Conference and its recommendations regarding the UN Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA). Thus, the final text of the Resolution acknowledged the report of the Conference and encouraged States, either directly or through RFMOs and Arrangements, to consider implementing the recommendations produced by the conference. The EU’s proposal that the Resolution recognise the need for improved scientific knowledge on fisheries targeting marine species occupying low trophic levels, covering also their environmental and socio-economic impacts and their market drivers, had been included in the final draft. The EU had also tabled proposals on underwater marine noise, the impact of climate change on habitats of most affected areas and conducting joint meetings for non-tuna RFMOs. Proposals by other countries were aimed at banning pelagic driftnets (Australia), regulating incidental by-catch of sharks (Australia), creating a genuine link between flag and vessel (Nigeria) and banning Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) (Mexico).

Europêche asked the Commission to contact them before these UN meetings, as proposals such as banning FADs would impact heavily on the EU fisheries sector. Development NGOs asked for similar consultation and thanked the Commission for its proposal on small pelagics and krill. Environmental NGOs asked about the linkages between the EU proposals on Deep Sea Fishing and UN regulations on VMEs (Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems), especially considering that for these regulations there was a lack of scientific data. 

The Commission stated that the UN Secretariat General had requested the EU to submit by 30 April 2011 the report on the implementation of UN Resolution 61/105 on the protection of vulnerable marine ecosystems in the high seas from destructive fishing practices. As regards the lack of scientific data, the Commission replied that Council Regulation (EC) No 734/2008 of 15 July 2008 transposing the UNGA Resolution required Member States to submit all the impact assessments they had carried out before issuing the special fishing permits. 

As background information, the Commission told the meeting that Canada intended to propose at the next COFI meeting that the discussion on VMEs be moved from the UN to the FAO in order to have a sounder scientific basis. The Commission called for increased cooperation with NGOs and other ACFA stakeholders in order to prepare for the UN meetings. 

7. Public consultation on sharks

The Commission mentioned the dates of the public consultation on shark finning and briefly presented the three options, adding that anyone wishing to present other options was free to do so. The environment NGOs presented a written statement signed by several NGOs, highlighting their preference for the fins-naturally-attached option (option 3). The Chairman (speaking for Cepesca) made a presentation in which he stated that the European fisheries sector rejected shark finning and stressed that no shark finning took place in the EU. He outlined the different fishing methods of surface longliners and stressed that carcasses were never discarded by EU vessels. The bodies of sharks were transported to various countries, whereas the fins went to the Asian or US market. These fins were discharged in Vigo and then transported to other countries and the price in Vigo was 15 euros per kilo, instead of the 500 euros mentioned in the shark finning consultation. (The Commission clarified that the figure mentioned in the consultation referred to the final sale price on the Asian seafood market.) He argued that the quality of the fin would deteriorate if the fin was left attached, and that sharks took up more space with fins left attached. If the fins-naturally-attached option were introduced in the EU the time necessary to discharge a shark would increase as the sharks were mostly frozen, and third countries often did not have the infrastructure to maintain the cool chain. He recommended involving Spanish and Portuguese scientists in the question of shark finning as they were the people most familiar with the sector and were able to make judgments that were socially and economically sound. Otherwise this could lead to the disappearance of the EU fleet involved in this sector. Instead the EU should focus on third countries and ensure that they became as transparent with their data as the EU.

The chairman closed the meeting.
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