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“Look at them on days like that, when the wind is blowing through the 
boundaries of fresh and stiff, and you will see them for what they are: 
wind-runners, wind-dancers, the wind-spirits, alive with an evolved 
ability to live with the wind, in it and on it, drawing out its energy to 
make their own feathered, mobile, ocean-ranging magnificence.”

Introduction
Section 1

S
eabirds criss-cross the oceans linking 
the sea, sky and land, and are a highly 
visible and important component of 
marine ecosystems. Seeking out and 
foraging in highly productive parts 

of the sea, they encounter fishing vessels 
that target these same areas. Unfortunately, 
these interactions can become deadly when 
seabirds get caught on fishing hooks or 
entangled in fishing nets and drown. This is 
known as incidental catch, or bycatch.

Bycatch is one of the most significant threats 
to seabirds globally1. In European waters 
it is estimated that more than 200,000 
seabirds are killed as bycatch each year 2 

with at least 90,000 drowned in gillnets in 
the North and Baltic Seas alone. At least 29 
seabird species listed in Annex I of the Birds 
Directive have been found to be susceptible 
to bycatch3, with longlines and set nets 
posing the greatest risk. However, significant 
knowledge gaps exist, with data lacking for 

Adam Nicolson, The Seabird’s Cry: The Lives and Loves of the Planet’s Great Ocean Voyagers
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some regions and certain fishing gears, leading 
to uncertainty around these estimates and 
the extent to which they reflect the current 
reality. Estimates from national observer 
programmes are lacking, leading to further 
uncertainty about the current scale of the 
bycatch problem in Europe.

The problem of seabird bycatch, and the 
threat it poses to seabird populations, 
has long been known. The UN’s Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) adopted an 
International Plan of Action for Reducing 
Incidental Catch of Seabirds in Longline 
Fisheries (IPOA-Seabirds)4 in 1999. However, 
it wasn’t until 2012 that the European 
Commission published an Action Plan for 
reducing incidental catches of seabirds in 

fishing gears (EU-PoA)5 in acknowledgement  
that seabird bycatch was a problem that needed  
to be tackled collectively by Member States.

The EU-PoA aims to “minimise and, where  
possible, eliminate the incidental catches of  
seabirds, by EU vessels operating in EU and  
non-EU waters, as well as by non-EU vessels  
operating in EU waters” aligning with the  
overarching objective of the Common Fisheries  
Policy (CFP), which points to the need to minimise  
the impacts of fishing activities on marine ecosystems. 
It contains actions aimed at increasing knowledge 
and awareness of seabird bycatch, increasing 
and improving the collection of data on bycatch, 
implementing and ensuring compliance with 
mitigation measures, and increasing the level  
of financial investment to tackle the problem.
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Data gaps and uncertainty around bycatch 
estimates limit our ability to understand 
population level effects from bycatch and impede 
the implementation of measures to address the 
problem. However, solutions exist for certain 
fishing gears (e.g. use of line weighting and bird 
scaring lines for longline vessels). These relatively 
simple and inexpensive technical measures 
or adaptations to fishing practices, such as 
night setting or increased setting depth, can 
significantly reduce levels of seabird bycatch6. 
Despite this, the implementation of measures 

Whilst the EU-PoA was a vital and long overdue initiative towards tackling the problem of 
seabird bycatch in EU and external waters, almost 10 years after it was published, very little 
progress has been made towards achieving its objectives. Shockingly, few of the actions 
contained in the EU-POA have been implemented. Indeed, little meaningful progress has  
been made in implementing most of the actions. As a result, seabird bycatch in the EU and  
by EU vessels remains a pressing issue.

Implemented

Progress in implementing the actions contained in the EU-PoA

Partially implemented

Not implemented

to address the problem of seabird bycatch in EU 
waters is severely lacking. The poor management 
of fisheries resulting in the bycatch of seabirds is a 
clear breach of Member States, obligations under 
the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP theoretically 
promotes an ecosystem-based approach to 
fisheries management), the Birds Directive, the 
Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD),  
and multinational agreements such as the 
Convention on Migratory Species (CMS), and 
threatens the achievement of the objectives of 
the new EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030. 

3

8

19
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The EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030 
emphasises the importance of protecting 
and restoring our oceans, and sustainably 
managing marine resources that are  
essential to the healthy functioning of  
marine ecosystems and to human lives  
and livelihoods. It includes a commitment  
to develop, by 2021, an Action Plan to 
conserve fisheries resources and protect 
marine ecosystems (hereafter Action Plan),  
with a focus on addressing the bycatch of 
sensitive species and adverse impacts on 
sensitive habitats through technical  
measures such as area closures, gear  
changes and mitigation measures.

The Commission was supposed to carry out a 
full review and evaluation of the EU-PoA after 
eight years of implementation (i.e. in 2020), to 
coincide with the obligation under the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) to reach 
Good Environmental Status (GES), and to 
update the plan on the basis of the findings. 
This review and evaluation was not carried out 
and is therefore not available to inform the 
development of the new Action Plan.

This report contributes to filling this gap 
by providing a critical analysis of the 
implementation of the 2012 EU-PoA, drawing 
on the latest information about seabird 
bycatch in EU waters and non-EU waters 
and the weaknesses in the implementation 
of current EU legislation to propose specific 
actions that should be included in the Action 
Plan, in order to achieve the objective to 
minimise, and where possible eliminate, 
seabird bycatch in EU fisheries in domestic  
and external waters.

Given the failed implementation of the 
EU-PoA and the lack of measures put in 
place to address seabird bycatch to date, 
it is imperative that the upcoming Action 
Plan addresses the current weaknesses and 
sets out a clear roadmap with timebound 
targets for implementing urgent actions and 
establishing compulsory measures to address 
the problem over the coming years. This, is 

Specifically, the Action Plan should: 

 Ensure that the accountable  
party for each action is clearly 
identified and that Member States 
transpose the Action Plan to 
specific national actions. NGOs 
should not be an accountable party, 
although they may support the 
implementation of specific parts 
of the plan in collaboration with 
national governments and  
all relevant stakeholders. 

 Include obligations for regular 
reporting by Member States 
to the Commission on their 
implementation and progress 
towards the achievement of  
the Action Plan’s objectives.

 Include a process of regular 
assessments and evaluations 
by the Commission to track 
implementation and establish an 
evidence base for infringements 
against Member States that are not 
fulfilling their obligations.

 Ensure that all actions are 
supported by financial 
commitments and that efforts  
are coordinated with other 
regulations (e.g. MSFD). 

required to support the full implementation of 
the Birds Directive, the MSDF, and to deliver 
on the objectives of the 2012 EU-PoA and the 
EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030. 

Member States shouldn’t be let off the hook 
for their failure to fulfil their obligation to 
address the issue of bycatch.
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While bycatch represents one of the main 
threats resulting from fishing activities, it 
is only one of several threats that must be 
addressed in the Action Plan to protect 
sensitive species and safeguard marine 
ecosystems. It is important that the wider 
threats from unsustainable fishing are tackled 
in a comprehensive way, taking into account 
all impacts on marine wildlife and habitats. To 
restore and recover oceans ecosystems there 
is an urgent need to transition to low-impact 
fisheries by banning non-selective fishing gear 
and destructive fishing practices that harm 
biodiversity. Fishing effort must be reduced 
to sustainable levels and restricted to stocks 
that have been scientifically assessed, with 
ICES catch advice for stocks subject to the 
MSY and precautionary approaches treated 
as an upper limit for fishing mortality. Fully 
documented fisheries with 100% monitoring 
and control of all vessels have an important 
role to play in ensuring the achievement of 
the Action Plan’s objectives. 

The priority actions needed for 
addressing bycatch in the Action Plan 
fall under five broad categories that 
broadly correspond to the five specific 
objectives of the 2012 EU-POA:

 Ensuring the proper application of 
existing mitigation measures and 
monitoring effectiveness of, and 
compliance with, these measures 
(recommendation 1). 

 Increasing the statistical robustness 
and representativeness of bycatch 
data by ensuring the adequacy 
of national data collection 
programmes for recording bycatch 
(recommendation 2).

 Mandating the use of proven 
technical mitigation measures 
where there is evidence of seabird 
bycatch, or where there is a lack 
of data, and applying spatial/
temporal closures where no proven 
technical mitigation measures exist 
(recommendation 3).

 Improving the reporting of bycatch 
by fishers and increasing the uptake 
and correct use of mitigation 
measures through improved 
education and training and better 
involvement of fishers in the 
process, in particular small-scale 
fisheries, e.g. via co-management 
(recommendation 4).

 Substantially increasing the level 
of investment in the development 
of measures intended to reduce 
levels of bycatch, and in particular 
in testing known measures in 
Member States, fisheries to ensure 
their effective implementation 
under the conditions of EU fisheries 
(recommendation 5).
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Secure the strict protection of seabirds in line with 
the Birds Directive, and ensure proper application  
of, and compliance with, existing rules.

Analysis of 2012  
EU seabird bycatch 
plan of action and 
recommendations

Section 2

T
he EU-PoA failed to ensure the  
strict protection of all seabirds as  
required by the Birds Directive. Whilst  
the area of SPAs in the marine environment 
has increased since 20127, designation still 

lags behind the terrestrial environment and further 
marine sites need to be added to complete the 
marine Natura 2000 network.

Scientific research and fisheries-independent 
monitoring of sensitive species’ populations is vital  
to improve our understanding of the ecology of  
these species, as well as of the threat that human 
activities pose to their conservation status. It is 
vital that the threat of bycatch is understood in the 
context of longer-term species trends based on 
systematic monitoring in order to inform sound  
policy and management decisions. Ideally  
seabird surveys should be conducted 

regularly (e.g. annually), be coordinated at  
the regional level, be harmonized with MSFD 
monitoring programmes and Birds Directive  
reporting commitments, and be supported by a  
long-term funding commitment.

Weaknesses and incoherence in current  
management plans and measures need to be 
addressed immediately and effective fisheries 
management measures must be developed and 
implemented in all marine protected areas, including 
by mandating the use of scientifically tested mitigation 
solutions when bycatch occurs and requiring the 
use of low-impact alternative fishing gears. Member 
States, compliance with existing rules and the 
adequacy of their proposed measures should be 
assessed, and the European Commission (EC) should 
launch infringement proceedings against Member 
States that have not taken appropriate action.
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Specific Objective 1:
Identifying and addressing weaknesses and incoherences in  

current management measures both in EU and non-EU waters.

Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Explore the criteria that could be used  

to define a seabird bycatch problem.

European Commission 
(COM) in conjunction 
with scientific bodies

1st Quarter 2013.

The Technical Measures Regulation 
defines bycatch of sensitive species, 
but no criteria have been developed 
to define problematic levels of seabird 
bycatch. Current work under the MSFD 
D1C1 and OSPAR is attempting to  
address this gap.

Progress designation of the SPA  
network, including by using IBAs to  
identify candidate SPAs.

Member States (MS), 
COM Continuous.

The network of SPAs has been  
expanded since 2012, however,  
Natura 2000 sites still only cover 8% of 
the EU sea area, and significant parts 
of the marine IBA network are not yet 
included within the network.

Progress the development and implementation 
of fisheries management measures to protect 
seabirds in designated SPAs under the Birds 
Directive, in other MPAs, including those 
established in overseas countries and territories 
as well as in IBAs and extend these to the  
wider seas where required.

MS, COM Continuous.
Most SPAs do not have management 
measures in place aimed at reducing 
seabird bycatch.

Review current monitoring and  
mitigation measures to protect seabirds  
in Regional Fisheries Management Organisations 
(RFMOs) and assess levels of compliance  
with current measures .

MS, COM, RFMOs, LDRAC Continuous.
The EC has not undertaken an  
overall assessment of compliance  
with RFMO measures.

Encourage RFMOs, both through direct request 
and via the FAO, to develop their own National/
Regional Plans of Action, consistent with the 
FAO Best Practice Technical Guidelines.

COM, RFMOs Continuous. RFMOs have not adopted  
Regional Plans of Action.

Ensure, to the extent possible, that mitigation 
measures used by EU vessels fishing in external 
waters, are also used by vessels flagged to  
non-EU States but owned or controlled by 
owners and operators based in the MS.

COM, MS, RFMOs, LDRAC Continuous.

EU law does not give the opportunity to 
apply rules to vessels owned/operated 
by EU MS, but only to those flying the 
flag of EU MS.

Propose a specific recommendation(s) in the 
Coastal States agreement for non-EU vessels 
operating in EU waters to adopt mitigation 
measures and report on seabird bycatch .

COM By the latest end of 2013.

The EU-Senegal Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership Agreement (SFPAs) now 
foresees measures to tackle seabird 
bycatch. However, other SFPAs and the 
Northern Agreements do not address 
seabird bycatch.

Assessment of actions under Specific Objective 1 of the 2012 EU-POA
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 The EC must launch infringement procedures 
against Member States that have not established 
appropriate fisheries management measures to 
address bycatch. Emergency measures should 
be adopted to impose the immediate closure of 
fisheries in cases of non-compliance with existing 
measures and Member States should financially 
support collaborative fishers and fisheries that 
report bycatch and penalise infringing vessels  
(e.g. vessel forfeiture, removal of licence, fines). 

 The EC must develop criteria for assessing whether 
bycatch is ‘problematic’ at the national level, and for 
specific species or fisheries, to ensure a consistent 
approach among Member States.

 Member States must complete the SPA network 
at-sea by designating additional sites where the 
current network is insufficient, including based 
on the marine IBA network, to contribute to the 
achievement of the protected area targets of  
the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2030. 

 Member States must establish statistically robust 
and standardised monitoring programmes for 
seabirds to collect population and distribution 
data for species occurring in their marine waters, 
and coordinate these programmes at the sea basin 
level to understand regional trends, taking into 
account cumulative threats to species from multiple 
fisheries, or in combination with other pressures 
(e.g. habitat degradation, chemical pollution, climate 
change, offshore energy developments, deep sea 
and seabed mining, etc.). Synergies should be 
established with data collection needed to assess 
the achievement of Good Environmental Status 
under the MSFD and reporting under the Birds 
Directive and reporting under the Birds Directive.

 The EC must assess Natura 2000 sites’ management 
plans and the existence of management measures 
to reduce bycatch of seabirds, and assess Member 
States’ compliance with existing rules.

 The EC must review current monitoring and 
mitigation measures to protect seabirds in  
Regional Fisheries Management Organisations 
(RFMOs) and assess the level of compliance  
of EU flagged vessels with these measures.

 The EC must push RFMOs and Member States  
to develop Regional/National Plans of Action  
and for Member States to incorporate these  
plans into national legislation.

Recommendations
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Ensure 
better 
collection 
of data on 
seabird 
bycatch

The EU Data Collection Framework Regulation 
requires Member States to collect data to assess the 
impact of Union fisheries on the marine ecosystem 
in and outside Union waters, including on bycatch. 
Despite this, the implementation of the Regulation 
by Member States has been insufficient, and reliable 
and robust data on the levels and nature of seabird 
bycatch is lacking in many countries and for many 
fisheries. Low observer coverage (including due to 
limitations of deploying observers on small scale 
vessels), failure to cover certain fleet segments, 
inadequate training of observers on identification 
and recording of sensitive species, and the lack of 
standardised data collection protocols on bycatch 
of sensitive species (except in the Mediterranean 
and Black Sea) contribute to the current inadequacy 
of data. This also prevents a full understanding of 
the issue at the national and regional level. Even 
where data exists, the lack of statistically robust and 
harmonised sampling designs limits its value.

Due to the irregularity of bycatch of seabirds, 
calculations based on limited observer data lead 
to high biases and uncertainty, resulting in an 
underestimate of bycatch. National observer 
programmes need to increase monitoring coverage 
and distribution, particularly in fleet segments where 
there is evidence or a risk of seabird bycatch and 
for fleets where data is lacking. All vessels should 
be required to record their bycatch electronically in 
logbooks, and trained on-board observers or Remote 
Electronic Monitoring (REM) systems covering a 
sufficiently high percentage of fishing effort, with 
a minimum of 20% coverage, should be used to 
validate bycatch data to ensure that it is accurate, 
representative and enables robust estimates of 
bycatch levels.

Verified data collection in fisheries is also key to 
understanding the impacts and scale of fishing 
activities on sensitive species and their habitats, as 
well as to inform marine spatial planning. The lack of 
and poor quality of data on the occurrence, level and 
nature of bycatch of sensitive species (incl. seabirds) 
greatly hinders the ability to define and apply rules to 
manage fishing vessel activities. Greater effort should 
also be made to improve the transparency  
and accessibility of available data.
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Specific Objective 2:
Collecting data critical to establishing the extent of seabird bycatch, particularly in fisheries/areas in EU 

and no-EU waters where the information is limited, only anecdotal and/or not available.

Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Review available bycatch data, validate sources 
of information and identify fisheries where 
appropriate follow up actions with more 
detailed investigations are required.

MS, COM in conjunction 
with scientific bodies By the latest end of 2013. The EC has not undertaken  

this assessment.

Adopt a precautionary approach where 
information is lacking or uncertain on seabird 
bycatch and undertake more extensive 
monitoring of fisheries falling into this category 
(A minimum 10% observer coverage in the short 
term should be aimed for).

MS Following from initial 
assessment.

Member States have not applied  
a 10% observer coverage to fisheries 
where information on seabird bycatch  
is lacking or uncertain.

Ensure that observers routinely deployed on 
vessels operating in external waters accurately 
record seabird bycatch. 

MS, RFMOs Continuous.

Most Member States do not have a 
data collection programme that ensures 
observers collect data on vessels fishing 
outside EU waters.

Ensure that observer data is routinely submitted 
to the Secretariat of the respective RFMO and 
the Commission to facilitate analysis of observer 
programme data.

MS, RFMOs, COM Continuous.

Most Member States are not collecting 
data on seabird bycatch and are not 
reporting this data to their respective 
RFMO. Furthermore, when observer 
programmes are in place, bycatch is  
not properly assessed.

Establish a standard reporting format  
for recording seabird bycatch on a voluntary 
basis and to maintain a database of seabird 
bycatch in EU fisheries based on the information 
supplied by MS.

COM in conjunction  
with ICES End of 2012.

The EC has not developed a standard 
protocol for collection data on bycatch. 
The General Fisheries Commission for 
the Mediterranean (GFCM) has adopted 
a protocol for the collection of data on 
bycatch of vulnerable species for the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea8.

Consider the feasibility of incorporating the 
monitoring of seabirds under the new DCF. COM Beginning of 2014.

A requirement to collect data on the 
bycatch of sensitive species (including 
seabirds) was included in the new Data 
Collection Framework Regulation.

Assessment of actions under Specific Objective 2 of the 2012 EU-POA
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 The EC must promote the development of 
standardised data collection protocols and 
reporting formats at the sea basin level, following 
the example of GFCM9, to ensure harmonised and 
comparable data, and Member States should apply 
these protocols in the framework of their national 
bycatch data collection programmes.

 The EC must require all EU vessels fishing  
inside and outside EU waters to record their 
catches of sensitive species electronically in 
logbooks and require the inclusion of fields to 
record other relevant information (e.g. number 
of individuals, species, condition at capture, etc.) 
Member States should provide trainings and 
incentives to fishers in this regard. 

 Member States must ensure that national  
data collection programmes include all fleet 
segments and métiers where there is a risk of 
bycatch, or where there is insufficient data to 
assess the risk, also ensuring a proper spatial and 
temporal coverage, while covering a sufficiently 
high percentage of the fishing effort. This is 
essential to obtain accurate and representative 
data, allowing for robust estimates of bycatch 
levels. The level of coverage should be informed 
by previous knowledge of bycatch in the targeted 
fishery and adapted to the characteristics of the 
fishery and should not be less than 20% in order 
to obtain reasonably good estimates of total 
bycatch for common species, and not less than 
50% coverage for rare species10, and may need to 
be higher in some cases11. In cases where data or 
knowledge is lacking, a precautionary approach 
should be taken with a minimum of 20%  
coverage. Data should include monitoring 
of seabirds’ interactions with fishing gear to 

understand how bycatch occurs and select/
develop the most appropriate mitigation measures.

 The EC must require Member States to  
collect, record and report fishing effort in 
meaningful units (e.g. net length combined with 
soaking time in the case of static nets, number of 
hooks for longlines) and at accurate geographical 
scale to enable comparison of bycatch rates 
between different fisheries, including small scale 
fisheries. Without accurate fishing effort, it is not 
possible to estimate bycatch rates at fleet level, 
and consequently assess the impact of bycatch  
at the population level. 

 Member States must ensure that all scientific 
observers deployed onboard EU vessels fishing in 
EU waters, as well as on EU vessels operating in 
external waters, receive adequate training, and are 
provided with the necessary resources to enable 
them to accurately identify seabirds and to collect 
and record data on occurrences of bycatch.

 The EC must mandate the use of Vessel  
Monitoring Systems technologies (e.g. REM 
systems) on fishing vessels to collect data on 
bycatch and ensure there is comprehensive 
data on where fishing vessels operate to help 
understand bycatch risk, in particular where 
operational, safety, or other circumstances, 
prevent or limit the deployment of observers 
onboard vessels, e.g. in small-scale fisheries. 

 The EC must include a requirement to collect  
data on bycatch in all Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership Agreements (SFPAs) and provide 
technical and financial support to coastal states  
to collect this data.

 The EC and Member States must ensure that 
all observer data is routinely submitted to the 
Secretariat of the respective RFMOs and to the EC 
to facilitate analysis of observer programme data.

 The EC and Member States must ensure 
transparency by making data collected in  
the framework of seabird monitoring and  
bycatch observer programmes publicly available 
and in an accessible format. In this regard the  
EU should develop and maintain a detailed 
database of seabird bycatch in EU fisheries  
based on the information supplied by  
Member States and RFMOs.

Recommendations
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Urgently mandate the use of mitigation measures where 
there is evidence of seabird bycatch or where the available 
data (collected through monitoring programmes) are not 
sufficient to prove the absence of seabird bycatch

The Technical Measures Regulation12, adopted in 2019, 
should have provided an additional impetus for efforts 
to address bycatch, as it requires Member States to 
put in place mitigation measures to minimise and 
where possible eliminate bycatch of sensitive species, 
including seabirds. However, implementation of 
mitigation measures in EU waters and for EU vessels 
fishing outside EU waters is still severely lacking. 
In addition, there is a lack of transparency around 
uptake and application of mitigation measures, 
and compliance with existing obligations is largely 
unknown due to poor monitoring.

Best-practice mitigation measures exist for certain 
fishing gears and can significantly reduce levels of 
bycatch; for example, night setting, line weighting 
and the use of bird scaring lines can be crucial to 
tackle seabird bycatch in longline fisheries. The 
simultaneous use of two of these three measures 
can significantly reduce levels of seabird bycatch. 
The implementation of mitigation measures should 
be compulsory for all fishing methods that have an 
impact on seabirds, while considering the specific 
characteristics of fishery and adopting a case-by-case 
approach when necessary. Where existing measures 
are known to be effective at reducing seabird 
bycatch, or where novel measures are developed,  
and testing has demonstrated their effectiveness, 

they should be applied to fisheries where  
there is data indicating that seabird bycatch is 
occurring, and as a precautionary measure in  
fisheries, where there is a risk of seabird bycatch  
but insufficient data is available to determine the 
extent of the problem. Ongoing monitoring is vital 
following the implementation of mitigation measures 
to confirm compliance and that the measures are 
achieving the expected results at the fishery/fleet 
level (i.e. an adaptive approach is desirable, to  
adapt mitigation measures to specific situations).

In cases of non-compliance with mitigation  
measures, the European Commission should  
adopt emergency measures to close the infringing 
fisheries. Temporary and permanent closures of  
high-risk areas and closures of fisheries with 
significant bycatch should also be applied in  
cases where proven effective technical mitigation 
measures are lacking or failing to address the issue 
of bycatch. If collaborative fishers are adopting 
these measures without positive results, some 
compensation should be offered to them for the 
temporary or permanent closure of the fishery  
(as these bycatch hotspots are often identified  
thanks to the collaboration of fishers). On the 
contrary, penalties should be applied to infringing 
vessel (e.g. vessel forfeiture, removal of licence, fines).
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Specific Objective 3:
Implementation of mitigation measures where information indicates occurrence of seabird bycatch.

Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Implement proven mitigation measures in 
longline fisheries in the Gran Sol, Mediterranean 
and non-EU waters (where not already required 
to do so). In these fisheries at least two of the 
following mitigation measures should be used:

• Night setting with  
minimum deck lighting

• Bird-scaring lines (Tori lines)

• Line weighting

Mitigation measures should comply with 
minimum technical standards as set out in 
Birdlife and ACAP guidelines13.

COM, MS, RFMOs By the latest end of 2013.

Best practice mitigation measures are 
not required to be implemented in most 
longline fisheries; in some cases, such as 
the Western Mediterranean, effective 
measures for some fisheries are not easy 
to identify and implement. In particular, 
no action has been taken to address 
seabird bycatch in the Gran Sol fishery.

The Technical Measures Regulation 
requires Member States to propose 
mitigation measures so that they are 
adopted as delegated acts.

Promote the adoption of mitigation measures at 
international level, where appropriate and not 
already applicable.

COM Continuous.
The EC has promoted the adoption of 
measures in RFMOs for vessels fishing 
outside EU waters.

Assess and implement mitigation  
measures applicable in static net fisheries  
in the Baltic, eastern North Sea and western 
waters where incidental catches of seabirds  
are well-documented.

MS By the latest end of 2013.

Although the EC funded a project to test 
mitigation measures for static nets, this 
didn’t result in an effective technical 
mitigation measure and other measures 
(e.g. spatio-temporal closures) have not 
been implemented. 

Recommend that all vessels implement  
on-board management of offal/discards 
according to best practice guidelines14.

MS By the latest end of 2013

The discard ban introduced as part of 
the reform of the CFP requires vessels 
to land  species subject to TAC/quotas 
and prohibits discards, however, full 
implementation is lacking15 16.

On the basis of a review of RFMOs bring 
forward proposals for additional mitigation 
measures and improved monitoring in RFMOs.

COM, MS, RFMOs, LDRAC Continuous.

Although the EC has not conducted a 
review of RFMOs, many RFMOs require 
the use of mitigation measures to tackle 
seabird bycatch.

Assessment of actions under Specific Objective 3 of the 2012 EU-POA
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Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Propose the incorporation of relevant  
mitigation measures under the technical 
measures regulation being developed in the 
context of the reform of the CFP and also 
ensure the inclusion of specific measures under 
multi-annual plans, as a matter of priority where 
appropriate and urgently required.

COM

From 2016 following 
adoption of a new 
technical measure 
regulation and the 
development of  
multi-annual plans.

Seabird bycatch is a threat that needs 
to be tackled as per the new Technical 
Measures Regulation approved in 
2019. Furthermore, Multi-annual Plans 
provide an opportunity for Member 
States to adopt measures to tackle 
seabird bycatch. However, this process 
requires Member States to submit 
recommendations for mitigation 
measures, which they are currently 
failing to do.

Encourage Member States to transpose the EU-
PoA into national legislation. COM, MS By the latest end of 2013. No EU Member State has transposed  

the EU-PoA into national legislation.

Provide sufficient resources, notably  
supporting funding through the European 
Fisheries Fund (EFF) and the new European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) for the 
development, testing and implementation  
of mitigation measures.

MS
Immediate action for the 
EFF. By the latest end of 
2014 for the EMFF.

The possibility to fund the development, 
testing, and implementation of 
mitigation measures was possible 
through the EMFF. Some countries used 
that opportunity, however, many failed 
to do so, and the level of investment 
has been insufficient and needs to be 
increased in the EMFAF programming.



Recommendations

 The EC must urgently adopt relevant  
mitigation measures under the implementing  
acts of the Technical Measures Regulation 
and ensure the inclusion of specific measures 
within Multi-annual Plans. The implementation 
of mitigation measures should be based on the 
best available knowledge, allowing for local 
adaptations and confirmed by testing, and follow 
a precautionary approach where information 
is lacking or uncertain. When knowledge is not 
available, research should be supported to  
identify the best practices for particular fisheries.

 Member States must urgently mandate the 
use of best-practice mitigation measures 
(night-setting with minimum deck lighting, 
line weighting, bird-scaring lines) in all longline 
fisheries within and outside EU waters where 
data indicates that seabird bycatch is occurring, 
and as a precautionary measure in all longline 
fisheries where there is a risk of seabird bycatch, 
but insufficient data is available to determine 
the extent of the problem. The measures should 
comply with minimum technical standards as 
set out in ACAP guidelines, which have provided 
advice on the efficacy and application of  
mitigation best practice in a range of fisheries17 18.

For small-scale fisheries, where the use of these 
“standard” mitigation measures might not always 
be practical, alternative mitigation measures 
need to be developed, tested, and promoted, 
and toolkits of mitigation measures should be 
elaborated, giving an option to fishers to choose 
the most suitable on a case-by-case basis. 

 The EC must assess and implement mitigation 
measures for static net fisheries in the Baltic, 
eastern North Sea, and western waters where  
the bycatch of seabirds is well-documented.

 The EC must promote the use of  
mandatory mitigation measures in all  
RFMOs, where appropriate and not  
already applicable, together with improved 
monitoring of compliance, and the application  
of sanctions in cases of non-compliance.

 The EC must develop guidance for Member States 
on the development of appropriate and adequate 
fisheries management measures for SPAs and other 
marine protected areas, and set an urgent deadline 
for Member States to establish these measures.

 Member States must define and implement 
fisheries management measures (including 
technical mitigation measures) to protect 
seabirds within all SPAs designated under the 
Birds Directive, in other MPAs, including those 
established in overseas countries and territories, 
and extend these to the wider seas where 
required. They should also ensure adequate 
monitoring of the effectiveness of these  
measures once in place.

 The EC and Member States must ensure that 
fisheries inspectors are adequately trained to 
assess compliance with bycatch mitigation 
measures and Member States must use other 
electronic monitoring tools such as REM with 
cameras to help improve data collection and 
monitor compliance.

 The EC must systematically integrate fisheries 
management and mitigation measures to protect 
seabirds in all Sustainable Fisheries Partnership 
Agreements (SFPAs) and Northern Agreements, 
and require the use of technical bycatch mitigation 
measures as a condition, when needed, for EU 
vessels to obtain an authorisation to fish in  
certain areas outside Union waters.
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Improve education 
and training for 
fishers on accurate 
identification and 
reporting of seabird 
bycatch and on the 
use and benefits of 
mitigation measures

The European Maritime and Fisheries  
Fund (EMFF) has allowed some training, 
education, and awareness-raising projects to  
be developed in the last years, but the lack  
of real capacity, availability of EU funds and 
interest from the relevant stakeholders has 
considerably reduced this ambition. Instead of 
actions and investments from Member States, 
environmental NGOs have been investing in 
grassroots involvement of stakeholders19.

The EC should increase education and training 
to fishers on the use and benefits of mitigation 
measures and accurate identification of seabirds 
for reporting purposes by dedicating specific 
funding for this purpose, in particular through 
the European Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Fund (EMFAF). The EU and Member States 
must play a leading role in encouraging and 
stimulating action by setting clear expectations 
and obligations for bycatch reduction and 
providing adequate resources.
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Specific Objective 4:
Providing education and training to fishermen in the use and benefits of mitigation  

measures and accurate identification of seabirds for reporting purposes.

Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Organise a workshop(s) to inform  
stakeholders on the EU-PoA. COM 1st quarter 2013. A workshop was never organised.

Promote the adoption of mitigation  
measures to reduce seabird bycatch  
and assist in the development of training  
programs addressed to fishermen and  
fisheries observers, the preparation and 
distribution of seabird identification  
guides and other relevant materials.

MS, NGOs, RACs Continuous.

Although a few MS have awarded 
EMFF funds to pursue this action, only 
a handful of them have done so (e.g. 
Spain & Portugal) while many others 
are still failing to do this. Some multi-
taxa identification guides have been 
developed at regional and national level 
under other funding20. Beyond promoting 
some pilot studies, real willingness is 
missing and this should be improved 
through the EMFAF programming.

Provide sufficient resources, notably  
supporting funding through the EFF and  
the new EMFF for delivery of education  
and awareness raising measures.

MS Continuous.
Although there is the possibility to do 
so, most countries have not used EMFF 
funds to deliver this action.

Continue to provide training, education 
and awareness-raising measures to vessels 
operating in external waters.

NGOs, RFMOs Continuous.

Some trainings have been delivered 
by BirdLife’s Albatross Task Force and 
national Partners to fishers in EU vessels 
fishing outside the EU, mainly using 
funding from non-EU sources However, 
the EU has a disappointing record 
in funding and implementing these 
activities and this should be improved 
through the EMFAF programming.

Extend awareness-raising measures to other 
stakeholders and the general public. COM, NGOs Continuous.

BirdLife has implemented several 
projects to increase awareness of the 
problem and mitigation measures to 
stakeholders and the general public. 
However, most of the funding has come 
from other sources and not from the 
European Commission. The EU has a 
disappointing record in funding and 
implementing these measures and  
this should be improved in the  
EMFAF programming.

Assessment of actions under Specific Objective 4 of the 2012 EU-POA
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 The EU must organise outreach events to  
ensure that all relevant stakeholders, including  
the general public, are informed about the  
issue of bycatch and are aware of the actions  
promoted under the Action Plan.

 Member States must deliver training and  
develop resources (e.g. identification guides) for 
fishers to enable them to correctly and accurately 
identify and record bycaught seabird species, and 
provide guidance and training on the safe handling 
and release of bycaught birds, including for vessels 
operating in external waters.

 The EU and Member States must explore  
ways to recognise fishers that are taking  
positive action to address bycatch.

 The EU and Member States must provide support 
to promote the adaptation and adoption of 
mitigation measures in new fisheries.

 Member States must dedicate sufficient  
resources, notably through the EMFAF, for the 
delivery of education and awareness raising 
measures on bycatch.

 The EC must seek the involvement of all 
stakeholders in the process of evaluation and 
addressing bycatch, including fishers, scientists, 
NGOs and administrations, promoting a 
collaborative approach and guaranteeing the 
adoption of decisions through participative 
processes (e.g. co-management), plus  
promote adaptive management. 

Recommendations
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Invest in  
research and 
development 
of practical and 
effective mitigation 
measures for all 
fishing methods that 
impact seabirds

While some financing has been dedicated to 
developing and testing mitigation measures 
to reduce seabird bycatch in specific fishing 
gears, including technical modifications to 
fishing gears, changes to fishing practices, and 
the use of alternative fishing gears, there is 
a need for significantly increased effort and 
financing through existing EU research and 
innovation funds. 

Measures that have been scientifically  
proven to reduce seabird bycatch in set 
nets remain an important gap. Initial trials of 
several measures, including novel devices, 
have delivered some promising results, 
but there is a need for further research, 
development and testing, and for funding  
to adapt and apply the measures to  
different set net fisheries.

Where measures have been demonstrated 
to be effective in reducing bycatch it is 
vital that they are made compulsory and 
rolled out rapidly at the level of the fleet or 
fishery. Continual monitoring following the 
application of mitigation measures at the 
fleet level should be used to confirm that 
they are having the desired impact and to 
inform a process of continual refinement and 
improvement of the measures.
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Specific Objective 5:
Instigating research into practical and effective mitigation  

measures for all fishing gears which impact on seabirds. 

Action Responsible Party Timetable Progress

Instigate research through EU funding 
programmes (e.g. FP7, LIFE) into the 
development of practical and efficient 
mitigation measures, evaluation of the 
effectiveness of those measures and  
evaluation and improvement of  
technologies and practices already in  
place. Emphasis should be placed on  
developing mitigation measures for  
static net fisheries in the short-term.

COM, MS, RACs, NGOs Continuous.

Several projects with actions related 
to mitigation measures for seabird 
bycatch have been funded by the EU LIFE 
Programme21. However, other funding 
sources such as Horizon and INTERREG 
have not been utilised.

Continue research on the development of 
alternative fishing gear aiming to overcome 
adverse fishery-induced impacts on SPAs so  
as to facilitate access to fishing opportunities.

MS, RACs, NGOs Continuous.

Few Member States have employed 
serious efforts to develop alternative 
gears. Some BirdLife Partners have 
worked on this topic (e.g. SEO/BirdLife  
in Spain, NABU in Germany).

If monitoring of bycatch of seabirds is  
included in the EU Multi-annual Programme  
for Data Collection 2014-2020, assess how  
novel electronic monitoring technologies can 
be used to monitor seabird bycatch and, as 
appropriate, ensure their implementation.

MS, RACs, NGOs 2014.

Member States are not  
collecting adequate data on seabird 
bycatch within their Data Collection 
programmes, despite this being a legal 
obligation. Work in Denmark partially 
funded by the EMFF has demonstrated 
the feasibility of using remote electronic 
monitoring to record seabird bycatch  
in small-scale vessels22.

Provide sufficient resources, notably supporting 
funding through the EFF and the new EMFF 
to facilitate uptake and testing of mitigation 
measures and also additional monitoring of 
fisheries with suspected bycatch issues.

MS
Immediate action for the 
EFF. By the latest end of 
2014 for the EMFF.

Some Member States (e.g. Denmark, 
Lithuania, Spain, Portugal) have awarded 
EMFF funds for testing of mitigation 
measures and monitoring of fisheries, 
but many others haven’t. However, the 
current level of investment is insufficient.
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 The EC must increase the level of funding 
provided through its research and environmental 
programmes (e.g. Horizon Europe, LIFE+) for the 
development of practical and effective mitigation 
measures for seabird bycatch, for testing and 
evaluating the effectiveness of those measures, 
and for the evaluation and further development 
and improvement of existing technologies and 
practices. Developing mitigation measures for 
static net fisheries should be an immediate priority.

 The EC must continue to finance research on 
and development of alternative fishing gears 
that reduce fisheries-related impacts on SPAs to 
facilitate continued access to fishing opportunities.

 The EC must establish an EU-led research  
program to develop technical solutions for  
critical areas, fishing gears and species.  
Particular attention should be paid to the issue 
of small-scale fisheries (considering that they 
represent the majority of EU’s fisheries), which may 
alternate between different métiers and differ in 
many small details that may influence bycatch. 

 The EU must dedicate funding to demonstrate the 
utility of Remote Electronic Monitoring to collect 
accurate data on bycatch of sensitive species.  

 Member States must provide sufficient resources, 
notably financial resources (e.g. through the 
EMFAF), to facilitate the development, testing, 
adaptation, uptake, monitoring and control of 
mitigation measures in fisheries where there is 
evidence of seabird bycatch.

Recommendations
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The development of the Action 
Plan under the Biodiversity 
Strategy to 2030 provides the 
opportunity to address the 
failures of the 2012 EU-PoA and 
to significantly increase efforts 
to address the issue of bycatch 
of seabirds and other sensitive 
species, as well as to address 
this threat in a comprehensive 
way together with other threats 
to sensitive species and marine 
ecosystems resulting from  
fishing operations.

While some third countries 
have succeeded in significantly 
reducing seabird bycatch through 
relatively simple solutions23, the 
EU is lagging behind and must 
step up to combat this pressure 
given the need to build resilience 
in struggling and iconic seabird 
populations in Europe.

Conclusion

Photo © Stefano Ciociola
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