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Scientists call for the prohibition of all destructive fishing methods and
industrial activities in Marine Protected Areas

12 September 2022

Marine protected areas (MPAs) with high levels of protection have proven the most effective
mechanism to restore marine life and all the benefits it provides to humanity, from food security to
carbon sequestration, jobs and economic gains.? However, EU waters, especially around continental
Europe, are in a dismal state of conservation, with only 31% of the stocks studied in the Northeast
Atlantic considered in a good state in 2020, while most are not even assessed.? The EU currently has
less than 1% of true MPAs,* meaning that over 99% of continental EU waters fail to be adequately
protected from high-impact activities such as industrial extractions or bottom trawling. As a result, the
abundance of marine life inside many EU MPAs is lower than in unprotected areas nearby,> which
undermines any conservation goal. As they stand, EU MPAs fail to provide conservation benefits. If
the EU aims at restoring marine life as part of its Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and intends to use
MPAs as a tool to help replenish depleted fisheries, it must immediately prohibit bottom trawling and
other industrial activities within its MPAs.

The facts

The impacts of bottom trawling

e The strongest and most widespread disturbance of marine ecosystems is caused by bottom
trawling, considered as the most destructive® and fuel-intensive fishing practice,” which has been
compared to forest clear-cutting.® Bottom-trawling kills one million tons of organisms as bycatch
every year, accounting for 93% of EU discards.

e Bottom-trawling disturbs the carbon stored on the seafloor and contributes to significant CO,
emissions, exacerbating global warming.2

e As of today, bottom trawling is conducted in 59% of the EU’s so-called ‘MPAs’, ironically depleting
vulnerable species within their boundaries even faster than in nearby unprotected areas.®
Allowing bottom trawling and other industrial extractive activities undermines conservation goals
and depletes the natural capital that MPAs are supposed to grow.

The benefits of highly/fully protected MPAs

e MPAs that ban fishing restore marine life within their boundaries, with 6-fold increases in fish
biomass and 20% increases in diversity.>°

e Once predator abundance recovers sufficiently, no-take MPAs can trigger indirect effects that
restore the structure and complexity of the ecosystem as it was before overexploitation.1%!
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e No-take MPAs can increase adjacent fishery catches, ensure the sustainability and increase the
long-term profitability of local fisheries. 12131415

e Every Euro invested in a highly protected MPA generates at least 10 Euros in economic outpu
in some cases exceeding the economic revenue of fishing 25-fold. '8 However, MPAs that allow
commercial fishing typically do not provide more social or economic benefits than unprotected
areas. 19,20,21

t, 16

The opportunity for the European Union

Governing over the world’s largest maritime zone, the EU is in a unique position to lead the way by
banning bottom trawling from its network of supposedly ‘protected’ areas. The IUCN provides a clear
definition of the activities, which should be prohibited within MPAs in order to qualify as ‘MPAs’: “Any
industrial activities and infrastructural developments (e.g. mining, industrial fishing, oil and gas
extraction) are not compatible with MPAs and should be excluded from such areas if they are to be
considered as MPAs.”*?

It is important to note that, to achieve the greatest ecological and economic benefits, the bottom-
trawling fishing effort currently occurring in MPAs should not be relocated elsewhere. This would
reduce CO, emissions from bottom trawling,? and net benefits from restored ecosystem services
would start to occur as soon as four years after the bottom trawling ban. %

The transition to low-impact fisheries, and the protection of 30% of the EU’s EEZ in MPAs by 2030
(including 10% in strictly protected (no-take) zones, which is a key mandate of the EU’s Biodiversity
Strategy), would help restore European marine biodiversity, replenish depleted European fisheries,
resuscitate exhausted small-scale coastal fisheries and the livelihoods they support, and be easily
financed by redirecting EU’s harmful fisheries subsidies.
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