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1 The overfishing crisis 
 
Not surprisingly, continuous overfishing has resulted in a significant 
decline of the fish population:  
 

“The cover story of the May 15th [2205] issue of the 
international journal Nature reveals that we have only 10% of 
all large fish—both open ocean species including tuna, 
swordfish, marlin and the large groundfish such as cod, 
halibut, skates and flounder—left in the sea. Most strikingly, 
the study shows that industrial fisheries take only ten to fifteen 
years to grind any new fish community they encounter to one 
tenth of what it was before. 
  
“ ‘From giant blue marlin to mighty bluefin tuna, and from 
tropical groupers to Antarctic cod, industrial fishing has 
scoured the global ocean. There is no blue frontier left,’ says 
lead author Ransom Myers, a world-leading fisheries biologist 
based at Dalhousie University in Canada.  ‘Since 1950, with 
the onset of industrialized fisheries, we have rapidly reduced 
the resource base to less than 10% – not just in some areas, 
not just for some stocks, but for entire communities of these 
large fish species from the tropics to the poles.’ 
 
“This study not only confirms the bad news emerging from 
individual fisheries showing that species like cod can be fished 
below recovery, but it also reveals a grim global mosaic that 
demands immediate action. ‘The impact we have had on 
ocean ecosystems has been vastly underestimated,’ says co-
author Boris Worm of Dalhousie University and the University 
of Kiel in Germany. ‘These are the megafauna, the big 
predators of the sea, and the species we most value. Their 
depletion not only threatens the future of these fish and the 
fishers that depend on them, it could also bring about a 
complete re-organization of ocean ecosystems, with unknown 
global consequences.’ 

 
The fisheries homepage of the European Environment Agency 
succinctly explains the overfishing crisis we are facing: 
 

“There is a critical overcapacity in the European fishing 
fleet. Over-fishing can have serious consequences for the 
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entire marine environment. Certain trawling techniques, for 
example, cause damage to the highly important seabed 
habitat. At the other end of the food chain, seabirds, seals, 
whales and other marine mammals will be left with nothing 
to eat.  
 
“The key question is whether Europe can avoid ‘fishing 
out’ its remaining stocks and instead develop an industry 
that is sustainable for both the environment and those 
making a living from it.” 

 
The European Union is also fully aware of the problem. At the 2002 
World Summit on Sustainable Development, the EU stated: 
 

“Global fish stocks are being seriously depleted. Almost 
one third have been overexploited in recent years and will 
need time to recover. Another half are already fully fished 
and can stand no more catch increases or they will go into 
serious decline. In other words, just a quarter of the world 
fish stocks are, what the UN terms, 'moderately exploited'. 
 
The EU is in the process of reforming its fisheries policy, 
with the aim of reducing fleets and total catch, and calls on 
other countries to do the same in order to restore stocks to 
sustainable levels by 2015 at the latest. This is in line with 
the Biodiversity Action Plan on Fisheries, which also 
provides other measures to preserve or rehabilitate 
biodiversity. 
 
Indeed, by improving the integrated management of 
oceans, establishing marine and coastal protected areas 
and supporting the sustainable management of fish 
stocks, the overfishing crisis can become a thing of the 
past. 
 
An EU fishing inspectorate is also planned, as well as 
regional advisory councils to bring the EU's Common 
Fisheries Policy closer to fishermen, the fish industry, 
NGOs, local authorities and other stakeholders. 
 
To achieve sustainable fisheries beyond EU waters, on 
the basis of stronger international co-operation, the reform 
package includes an action plan against illegal fishing and 
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a strategy for EU fisheries development partnerships with 
third countries.” 

 
Unfortunately, though progress has been made, a good deal still 
needs to be done. Speaking in September 2005, Dr. Joe Borg, 
Member of the European Commission responsible for Fisheries and 
Maritime Affairs, explained that the: 
 

... overall the picture is positive: we have made significant 
progress in the right direction. The process of cutting back 
on fishing to replenish stocks may sometimes have to be 
more gradual than the immediate, one-step correction that 
some scientists would prefer. We try to avoid asking the 
fishing industry to accept sudden and large reductions in 
fishing except in critical cases of over-fishing, as severe 
shocks to the industry can have wide-ranging social, as 
well as economic, consequences. But the basic direction 
of our policy remains the same: the implementation of a 
new EU management framework with special emphasis on 
multi-annual management plans, a reduction in the size of 
the fishing fleet, the end of public aid for the building of 
new fishing vessels, the promotion of environmentally-
friendly fishing methods and the establishment of recovery 
plans for particularly over-exploited stocks. All this is 
intended to fundamentally change past behaviour. 
 
“We still have some way to go, however, before achieving 
sustainable fisheries and a secure economic future for our 
fisheries sector.”  (Italics added) 

 
The overfishing crisis – its threat on marine biodiversity and Europe’s 
central role in it – continues. If we want to have plenty of fish in our 
seas, more action by the EU, by European states, by European 
businesses and by Europeans citizens is needed now. In particular, 
the EU Common Fisheries Policy and related policies of the member 
states need urgent reform. 
 
2 Initiative goals and objectives  
 
The goal of this pan-European initiative is to raise awareness among 
European citizens of the impact of European fisheries on marine 
biodiversity in Europe and beyond. 
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In recent years there have been few large-scale awareness raising 
activities in Europe. One notable exception is the WWF 2002 Stop 
Overfishing Campaign, whose objective was to “raise awareness of, 
and generate action to halt, the depletion of the oceans through 
unsustainable fishing: the fisheries crisis.” 
 
Another interesting exception is the current 2005 overfishing 
campaign by the Sea Life Centres, which has 20 branches across 
eight western European countries. Also of note is the current turtle 
conservation campaign of the European Association of Zoos and 
Aquaria. A review of both these campaigns has provide input into this 
initiative proposal 
 
This initiative will raise awareness in order to encourage Europeans 
to take action by: 
 

o changing their consumption patterns 
 

o increasing their political engagement  
 
To achieve these two objectives, the initiative will work directly with 
aquaria to educate Europeans – adults and children – on the crisis of 
overfishing and on possible actions to change unsustainable fisheries 
practices, in particular by influencing reform of the EU Common 
Fisheries Policy.  
 
By way of example, the initiative will work with aquaria to raise 
awareness on opportunities for consuming fish from sustainable 
fisheries. This effort will build on the excellent wallet-sized guide from 
WWF Switzerland: “Fish - A Consumer's Guide” and from the very 
successful set of guides produced by the Monterey Bay Aquarium in 
California, USA. The Aquarium of the Rotterdam Zoo has also 
produced a seafood guide. 
 
Over the three year period, the initiative will deliver not only a 
heightened sense of awareness across Europe of the overfishing 
crisis, but, if successful, it will also achieve real change by 
Europeans in both their consumption patterns and their political 
decisions. 
 
3 Initiative logo and messages 
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The proposed logo for the initiative is a threatened 
commercially harvested fish from European waters such 

as the North Atlantic cod. For example, see the picture above in the 
header of this document. 
 
The proposed strap line for the overall initiative is: 
 

“Are there plenty of fish in the sea?”  
 
The first key initiative message is: 
 

“No, there are not enough fish in the sea.” 
 
The second key initiative message is: 
 

“Indeed, there are initiatives to conserve marine biodiversity.” 
 

The third key initiative message is: 
 

“Yes, the EU should reform its regulation of the seas.” 
 
The fourth key initiative message is: 
 

“I too can do my part to conserve marine biodiversity.” 
 
4 Initiative organising themes 
 
The key messages will be communicated to Europeans through four 
organising themes: 
 

o Overfishing within European waters 
 

Europe is surrounded by nine sea basins: the Mediterranean 
Sea, Black Sea, and Sea of Azov, the Caspian Sea, White Sea, 
Barents Sea, Norwegian Sea, Baltic Sea, North Sea, and the 
North Atlantic Ocean. Within these waters, the European 
Environmental Agency reports that “almost all round fish stocks 
have declined and are currently not sustainable.” For example, 
in November 2005, the Independent reported: “This has been a 
catastrophic year for bluefin tuna in the Mediterranean. The 
enormous fish … is being caught in such vast numbers that 
scientists fear its commercial extinction is looming.” 
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o Overfishing outside European waters 
 

Europe overfishing capacity goes far beyond European waters 
and is impacting marine biodiversity throughout the world. For 
example, one report states: “Overfishing by subsidized 
European fleets off the coast of West Africa is hurting local 
fisheries and forcing people to slaughter wildlife to get enough 
to eat.” 

 
o Marine conservation initiatives 

 
There are, however, numerous marine conservation initiatives 
that can provide guidance for producers, consumers and policy 
makers. Two global initiatives, which nevertheless have a direct 
impact on Europeans, are the Marine Aquarium Council and the 
Marine Stewardship Council. The former certifies sustainable 
supply of fish for your living room, while the latter certifies 
sustainable supply of fish for your kitchen. 

 
o What you and the EU can do 

 
Overfishing is a result of both market failure and government 
failure. Markets do not respond in part because consumers are 
not demanding sustainable fish and in part because market 
prices do not reflect the costs of overfishing. Governments do 
not respond in part because voters are not demand sustainable 
fish policies and in part because government budgets are not 
impacted by the costs of overfishing. This initiative will highlight 
what Europeans – as consumers and as citizens – can do to 
restored marine biodiversity. 

 
Generic activities and materials under these four themes will be 
developed. These activities and materials will then be adopted and 
used as appropriate by the various partner aquaria. 
 
The four themes will also be used to organise materials on the 
initiative website and the associated initiative web pages of the 
partner aquaria. 
 
5 Initiative programme 
 
The initiative programme will focus on addressing the overfishing 
crisis through achieving two objectives: 
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o changing European consumption patterns 
 

o increasing European political engagement 
 
The initiative programme will have four phases: 
 

o Phase 1 (late 2005 to mid 2006) 
Organise the initiative 
 

o Phase 2 (mid 2005 to mid 2006) 
Implement the initiative in larger EU countries 

 
o Phase 3 (mid 2006 to mid 2007) 

Roll out the initiative in smaller EU countries 
 

o Phase 4 (late 2007) 
Evaluation and forward planning 

 
Phase 1 (late 2005 to mid 2006) 
Organise the initiative  
 
The primary tasks during of Phase 1 will be: 
 

o establish the initiative partnership including partner aquaria 
 

o finalise the initiative programme 
 

o finalise the core set of initiative activities 
 

o develop and produce the initiative materials 
 
Phase 2 (mid 2006 through 2007) 
Implement the initiative in larger EU countries 
 
During Phase 2, the initiative will be implemented by initiative 
partners in larger European countries such as France, Germany, 
Italy, Spain, Poland and the United Kingdom.  
 
By focusing first on larger European countries, the initiative will be 
able to take advantage of economies of scale in the production of 
initiative materials and in influencing large numbers of European 
citizens. 
 
Phase 3 (mid 2007 to through 2008) 
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Roll out the initiative in smaller EU countries 
 
During Phase 3 – which will run in part simultaneously with Phase 2 
– the initiative will be implemented by initiative partners in smaller 
European countries including the recent member states. The initiative 
may also be implemented in non-EU states such as Switzerland and 
Norway as well as possibly the EU accession states such as Croatia 
and Turkey. 
 
Materials developed and used in the larger EU countries will be 
available for use in the smaller countries. 
 
Phase 4 (late 2008) 
Evaluation and forward planning 
 
During Phase 4 – running in part simultaneously with Phase 3 – a 
thorough evaluation of the initiative will be undertaken. This will build 
on the on-going monitoring that took place throughout the initiative. 
Please see the section below on monitoring and evaluation. 
 
In addition, during Phase 4 IUCN and EUAC will meet with initiative 
partners and donors to review the evaluation and, as appropriate, 
plan a new round of activities or a new initiative. 
 
6 Initiative activities and materials 
 
During the organisation Phase 1, a core set of materials will be 
developed in the English language. These will then be translated into 
other European languages as required for the implementation 
phases. 
 
As the initiative will target ordinary European citizens, primarily 
through their visits to popular aquariums, it is critical that the initiative 
materials are available in local languages. In some aquaria, of 
course, materials will be made available in more than one language. 
The initiative website will also be multilingual. 
 
For the implementation Phases 2 and 3, the initiative will feature the 
four themes presented above with associated activities and materials 
adopted for the particular capacities of the partner aquaria. 
Associated with each theme, there will be a programme of activities 
and materials such as: 
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o special live fish exhibitions of commercial and ornamental 
marine life within and outside European waters 

o newsletters 
o lecture series 
o museum-quality displays 
o education resource kits for teachers 
o sustainable fish menus at the facility’s eating places 
o pocket-sized sustainable fish guides 
o initiative merchandise 
o petitions to the EU and its member states 
o press materials 
o posters 
o initiative website plus associated partner’s websites 

 
Examples of initiative activities and materials from other efforts are 
presented in the Appendices. The Appendices demonstrate that 
there many resources available from which the European initiative 
can be built. 
 
7 Monitoring and evaluation  
 
The initiative will require careful monitoring at two levels: 
 

o implementation 
 

o impact 
 
Implementation monitoring  will focus on the development and 
implementation of the initiative programme including the thematic 
activities and the production and dissemination of materials. Initiative 
partners will produce quarterly reports on the initiative efforts. The 
IUCN/EUAC initiative coordination unit will also undertake 
independent monitoring and consultations.  
 
Impact monitoring  will focus specifically on the impact the initiative 
has on changing European consumption patterns and on increasing 
European political engagement. Though impacts are more difficult to 
monitor, early attention to impact will influence the design of the 
activities and materials. 
 
During Phase 1, the IUCN/EUAC initiative coordination unit will work 
closely with the monitoring and evaluation expertise within IUCN to 
design a robust impact-monitoring programme. 
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During Phase 2 and 3, the monitoring outputs will feed directly into 
adjustments in the programme and its implementation as required to 
achieve the desired impacts. 
 
During Phase 4, the monitoring outputs will feed directly into an 
evaluation of the initiative and forward planning. 
 
8 Initiative risks  
 
This initiative, like any other major environmental initiative, faces 
many risks including: 
 

o lack of sustained commitment by the partners 
 

o lack of adequate support from the donors 
 

o lack of interest by the target audience – Europeans 
 

o lack of interest by the European media 
 

o lack of response by EU policy makers 
 

o lack of response by EU member states 
 

o lack of response by European businesses 
 

o lack of scientific integrity 
 

o poorly designed initiative activities and materials 
 

o unexpected developments which overshadow the initiative 
 
In finalising the programme during Phase 1, the initiative partnership 
will need to specify the material risks facing the initiative and ensure 
that these are adequately addressed. 
 
9 Initiative budget 
 
A working budget for the overfishing initiative is � 5 million : 
 



 
Are there plenty of fish in the sea? – An IUCN Euro pean overfishing initiative proposal 

 

Are there plenty of fish in the sea? – An IUCN European overfishing initiative proposal 
 

draft as of 09 Dec 05 – page 12 of 23 

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Total
Management and coordination 250,000 200,000 200,000 200,000 850,000

Production of core materials in English 1,500,000 750,000 750,000 0 3,000,000
Translation into other European languages 250,000 100,000 100,000 0 450,000

Monitoring and evalution 75,000 75,000 75,000 75,000 300,000
Accounting and reporting 100,000 100,000 100,000 100,000 400,000

Total 2,175,000 1,225,000 1,225,000 375,000 5,000,000  
 
Throughout the initiative, careful accounting of expenditures will be 
maintained to ensure that financial resources are used efficiently and 
effectively. Wherever possible, in-kind contributions such as live fish 
displays and staff time will be solicited from the initiative members. 
Thus, the total budget for the initiative is likely to be significantly 
higher. 
 
10 Initiative partnerships 
 
The initiative will be organised as set of partnerships among partner 
aquaria and others. The partnership coordination and initiative 
management role will be undertaking through a secretariat 
established by: 
 

o IUCN (the World Conservation Union) 
 

o EUAC (European Union of Aquarium Curators)  
 
The partnerships will consist of institutions – mostly drawn from the 
memberships of IUCN and EUAC – willing and able to play an active 
role in the initiative. There will include: 
 

o aquaria across Europe 
 

o marine certification organisations 
 

o marine scientific networks 
 
Regarding aquaria, a small group of high quality and popular aquaria 
across Europe will be approached. The short list should include at 
least one include high quality, popular aquaria from each country. 
Possible partner aquaria could be: 
 

o Denmark – Danmarks Akvarium  
o France/Monaco – Le Musée océanographique de Monaco 
o Germany – Aquarium Berlin 
o Hungary – Tropicarium - Oceanarium 
o Italy – L'Acquario di Genova 
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o Netherlands – Oceanium 
o Norway – Polaria 
o Poland – Gdynia Aquarium 
o Portugal – Oceanario de Lisboa 
o Spain – L’Aquàrium de Barcelona 
o Sweden – Skansen´s Aquarium 
o Switzerland – Aquarium Zoo Zürich 
o United Kingdom – London Aquarium 

 
Regarding marine certification organisations, the initiative will invite 
the two major ones – the Marine Aquarium Council and the Marine 
Stewardship Council – to join. 
 
Regarding marine scientific networks, the initiative will work closely 
with the IUCN Global Marine Programme and expertise from IUCN 
Commissions groups and IUCN members across Europe. 
 
Several organisations, both from within Europe and outside Europe, 
may also be approached to play an advisory role to the initiative 
partnership. Of note, are the Smithsonian Institution in Washington 
DC, which organised a travelling exhibition on the oceans in peril in 
1995, and Seafood Choices Alliance, which mobilises support across 
America for sustainable seafood. (Please see the Appendices for 
more information.) 
 
As describe below, during the first phase of the initiative the core 
initiative partnerships will be established and together the partners 
will finalise the initiative programme and the sets of initiative activities 
and materials. 
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Appendix A – Initiative Exhibitions 
 
Note: Theses appendices provide examples of existing resources 
that can be drawn upon to develop the European overfishing 
initiative. 
 

 
 
 
 

The Smithsonian Institution maintains an archival internet version of 
"Ocean Planet," their1995 travelling exhibition:  
 
http://seawifs.gsfc.nasa.gov/ocean_planet.html 
 
It provides an excellent resource for building the core elements of a 
European overfishing exhibition. The site contains a wealth of 
information, including all of the text and most of the panel designs 
and images. 
 

 
 
Building on resources such as this, the European initiative will build a 
core set of materials for displays in partner aquaria. The layout of the 
displays including the use of live fish tanks will be adapted to the 
capacities of the each aquarium. 
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Appendix B – Initiative Website   
 
One example from the US of a comprehensive marine conservation 
website is: 
 
www.savethefish.org 
 
The site has sections on: 
 

o conservation news 
o position statements 
o action items 
o e-mail action network 
o membership 
o publications 
o online links 
o etc … 

 
A dedicated, multilingual website such as this one will be a key 
resource for European initiative. The site will also link to related 
pages on the websites of the initiative partners. 
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Appendix C – A Sustainable Ornamental Reef Fish Dis play  
 
 
 

 
http://www.aquariumcouncil.org/ 
 
The Marine Aquarium Council website states “linkages between MAC 
and the European Union of Aquarium Curators (EUAC) and several 
individual aquariums in Europe have also begun to develop.” As 
mentioned above MAC could be a key partner in the overfishing 
initiative providing information on the ornamental fish trade and their 
efforts to make this trade sustainable. 
 

 
 
 



 
Are there plenty of fish in the sea? – An IUCN Euro pean overfishing initiative proposal 

 

Are there plenty of fish in the sea? – An IUCN European overfishing initiative proposal 
 

draft as of 09 Dec 05 – page 17 of 23 

Appendix D – Initiative Posters 
 
The European initiative will produce both detailed and eye-catching 
initiative posters such as these: 
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Appendix E – Initiative Fact Sheets 
 
A series of fact sheets related to the four themes will be produced. 
These will be available in hard copy at the exhibitions in the partner 
aquaria as well as in PDF format on the initiative website. 
 
Here is an example: 
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Appendix F – Initiative Public Lecture Series 
 
The initiative will have an on-going public lecture series by prominent 
marine scientists and others held at the partner aquaria and 
elsewhere. The lectures will also be available on the website.  
 
A series of debates may also be considered by some of the partner 
aquaria. 
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Appendix G – Initiative Publications 
 
The initiative could promote several good publications through 
partner aquaria shops and the website. Three examples are: 
 
The End of the Line  is perhaps the best book on the subject. We 
may also want to explore options for developing shorter 
presentations and flyers with its author, Charles Clover. 
 
From Ocean to Aquarium  is a product of collaboration between 
UNEP-WCMC, the Marine Aquarium Council (MAC) and the industry 
itself. It is the first of its kind, examining issues surrounding the trade 
of live coral, fish and invertebrates for the marine aquarium trade , 
and presenting a comprehensive and independent synthesis of 
related information.  
 
European trawlers are destroying the oceans. The summary 
reads “Nearly 100,000 vessels make up the European Union fishing 
fleet. This includes boats that fish both in EU waters (the domestic 
fleet), in the waters of other countries and in international waters (the 
deep-sea fleet). In addition, there is an unknown number of vessels 
belonging to other European countries that are not members of the 
EU which could approach a figure half that of the EU fleet.” 
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Appendix H – Initiative Petitions 
 
The European initiative will disseminate information and gather 
support for petition efforts such as the one shown below. In this case, 
a petition for new marine laws supported by 165,000 was presented 
to the UK Prime Minister in June 2005. 
 
As appropriate, the initiative partners may also decide to launch one 
or more of their own petitions. 
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Appendix I – Sustainable Seafood Guide  
 
The European overfishing initiative has a unique opportunity to 
develop a European-wide multilingual guidance on consuming 
sustainable seafood. The Seafood Watch programme of the 
Monterey Bay Aquarium in the US provides an excellent model. Its 
regional guides provide an example of how national guides could be 
developed for Europe. 
 
WWF Switzerland has also produced a guide in German and the 
Aquarium of the Rotterdam Zoo has a guide in Dutch. The initiative 
could work with these organisations and others to ensure the 
production and dissemination of a European-wide series of guides. 
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Appendix J – More background information 
 
More background information for the development and 
implementation of the initiative is available at: 
 
http://earthmind.net/fish 
 

username: fish 
 
password: inthesea 

 
Once a website is established for the initiative, these pages can be 
transferred to a password-protected section and used for initiative 
development and implementation. 
 
 

 


