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What is the Common Fisheries Policy 
(CFP)?

The EU’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) establishes a common 
market for fisheries products, managing fishing fleets and 
conserving fish stocks in an ecological way. It was initially part 
of the European Economic Community’s agricultural policy but 
has become a policy in its own right. The CFP aims to ensure that 
fishing and aquaculture are environmentally, economically and 
socially sustainable. 

How does the EU manage CFP?

In order to ensure the effective management of the CFP, the 
European Commission adopts rules and legislation for the 
European fishing industry. The CFP is designed to ensure that 
only allowable quantities of each type of fish are caught, to prevent 
fishing practices from harming the ability of fish populations to 
reproduce. These are known as Total Allowable Catches (TACs). 
The current policy from 2015 to 2020 stipulates that catch limits 
are sustainable in order to maintain fish stocks in the long term.1 

The CFP also aims to ensure that fisheries products can be 
traced back and checked throughout the supply chain and that 
harmonised sanctions are applied across all Member States. 

The new-generation CFP, which began in the early 1980s, has 
four main policy areas: fisheries management, international 
policy, market and trade policy, and funding of the policy.2 

How does CFP work?

Under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 
countries worldwide have established Exclusive Economic Zones 
or EEZs, which extend 200 nautical miles (approximately 370 
kilometres) from the country’s coastline. Within their zones, 
countries are free to control and manage their seas. 

In contrast to this, the CFP states that EU fishing fleets should 
have equal access to all EU waters and resources. The exception 
to this is waters up to 12 nautical miles (approximately 22 
kilometres) from the coasts of EU countries, where access is 
limited to the country of origin (‘restricted to vessels registered in 
the ports of these territories and to vessels that traditionally fish 
in those waters’).3 This exception was introduced at the request of 
the Irish and British governments.4 

How does CFP affect Ireland?

Ireland has a long history of involvement with CFP. As an island 
nation with an important fishing industry, fisheries played a key 
role in the negotiations for Irish membership of the European 
Economic Community in 1973. Some of the main effects of the 
CFP on Ireland are: 

1. It affects national rights to exclusive coastal fishing 
in territorial waters, i.e. lying within 12 nautical 
miles of the coast. In fact, Ireland is one of the EU 
countries with the largest number of sovereign or 
exclusive fishing rights over 220 million acres under 
the sea. 

2. Outside these exclusive fishing areas, fishing fleets 
from other EU Member States have access to Irish 
waters. 

Key Takeaways
• The Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) is the EU system 

for managing fishing fleets and conserving EU fish 
stocks. 

• The CFP has established a common market for fisheries 
products within the EU. 

• The CFP sets quotas for the quantities of fish in each 
species that can be caught and ensures that rules are 
applied to all fisheries in the same way, with harmonised 
sanctions across the EU. 

• However, CFP has been the subject of controversy 
over disputed waters and sustainable fish catches. Most 
recently, during the Rockall dispute and the Brexit 
negotiations. 
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3. Irish fisherman are required to respect national 
fishing quotas. If they surpass the relevant quotas 
they may be required to discard large quantities of 
fish. 

Why has CFP been controversial?

The CFP has not been without controversy and has come under 
criticism for a number of reasons, including: (i) subsidies (as the 
EU’s fleet runs at a loss, it requires subsidies to make it profitable); 
(ii) over-capacity (where the fishing fleet exceeds the desired level 
of harvesting); (iii) total allowable catches (TAC’s); (iv) discards 
(the large quantity of fish that are thrown back into the sea), and; 
(v) illegal fishing.

Fishing communities can also exert certain influence when it 
comes to fishing rights, and controversy over disputed waters are 
now commonplace. Most recently, a dispute arose between Ireland 
and Scotland over Rockall, a rocky outcrop located around 386km 
from the Scottish mainland. In the 1970s, Scotland imposed a 12 
nautical mile exclusion zone around Rockall. However, Ireland 
has never recognised the Scottish claim over the territory, and 
Irish fishermen continue to fish around the Rockall area, citing 
their rights under the CFP. In recent months, the dispute has 
escalated with Scotland threatening to take action against what it 
sees as illegal fishing by Irish fishermen. 

Fish without borders: What will happen 
to CFP as a result of Brexit? 

The impending departure of the UK from the EU has left 
considerable uncertainty regarding the future of the CFP. A 
number of EU fishing fleets are dependent on access to UK 
waters, notably Ireland, France, Spain, the Netherlands, Belgium, 

Sweden and Denmark. They want to see this access preserved 
after Brexit. The UK Government, however, sees Brexit as an 
opportunity to become an “independent coastal state” and to 
leave the CFP. 5

It remains to be decided what any post-Brexit fishing arrangement 
will look like, but it is expected to be one of the most politically 
sensitive topics during negotiations on the future relationship 
between the UK and the EU.

Reforming CFP: What’s next?

A new CFP came into effect in 2014, which outlined key reforms 
of the policy, primarily to tackle over-fishing.  The EU has agreed 
that, by 2020 at the latest, all fish stocks should be exploited at 
sustainable levels, without affecting the long-term productivity 
of the stocks. This is known as the maximum sustainable yield 
(MSY), and is based on scientific advice. These total allowable 
catches are then divided into national quotas, which set limits on 
the amount of fish that can be caught. 

In the current climate, further reform may be required to 
minimize the practice of discard over the coming years, by, for 
example, using better fishing gear to reduce bycatch. (Bycatch 
means catching both the target fish and other young fish which 
depletes the world’s fisheries resources). Today, European fishing 
stocks are in decline and the EU will need to find ways to combat 
declining fish stocks, while also allowing fishing communities to 
continue making a sustainable livelihood. 

Clearly, the law of the sea is complex and multifaceted. The 
EU, as a large maritime power and the world’s biggest market 
for seafood, can and should continue to promote international 
governance across the world’s seas through legislation and policy.

If you have a topic you would like us to address in this 
series please email FutureofEurope@iiea.com
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