
Last Easter, Summer, Christmas... fishy traditions we have lost 

HOW OVERFISHING IMPACTS YOU   2 
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This briefing published by OCEAN2012 exposes how overfishing 
impacts on people’s eating habits across Europe. It is part of 
a series of briefings illustrating the impacts of overfishing on 
people or marine ecosystems caused by the excess removal of 
millions of tonnes of marine life every year.

Did you realise?

From east to west, north to south Europeans have enjoyed traditional seafood 
dishes that are disappearing from our plates. The scarcity of once common fish 
featuring in many popular and seasonal recipes is pushing up prices beyond 
people’s reach across Europe. If we change the fate of EU-managed fish stocks, 
we might just save our traditional meal.

Fish – the staff of life?

The Atlantic Sturgeon is classified as critically endangered.1 It was once 
abundant in European waters, including the Baltic Sea, but due to overfishing 
the species has almost disappeared. Christmas in Poland used to be celebrated 
with ‘Jesiotr Pieczony’ (sturgeon baked in sour cream).2

Taramosaláta, for centuries traditional Lenten fare for middle and working class 
Greeks and known across Europe for its distinctive pink colour and fishy flavour, 
is increasingly made with carp 
roe and red food colouring 
instead of more expensive 
and harder to get cod roe, 
which itself was a substitute 
for the roe of the golden gray 
mullet. Salt cod or ‘bacaliaros’, 
traditionally eaten in Greece 
on the Feast of Annunciation 
and Palm Sunday, used to be 
relatively inexpensive and has 
become a luxury.3  

1  http://www.iucnredlist.org/apps/redlist/details/230/0
2  http://www.californiamall.com/holidaytraditions/traditions-poland.htm 
3  Kurlansky, M. (1997) ‘Cod: a biography of the fish that changed the world’, London: Jonathan Cape, 
294pp.  http://www.historyofgreekfood.org/?paged=6  Accessed 26 August 2011. 



the scarcity of once common fish ingredients in 
many popular and seasonal recipes is pushing  
up prices beyond people’s reach across Europe

Wild salmon also became rare in European waters. In Germany, alluding to 
its abundance, salmon was called ‘bread fish’. It is said that maids sought 
contractual confirmation that they would not have to eat salmon more than 
twice a week.4 Today salmon is extensively reared in fish farms at sea, and wild 
salmon is a luxury beyond most people’s grasp. 

A favourite that may disappear from Italy’s Ligurian region is the so-called Noli 
anchovy or ‘cicciarelli’ which is fried like whitebait then preserved in olive oil 
and vinegar. Caught by small-scale fishers using the traditional ‘sciabica’ fishing 
method where two boats work together to encircle the fish with a horseshoe 
shaped net, ‘cicciarelli’ are the focus of an ongoing dispute about sustainability 
between Brussels officials, Italian fishers and regional representatives.5 Despite 
being championed by the Slow Food movement as an example of traditional, 
regional produce supporting a time-honoured way of life, lunches made with 
the Noli anchovy may be lost if the species is not fished sustainably.6 

But perhaps the species that is disappearing fastest from our lunches across 
Europe, from the Black Sea to the northerly reaches of the Atlantic, is the 
European eel. Generations of Europeans have enjoyed dishes like Hamburg’s 
‘Aalsuppe’, London’s ‘jellied eels’, Flanders’ ‘paling in t’groen’, or Venice’s sweet 
‘anguilla all’uvetta’. From Lithuania, where half metre long eels were used to 

4  http://www.myheimat.de/burgdorf/kultur/frueher-arme-leute-essen-und-heute-d394972.html 
5  FLASH24news 19 July 2011, http://www.ivg.it/2011/07/pesca-di-bianchetti-rossetti-e-cicciarelli-
bagarre-in-consiglio-regionale/  Accessed 11 August 2011.
6  Baldereschi, F. et al. (2010) Slow Food Presidia. Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity. www.slow-
foodfoundation.com 116pp. 

extinction

In 2011, mainly due to poor data, the state 
of 64 percent of fish stocks in EU waters 
was unknown. Of those known, 63 percent 
of stocks were overfished, compared with 
a global average of 28 percent. In the 
Mediterranean, a staggering 82 percent of 
known stocks were overfished.

North Sea catch limits for 2011 decided by 
EU Fisheries Ministers were on average 11 
percent higher than scientific advice, while 
limits for the Irish and Celtic Seas and west 
of Scotland were 42 percent higher.

Despite subsidised reductions, the EU 
fishing fleet still has the capacity to fish two 

to three times the sustainable level.

Between 2007 and 2013, the EU’s European 
Fisheries Fund will have subsidised fishing 
and related industries with €4.3 billion. 
Fuel for fishing vessels is exempt from 
energy taxes, and State aid and EU-funded 
fisheries partnership agreements with non-

EU countries also serve to subsidise fishing 
fleets and the fishing industry across the 
European Union.

Sources: COM(2011)298 Consultation 
on Fishing Opportunities, May 25 2011. 
European Commission fact sheets on the 
CFP, 2008.

THE OVERFISHING FACTS
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make a popular appetizer, to the Portuguese coast where pencil-long eels were 
abundant finger-food, the eel is about to slip off our lunch plates altogether.7 

 Why is this happening?

The majority of European fish stocks are overfished. Historically, EU fisheries 
ministers have set fishing limits exceeding scientific advice. In the case of 
the European eel, scientists continue to warn that stocks are on the brink of 
collapse and all fishing should be stopped. An eleventh hour attempt to broker 
a fishing ban on glass eels that would help Europe-wide eel stocks recover was 
attempted by the EU in late 2010, but was thwarted by France’s refusal to agree. 
So fishing for glass eels continues to this day in the Bay of Biscay with catches 
being exported to the lucrative Chinese market.8

7  Ames, P. ‘Eels slip away from Europe’s dishes’. Wall Street Journal online, 30 October 2009. Ac-
cessed 26 July 2011. http://online.wsj.com/article/SB125686426408917629.html 
8  Taylor, J. and Smith, L. (2010) ‘France signs death warrant for the eel.’ The Independent, 11 Novem-
ber 2010. www.independent.co.uk/life-style/food-and-drink/news/france-signs-death-warrant-for-
the-eel-2130869.html?origin=internalSearch   Accessed 2 August 2011.

This has been repeated across Europe for other overfished stocks of traditional 
favourites like cod, certain sharks and rays, flatfish like sole and plaice and 
even the seemingly abundant octopus on which Spain spent €189m in 2007 to 
import supplies to cover the shortfall of supplies from its own waters.9

What can you do about it?

How do we end overfishing? Politicians have responsibility for making the 
decisions that will end overfishing; citizens have the responsibility of choosing 
what they eat, and by encouraging and supporting their politicians to make 
those decisions. You can help end overfishing by speaking up and taking action 
to achieve a far-reaching ecological vision of healthy oceans and sustainable 
fisheries.

9  DG MARE (2009) ‘Study on the supply and marketing of fishery and aquaculture products in the EU.’ 
European Commission. 34pp.  http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/documentation/studies/study_market/
fap_exec_summary_en.pdf 
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OCEAN2012 is an alliance of organisations dedicated to stopping 
overfishing, ending destructive fishing practices and delivering fair and 
equitable use of healthy fish stocks.

OCEAN2012 was initiated, and is co-ordinated, by the Pew Environment 
Group, the conservation arm of The Pew Charitable Trusts, a non-
governmental organisation working to end overfishing in the world´s 
oceans.

The steering group of OCEAN2012 are the Coalition for Fair Fisheries 
Arrangements (CFFA), Ecologistas en Acción, the Fisheries Secretariat 
(FISH), nef (new economics foundation), the Pew Environment Group 
and Seas At Risk (SAR).

www.ocean2012.eu


