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The European Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF)1 was established to support the 
implementation of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)2, the EU Biodiversity Strategy, and the broader 
objectives of the European Green Deal. Despite being the smallest EU fund, with a budget of over 
EUR6 billion for the 2021-2027 period, the EMFAF represents a significant public investment tool 
with potential to deliver on the EU’s environmental, climate, and socio-economic commitments.

However, a review of EMFAF operational programmes submitted by Member States to the European 
Commission from BirdLife Europe and Central Asia, ClientEarth and Seas At Risk reveals a 
widespread failure to align programming choices with these strategic objectives. This analysis is 
based on the most recently approved operational programmes as published by the Commission. 

This briefing analyses the national OPs published on the European Commission’s website, focusing 
on those of Spain, Italy, France, Portugal, Ireland, Malta, and Denmark3. Due to the absence of 
consolidated data on fund disbursement, a comprehensive assessment is not yet feasible.  
These documents are also subject to amendments; however, early evidence indicates that actual 
spending may diverge even further from EU priorities.  

Taking Spain as an example, the recent amendment proposals put forward by the Monitoring 
Committee of FEMPA funds regarding its National Operational Programme illustrate how 
national revisions risk further weakening already insufficient environmental and social 
ambitions. Spain significantly reduced allocations for biodiversity protection and ecosystem 
restoration—cutting the budget for the objective “reduce negative impacts or contribute to 
positive impacts on the environment and contribute to good environmental status” from €41.1 
million to €26.3 million, and lowering funding for marine protected areas from €35.4 million to 
€33.3 million. At the same time, controversial subsidies for temporary and permanent  
cessation were increased, despite longstanding evidence that these measures fail to reduce 
fishing pressure and instead prolong structural overcapacity. 
 
Such regressive reallocations highlight the risks of leaving excessive discretion to Member 
States without binding EU safeguards. Spain’s case is emblematic of how the gap between EU 
environmental commitments and national funding choices is not only persisting but widening.

 
 
This gap highlights a deeper systemic issue: there is a persistent mismatch between the measures 
that need financial support to achieve the EU’s environmental and social objectives and the way EU 
public funds are actually used. In the marine sector only, this misalignment is particularly stark. In 
Europe, a significant share of EMFAF resources continues to support activities that damage marine 
ecosystems, instead of funding solutions that protect them. An estimated 5–12% (€59–138 million) 
 
 
1. Regulation (EU) 2021/1139 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 7 July 2021 establishing the European Maritime, Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Fund and amending Regulation (EU) 2017/1004.

2. Regulation (EU) 1380/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 December 2013 on the Common Fisheries Policy.

3. Analyses realised by:  ClientEarth for Denmark; LPO France for France;  BirdWatch Ireland for Ireland; ClientEarth for Italy; BirdLife Malta for Malta; 
SPEA, Sciaena and WWF Portugal for Portugal; ClientEarth for Spain.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1139/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2021/1139/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2013/1380/oj/eng
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of EMFAF funds are still allocated annually by Member States to environmentally harmful subsidies,  
such as subsidies that exacerbate overcapacity and overfishing, exceeding by more than twofold  
the resources dedicated to biodiversity protection.4 

An allocation of public funds which is in sharp contrast with both EU law and EU international 
obligations. 

At EU level, the objectives and priorities outlined in Article 2 of the Common Fisheries Policy and 
Article 3 of the EMFAF Regulation clearly links EU policies and EU funds for EU ocean and fisheries  
to marine protection and restoration, as well as the just transition of the fishing sector.

At international level, such allocations are already inconsistent with the obligations stemming from 
the recent entry into force of the WTO Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies5, which bans subsidies that 
contribute to overfishing, IUU fishing and fishing on the unregulated high seas. The EU has already 
formally accepted the agreement on behalf of its  Member States in June 20236.

The following briefing builds on the FAIR recommendations7 (Fair, Ambitious, Innovative, Revitalising), 
developed by a coalition of environmental NGOs to provide guidance for the design of EMFAF 
operational programmes. These recommendations, which have been promoted since the outset of 
the EMFAF programming cycle, aim to ensure that public funds support low-impact fisheries, marine 
restoration, and socio-economic resilience in coastal communities.

4. WWF, Briefing on ‘Can your money do better? Member States spend billions of EU funds on activities that harm nature’, 13 May 2024.

5. WTO Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies, 17 June 2022, entered into force on 15 September 2025.

6. European Commission, Press Release, EU among first to accept WTO Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies, 8 June 2023.

7. ClientEarth, Seas At Risk, BirdLife Europe and Central Asia, WWF and Low Impact Fishers of Europe (LIFE), Splash out (the right way):15 
Recommendations for spending the European Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF), 12 November 2021.

https://www.clientearth.org/media/nqqffjrv/emfaf-briefing_final_oct2021.pdf
https://www.wwf.eu/?13738891/Can-your-money-do-better-Member-States-spend-billions-of-EU-funds-on-activities-that-harm-nature
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news22_e/wtmin22w22.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_3108
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/documents/15-recommendations-for-spending-the-european-maritime-fisheries-and-aquaculture-fund-emfaf/
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/documents/15-recommendations-for-spending-the-european-maritime-fisheries-and-aquaculture-fund-emfaf/
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1.	 Insufficient allocation to marine  
 environmental objectives

 
Both the European Environment Agency8 (EEA) and the European Court of Auditors9 (ECA) have both 
underlined the need of securing proper funding for biodiversity within EMFAF national envelopes. 
Yet, despite these clear recommendations, most Member States have failed to dedicate sufficient 
resources to the protection and restoration of marine ecosystems. While the EMFAF Regulation does 
not mandate environmental ring-fencing, Member States remain fully accountable for achieving 
EMFAF objectives and fulfilling EU’s broader commitments, which explicitly include marine protection 
and restoration. 

Provided that the protection of marine biological resources is an exclusive EU competence under 
Article 6(1) TFEU, EU funds must therefore be allocated in a way that ensures a meaningful share 
supports this priority. Continued underinvestment in marine biodiversity undermines compliance 
with key environmental frameworks, including the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, the 
Birds and Habitats Directives, and the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. The latest European 
Implementation Review10 highlights the socio-economic cost of this shortfall, estimating that failure 
to implement  environmental law costs the EU around €108 billion each year—excluding climate 
legislations and policies.

Our cross-country review of EMFAF operational programmes confirms the existence of this 
gap. Although Member States reference EU environmental legislation in their OPs for EMFAF 
implementation, the budgets concretely allocated to restoration and conservation measures remain 
minimal and in many cases are tied to generic port or fleet measures rather than to dedicated 
actions for biodiversity.

8. European Environment Agency,, Healthy seas, thriving fisheries: transitioning to an ecosystem-based approach, 28 August 2024

9. European Court of Auditors, Special Report No 26/2020: Marine environment: EU protection is wide but not deep, 2020

10. Communication from the Commission: 2025 Environmental Implementation Review, COM(2025) 420 final

https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/publications/healthy-seas-thriving-fisheries
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/publications?ref=SR20_26
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/document/download/05a3b495-14b1-4e21-b12f-e90750a486ed_en?filename=COM_2025_420_F1_COMMUNICATION_FROM_COMMISSION_TO_INST_EN_V6_P1_4037868.PDF
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In line with our FAIR recommendation 3, Member States should allocate at least 25% of their EMFAF 
funds to conservation and restoration measures to meet the social and environmental objectives of 
both the EMAF and the CFP. All the Member States analysed fail to reach this threshold in their OPs 
allocation, even though measures related to marine biodiversity are a core priority under the Specific 
Objective 1.6, entitled “Contribute to the protection and restoration of biodiversity and of aquatic 
ecosystems.”

For France, for example, the indicative resources allocated amount to €37 833 706,00. Considering 
that the French EMFAF budget is €793,306,005.00, this represents only 4.8%, which is far below the 
25% recommendation. Portugal allocates € 14,557,143.00, which represents around 2.7% of its 
total budget of €539,899,522.00. Italy allocates only €80,000,000.00 out of a total EU contribution 
of €987,290,803.00, representing 8.11%. Spain allocates €125,982,177.00 out of a total of 
€1,574,231,320.00, representing 8.0%.. Ireland allocates €8,270,000.00 out of a total budget of 
€258,369,552.00, representing 3.2%. Malta allocates €7,750,000.00 out of a total budget of  
€ 31,178,987.00, representing 24.86%. Denmark allocates €63,333,033.00 out of a total budget  
of €287,099,013.00, representing 22.06%. 

Key findings: 

•	 Only Malta (24.86%) and Denmark (22.06%) come close to the 25% benchmark. 
 

•	 The majority of large Member States (France, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Ireland) remain  
well below the recommended target, with allocations between 4% and 8%, leaving 
biodiversity funding far from adequate. 

•	 The countries with the lowest allocations are Portugal (2.7%) and Ireland (3.2%),  
which remain far from the 25% recommendation.
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2.	 Marginalisation of Small-Scale and Low  
 Impact Fisheries

 
Small-scale fisheries (SSF), defined as vessels under 12 metres without towed gear, represent the 
majority of the EU fishing fleet by number, accounting for roughly 75% of all vessels and 50% of 
the active crew11. They are a cornerstone of the EU fisheries sector. . While the EMFAF allows for 
a 100% co-financing rate for SSF, this provision has not translated into preferential treatment or 
dedicated programme lines in most  OPs, resulting in structural disadvantages for this segment in 
accessing funding. The failure to meaningfully prioritise SSF undermines the social dimension of the 
CFP and weakens the resilience of coastal communities. Building on recommendation 4 of  the FAIR 
framework, Member States, in implementing their OPs, should therefore give clear preference to 
SSFs, while limiting access for large-scale operators, ensuring support for low-impact fishing, gear 
improvements, safety training, and compliance with fisheries management rules. 

The analysis of some Member States’ OPs shows that this recommendation has not been 
implemented in the current allocation of  EMFAF funds.

In France and Malta, the OPs acknowledge SSF as part of the fleet and, therefore, as eligible 
beneficiaries of EMFAF support However, neither country has established  preferential schemes

for this fleet segment, leaving them to compete on equal terms with larger-scale operators. 
This situation is  particularly concerning Malta, where  small-scale coastal fishing accounted for 
approximately 93% of the national fleet in 2019.

Ireland’s OP describes SSF as “the lifeblood of many of the most remote coastal communities in 
Ireland” and “the largest segment of the Irish fleet”. However, it contains no targeted preferential 
measures for them, a contradiction between stated priorities and actual funding design. Similarly, 
Portugal references SSF in specific actions, but has not  established an overarching mechanism to 
ensure preferential support.

Spain represents a partial exception: its OP explicitly acknowledges SSF and dedicates certain 
measures to this fleet segment, though these remain limited in scope and do not constitute a clear 
framework of prioritisation. It also offers limited recognition to SSF in the outermost regions, where 
some compensation measures are provided. 

In Denmark, the OP makes reference to ‘kystfiskeri’ (small-scale coastal fisheries), mainly in the 
context of community-led local development (Fisheries Local Action Group/FLAG schemes) and 
support for small businesses. However, it does not provide preferential access or reserved measures 
for this fleet segment. 

Overall, this reflects a pattern of systematic neglect of the social equity dimension of the EMFAF 
and failed to implement the FAIR recommendation number 4. Member States demonstrate limited 
ambition in using the fund to address the structural disadvantages faced by SSF. Given that SSFs 
represent the vast majority of the EU fleet by number, the absence of preferential treatment risks 
perpetuating their marginalisation, weakening the socio-economic resilience of coastal communities, 
and contradicting the stated objectives of the Common Fisheries Policy. 

11. ClientEarth, Small-scale fishers revealed as least supported recipients of EU funds - Reports show past EU funding did not support the most 
vulnerable parts of the fisheries sector, 2 April 2023, page 2.

https://www.clientearth.org/latest/documents/small-scale-fishers-revealed-as-least-supported-recipients-of-eu-funds-reports-show-past-eu-funding-did-not-support-the-most-vulnerable-parts-of-the-fisheries-sector/
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/documents/small-scale-fishers-revealed-as-least-supported-recipients-of-eu-funds-reports-show-past-eu-funding-did-not-support-the-most-vulnerable-parts-of-the-fisheries-sector/
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Concerns and Looking Ahead
 
 
The next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) negotiations will define the financial architecture for 
fisheries, aquaculture, and marine policy. The Commission’s July 2025 proposal introduces a major 
shift in the structure of fisheries and marine subsidies: the EMFAF will disappear as a stand-alone 
fund. Instead, future EU fisheries subsidies will sit within the new European Fund for economic, 
social and territorial cohesion, agriculture and rural, fisheries and maritime, prosperity and 
security. Member States will be required to develop National and Regional Partnership Plans 
(NRPPs), outlining how they intend to use the funding over the seven-year period, while a sectoral 
Fisheries Regulation will provide guidance on the specific use of fisheries funds.

While this proposal will be subject to negotiations and evolve, a comparison between the current 
Commission text and the FAIR recommendations already raises several concerns. 

Neglect of ocean protection and the just transition in fisheries

The original ambition of the Ocean Pact12, published in June 2025 was to anchor EU action in an 
integrated, ecosystem-based approach to reverse the deteriorating health of our Ocean. The current 
proposal merges the ambition of the Ocean Pact and the objectives of the Common Fisheries 
Policy into broader funds. However, this approach risks diluting the priorities needed to achieve EU 
marine goals - marine protection and restoration and to engage in the necessary just transition to 
low-impact fisheries -by allowing Member States greater discretion to prioritise other objectives. 
The proposed MFF significantly reduces the emphasis on environmental and climate objectives 
compared to the current framework. These priorities are no longer treated as core objectives 
but dispersed across detailed provisions without minimum spending targets, baselines, or the 
continuation of dedicated programmes such as the highly effective LIFE Programme. As a result,  
future national plans are likely to prioritise domestic concerns over shared European objectives, 
such as those that should be supported under the EMFAF. By deprioritising environmental objectives 
in the overall budget, lacking the tools to ensure a just transition of blue economic activities and 
granting broad flexibility to Member States in the way they will meet EU targets, the proposal risks 
weakening collective action to protect and restore ocean health and to support the transition to low-
impact fisheries.

Insufficient safeguards in the future MFF’s performance indicators 

The Performance Regulation13 accompanying the European Commission’s proposed MFF sets 
a target to allocate at least 35% of the budget to climate action and environmental objectives. 
However, it does not include a minimum allocation for biodiversity and ecosystem restoration, 
offering no guarantee that sufficient —or any— funding will be directed toward ocean and more 
broadly nature protection, or the just transition to low impact activities. This weakness is 
compounded by methodological flaws in the annex of the Tracking and Performance Framework: 
indicators are not scientifically robust, and the criteria for defining actions that contribute to the 
Union’s climate and environmental goals remain unclear. As a result, the framework risks enabling 
unsubstantiated claims of environmental spending, turning the instrument into a potential vehicle for 
greenwashing. In its current form, the MFF is unlikely to meet the recommendations of the ECA and 
EEA to increase investment in ocean protection and restoration, or to support a just transition in blue 
economy sectors, such as the shift toward low-impact fisheries.”

12. European Commission, The European Ocean Pact (COM(2025) 281 final), ,  5 June 2025.

13. European Commission,  Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a budget expenditure tracking 
and performance framework and other horizontal rules for the Union programmes and activities (COM(2025) 545 final), 2025.

2

1

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0281
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0545
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=COM:2025:281:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0545
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0545
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Weak provisions for small-scale fisheries in the future CFP and  
Ocean Pact sectoral legislation

The draft Regulation establishing the conditions for the implementation of the Common Fisheries 
Policy and the European Ocean Pact14 acknowledges the importance of small-scale coastal fishing, 
which is a positive step. However, its language is already weak, framing support as optional rather 
than required. For example, it only suggests that Member States “should aim” to give SSF preferential 
treatment and “may” provide them full funding. Without mandatory provisions or ring-fenced funding 
to support small-scale, low-impact fishers and drive the transition towards low-impact practices, the 
proposal risks continuing to finance harmful activities and slowing the necessary transformation of 
the sector. 

Lack of vision to  decarbonise the EU fishing fleet by 2050  

The proposed European Competitiveness Fund, a €240 billion instrument, will include financing 
for decarbonisation. Designed to merge a variety of existing funds, it pursues multiple objectives, 
including support for a ‘clean transition and industrial decarbonisation’. This transition should 
however go hand in hand with a just transition to low impact fisheries, taking a holistic approach 
of the climate impacts of fishing activities. However, only €26 billion - around 11% of the total - is 
currently allocated to this window, a small sum expected to cover decarbonisation projects across 
all European policy areas. This limited scope, combined with the deprioritisation of maritime policy 
under the new mandate and the lack of a comprehensive vision of climate impacts, already flags 
a serious lack of financial commitment to decarbonising the fishing fleet. At the same time, the 
Commission is expected to publish its roadmap for the decarbonisation of the EU fishing fleet 
next year - a process that will require substantial and predictable investment, for which no clear 
instrument currently exists in the proposed budget. 
 

14. European Commission, Proposal for a Regulation establishing the conditions for the implementation of the Union support to the Common 
Fisheries Policy, to the European Ocean Pact, and of the Union’s maritime and aquaculture policy as part of the National and Regional Partnership 
Fund (2028-2034) (COM(2025) 559 final), 2025.

4

3

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0559
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0559
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0559
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52025PC0559
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Conclusion and Recommendations
The current programming and early implementation of EMFAF funds shows a clear misalignment 
between national choices and the EU’s strategic environmental and social objectives. In the  
absence of strong conditionalities and clear prioritisation criteria for allocating funds, the EMFAF 
perpetuates structural inefficiencies, undermines environmental sustainability, and delivers limited 
value for EU taxpayers.

Many operational programmes lack targeted measures to support the transition to low-impact 
fishing, promote co-management and scientific cooperation, or enable income diversification (e.g. 
through sustainable tourism or value-added processing). Funding is  rarely linked to environmental 
performance, for example through the adoption of selective gear, remote electronic monitoring, or 
improved traceability systems. This results in missed opportunities to modernise the sector and 
enhance compliance with key EU policies. Although the EMFAF prohibits funding that increases 
fishing capacity, enforcement remains weak, relying on unverifiable proxies like engine power..

This regulatory loophole has allowed fleet investments that may indirectly contribute to overcapacity 
and overfishing. Such spending contradicts both the precautionary principle and the EU’s 
international commitments to phase out harmful fisheries subsidies, as reaffirmed in the WTO 
Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies, which entered into force on September 15, 2025. 

Looking ahead, the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), and in particular the environment 
and climate mainstreaming framework, must include stronger safeguards to ensure that all EU 
funding instruments, including those in the maritime and fisheries domain, are fully aligned with  
the EU’s climate , biodiversity, and social equity goals.

 
 

This includes:

•	 the establishment of binding minimum allocations for biodiversity  
and climate-related spending, 

•	 increased transparency in reporting, 

•	 and systematic evaluation of environmental outcomes.

 

 
 
The FAIR approach continues to provide a practical and relevant benchmark for guiding alignment 
and for the upcomingMFF negotiations. Future funding frameworks must correct the deficiencies 
observed in the current EMFAF cycle to ensure that public investment supports both ecological 
integrity and socio-economic resilience across EU coastal regions.
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