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Introduction 

 
 
This was the third webinar following the launch at the Monaco Ocean Week (23rd 
March 2022) of the paper From Blue Food for Thought to Blue Food for Action, 
focussed on fisheries subsidies and the third proposal described in the paper under the 
title WTO SEA and Sea SALT. The first webinar (5 April 2022) covered Making Ocean 
Protection the Norm rather Than the Exception, and the second webinar (19 April 
2022) covered Numerical Management of populations of large fish. The reports from 
all thematic webinar can be found on this Google Drive. There will be two other 
webinars in the month of May on the remaining proposals, namely: 
 

 Treating micro-plastics like we treat radioactive wastes (17 May 2022), and 

 Establishing Regional Ocean Management Organisations (31 May 2022). 

 
Once this cycle is completed, an addendum to the original paper will be prepared, for 
presentation at the UN Ocean Conference in Lisbon at the end of June 2022. 
 
These webinars are conducted under the Chatham House Rule whereby individual 
statements are not attributed unless someone wishes to be on record. 
 

After an introduction by Rémi Parmentier (The Varda Group) and opening remarks by 
Dona Bertarelli and André Abreu (Tara Ocean Foundation), each participant was asked 
to address some of the following questions during a tour de table and ensuing 
dialogue: 

1. One month before the WTO Ministerial Conference takes place 
in Geneva (12-15 June 2022), what are the chances that WTO 
Members reach consensus to fulfil their mandate to eliminate 
harmful fisheries subsidies?  

2. Are there any last ditch efforts that can be done and what are 
these? 

3. Regardless of the outcome of the WTO Ministerial next month, 
what are the next steps, within and outside the WTO? Including 
at the UN Ocean Conference in Lisbon, and maybe also at CBD 
COP15? 

4. What are the consequences of the on-going war in Ukraine and 
the fuel access and inflation crisis? For messaging before and 
during the WTO Ministerial, and for the outcome? 

5. Any other bold out-of-the-box relevant ideas to secure the 
implementation of SDG14 Target 6 on fisheries subsidies? 

 

mailto:REMI@VARDAGROUP.ORG
mailto:BLUEFOODFORACTION@GMAIL.COM
https://www.monacooceanweek.org/wp-content/uploads/booklet_Blue_food_spreads_v12.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dsGO9g8nzp5EAdeiSRf0MnZNKf47hXpD?usp=sharing
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In his introduction, Rémi Parmentier said that even if – as we hope – a consensus is 
reached at the WTO ministerial conference next month on a fisheries subsidies 
agreement in line with SDG14, to eliminate subsidies that contribute to overfishing and 
overcapacity, it will only reflect the lowest common denominator. “So, we must not 
only push to make sure a good deal is agreed next month in Geneva; we need to also 
think of ways to reinforce whatever is hopefully agreed there.” He made reference to 
innovative approaches such as the “SEA SALT” approach described in the paper, or the 
proposal by Friends of Ocean Action a few months, to eliminate subsidies in support of 
destructive fishing methods like bottom trawling, “which ought to be banned   
regardless of the outcome in Geneva next month”. He also mentioned the recent 
announcement by China planning to substitute fisheries fuel subsidies by “fisheries 
stewardship subsidies” as an example of “intriguing out-of-the-box approach”. To 
conclude he said that he had spoken recently with Ambassador Peter Thomson, the 
UN Secretary General’s Special Envoy for the Ocean, who sent his apologies for being 
unable to join the webinar, but urged participants to consider that it was critical in his 
view to use the next few weeks to persuade WTO Members to adopt the draft 
Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies tabled by the Chair of the WTO Negotiating Group 
on Rules Ambassador Santiago Wills from Colombia. 
 
This process and webinar series are made possible thanks to the support of Dona 
Bertarelli Philanthropy; the Tara Ocean Foundation, and MEDPAN – the network of 
Mediterranean MPAs.  
 
Partners’ Opening Remarks  
 
Dona Bertarelli (DB Ledunfly Philanthropy): 
 
Dona Bertarelli alluded to the need to avoid excessive fragmentation of ocean 
advocacy: “Sometimes we have a narrow way of thinking; some people will work on 
different issues, but all of them are connected. So, if the WTO can come with an 
agreement pursuant to the fisheries subsidies negotiations, we will tackle many of the 
different issues affecting the ocean”.  She referred also to the work of UNCTAD, the UN 
Conference on Trade and Development, in support of ending harmful fisheries 
subsidies in the context of Target 6 in SDG14. “These subsidies are not fair for many 
nations”. She underscored that “if we can successfully eliminate harmful fisheries 
subsidies, the next step will be to reinforce transparency with tools such as those 
developed by Global Fishing Watch, and rechannelling public funds towards education 
for sustainable fisheries”.  
 
 
 
André Abreu, Tara Ocean Foundation : 
 

mailto:REMI@VARDAGROUP.ORG
mailto:BLUEFOODFORACTION@GMAIL.COM
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news22_e/gc_09may22_e.htm
https://chinadialogueocean.net/en/fisheries/china-replaces-fuel-subsidies-with-responsible-fishing-payments/
https://chinadialogueocean.net/en/fisheries/china-replaces-fuel-subsidies-with-responsible-fishing-payments/
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André recalled that the UN Decade of Ocean Science comes with new challenges and 
innovation in governance and big data advances1. He informed the meeting that the 
Tara schooner was now in Southern Africa working with 36 scientific partners. Making 
reference to a request heard from some local officials to “speak about ocean science 
but not about fisheries”, André emphasized the role of civil society to “speak up in 
order to overcome these political barriers”.  
 
Special Guest 
 
Keith Rockwell, Director for Information and External Affairs and spokesperson of 
the WTO was invited to update participants on the status of the fisheries subsidies 
negotiations within his organization, one month before the WTO's 12th Ministerial 
Conference. He said that when the Ministerial Conference was postponed in 
November 2021, progress and the momentum began to slip. However, he said that in 
the last few weeks the mood and direction of the fisheries negotiations have improved 
notably and that more delegations have started to say that – after over twenty years of 
talks on fisheries at the WTO – “it’s now or never”. Next week (starting 16 May) is 
aimed at closing the remaining issues in the draft Agreement that was sent to 
Ministers in November last year, and everyone at the WTO is looking at this as the 
time to maintain political momentum. He told participants to expect a press 
conference announcement from the WTO on Friday 20 May. 
 
 
Tour de Table  
 
One of the fisheries economists present said that the future will mean different things 
for different people (fishers, scientists, NGOs, politicians…), depending on whether the 
WTO Ministerial adopts (a) a solid agreement that would address the issue holistically, 
(b) a low ambition compromise agreement, or (c) no agreement because consensus 
failed. He said that the second scenario, “which is not fantastic but better than no 
agreement at all”, was the most likely, and that “implementation will then have to 
happen together with improvements”. He warned against any temptation to go for the 
last option (no agreement), because “the WTO would enter into a deep crisis”; “the 
WTO would be in even more trouble than the fish”. He said that the “public money 
should be used in ways that reinforce the positive feedback, so that fishing 
communities can maintain or recover sustainable livelihoods”. He mentioned the 
recent Chinese announcement on the substitution of fisheries fuel subsidies by 
fisheries stewardship subsidies as an encouraging example of the paradigm shift which 
is needed because “we need to take care of the fish so that fish can take care of us”. 
Protect the high seas would also be in his view an important step combining 
environmental and social justice. 
 
 

                                                 
1 E.g., New advances  Les eucaryotes planctoniques non cultivés révèlent enfin leurs secrets  

mailto:REMI@VARDAGROUP.ORG
mailto:BLUEFOODFORACTION@GMAIL.COM
https://jacob.cea.fr/drf/ifrancoisjacob/Pages/Actualites/Actus-scientifiques/2022/eucaryotes-planctoniques-non-cultives-secrets.aspx
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One participant expressed the view that there is more value in the current draft 
Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies under consideration for MC12, next month’s WTO 
conference, than in other bilateral and plurilateral agreements including fisheries 
subsidies where fewer countries are included. She said however, that she would have 
liked the agreement to be stronger, but recognized that “MC12 is not the beginning of 
the end, but rather it is the end of the beginning”. The next task will be getting it 
ratified by two thirds of the WTO Membership before it becomes binding. She urged 
civil society to remain vigilant and to campaign for entry into force and proper 
implementation, especially bearing in mind that out of the 17 SDGs, SDG14 was the 
one receiving the least financial backing for implementation. 
 
In ensuing discussion, the point was made that the UN Ocean conference in Lisbon, 
scheduled to take place two weeks after MC12 represents a key opportunity to seek an 
active commitments from governments to fast track entry into force of the agreement, 
provided that it is adopted by MC12. 
 
Another participant discussed the role of the Global Biodiversity Framework currently 
under negotiation under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). Particularly 
Target 18 which addresses ending subsidies that are harmful to biodiversity [See page 
118 here in the draft Post 2020 Framework). He also recalled the inclusion of a phase 
out of “inefficient fossil fuels subsidies” in the Glasgow Climate Pact adopted at 
UNFCCC COP26 in November 2021.  To his mind, the WTO Agreement on Fisheries 
Subsidies would represent an important funding block, given that “in the ocean 
framework it is very relevant to address the utilisation of the seascape and the 30x30  
goal, just as much as targets on ending overexploitation as well as the proposed plastic 
treaty which is also very relevant.” 
 
Ensuing “chat box” discussion: One participant asked whether the elimination of 
fisheries fuel subsidies could be incorporated into Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris Agreement. 
Another participant also suggested that the verb “identify” should be added to Target 
18 of the draft Post 2020 Framework as proposed in the bracketed text. According to 
this participant, this would have the merit of allowing the market to respond by adding 
value to goods which do not rely on harmful subsidies or even facilitate retailers’ and 
consumers’ choice. 
  
A veteran subsidies policy practitioner who in the late 1990s had helped establishing 
the first fisheries subsidy estimate for OECD countries which in turn formed that basis 
upon which the TO was tasked to “discipline” fisheries subsidies as part of the Doha 
Round launched in 2001, questioned an earlier assertion that the world has no idea 
how big are fuel subsidies to fishing. He pointed to work undertaken by Roger Martini 
at the OECD a decade ago that also covered several non-OECD countries, and thought 
that researchers could draw on data reported by the International Energy Agency to 
produce updated estimates. In undertaking research into trade in services used to 
clean up marine plastic debris, he said he learned that fishers in some countries were 

mailto:REMI@VARDAGROUP.ORG
mailto:BLUEFOODFORACTION@GMAIL.COM
https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/5f76/24bc/d04ec7a4f19b586422fbb85b/wg2020-03-07-en.docx
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being paid to remove floating plastic from the ocean, which could be used to provide a 
hidden subsidy in support of the fishing industry. He said that so far he had come 
across no evidence that fishers were being over-compensated for such services, but 
would be interested to learn from anybody else with relevant information. 
 
In ensuing “chat box” discussion, one participant added that unless incentives are 
created for ghost nets collection, the environmental benefits from fishing for other 
plastic wastes would be limited because most of them (apart from discarded fishing 
nets) are microplastics usually well below the surface. There is also a gender equity 
concern because large boats are manned by men whereas women are confined to 
beaches and shores and get a lesser price for their collecting services.  
 
A fisheries scientist said that EU subsidies are a trigger for overfishing in third 
countries. He was concerned that this was unlikely to change drastically now because 
food security is tightly linked with fuel subsidies, and we should take into consideration 
that under the current context new soil will be exploited in Europe because of the 
need for food. If fuel subsidies are eliminated, trawling which burns a lot of fuel is 
going to be severely hurt, “which is a good thing as it is a destructive fishing method 
that damages biodiversity”. He said that in this context “we lack a vision for the future 
of fisheries”. Commenting also on numerical management of large fish, which was the 
topic of the previous thematic webinar, he said that he was “not totally convinced”, 
but that it was important to establish tractable global quotas and implement 
thresholds in weight and size. 
 
A representative from an NGO which has followed for some time the fisheries debate 
at the WTO said that he would welcome a prompt conclusion of the negotiations this 
month, to make it easier for the Ministers at MC12 to agree next month. He said that 
all environmental NGOs are encouraging WTO Members to adopt the draft Agreement 
on Fisheries Subsidies tabled by Ambassador Santiago Wills, because “we are not going 
to get a better deal and this is the best we have”. He said that “no agreement on 
fisheries at MC12 would be very damaging”. He said his organization will “celebrate 
the agreement and focus on the implementation side, not only working on ratification 
but also working with members in the process of implementation.” To conclude, he 
said that “we need to think creatively with innovative ideas on how to help the fishing 
communities, such as paying fishers to fish plastics, or paying for other environmental 
services which may be helpful to get the resources back to healthy conditions.” 
 
Another participant representing a coalition of ocean advocates said that her 
members were passionate about achieving positive change and that from a 
communications perspective it was “important to keep in mind that harmful subsidies 
impact negatively on both human and fish communities”. She said that “we should also 
keep the focus on this being a strong issue of environmental and social justice, 
reminding people that it is everybody’s money that’s being spent and that causes such 
detrimental effects”. She added that keeping this issue in the spotlight would be a 
challenge after MC12 adopt the proposed agreement.  

mailto:REMI@VARDAGROUP.ORG
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A global governance practitioner emphasized the potential of CCAMLR, the 
Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources within the 
Antarctic Treaty system, to address the role of fisheries subsidies. He said that there is 
very little information on Antarctic toothfish and krill fisheries even though there are 
many fishing vessels targeting them. He said that “nobody gives details on what 
subsidies they receive, but there likely would be no fishing in Antarctic waters were it 
not for direct subsidies for vessels and indirect fuel subsidies”. He recognized that 
China used to publish their data, but they stopped doing so a few years ago.  
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