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The condition of biodiversity in Europe’s seas

Where we have data and can 
assess it, multiple pressures, 
including climate change, 
result in the state of 
biodiversity being 'not good'



State of commercial fish/shellfish stocks - Overexploitation & lack of knowledge

We cannot manage what we don't know! = We need adequate 
environmental monitoring and stock assessments of all commercially 
exploited fish and shellfish species across all Europe's seas

Out of the assessed stocks, those in the NE Atlantic Ocean and Baltic 
Sea have started doing better in recent years because of strong, long-
term efforts to decrease fishing pressure there; while those in the 
Mediterranean and Black seas are very overfished

For the fish stocks managed exclusively by the EU, approximately one 
third of the total allowable catches set in 2021 are above the 
sustainable limits provided by ICES => This is not aligned to the EGD 
and is in contradiction with a sustainable Blue economy.
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Chronic climate change effects – species move northwards due to high SST
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Acute climate change effects – marine heatwaves kill sea life 

2003 heatwave: first 
documented mass mortality 
of soft corals & sponges in 
NW Mediterranean Sea

Source: Copernicus

2021: Mediterranean study finds 
subtidal populations of cockles, whelks 
and other species have collapsed by 
90% in eastern Mediterranean Sea



Environmental impacts of maritime sectors and transition to sustainability

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©I-M. Hassellöv 2018 



Regional sea characteristics, impacts and economic activities

Climate change-stressed ecosystems are more sensitive to other pressures e.g. non-indigenous species can become invasive 
after marine heatwaves.

Primary producers
(plants, algae, etc.)

Invertebrates
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Example: maritime transport, NIS 
and the Mediterranean Sea



Why is the state generally poor?

1. Insufficient implementation of relevant legislation. Example: MPAs are designated (legal 
requirement) but not or not adequately managed (legal requirement).

2. EU policy objectives not always fully integrated, where objectives for 'exploitation' are not always in 
accordance with objectives for 'protection/conservation’. Example: The state of Europe's seas is 
generally poor but the maritime economy, several sectors, keeps on growing and is forecasted by 
the EC to double by 2030 

3. A lot of these sectors depend on the state of the marine environment (e.g. fisheries) and/or can 
damage it (e.g. mining) making it difficult for other sectors to operate, in addition to affecting the 
sea and people.

4. No or poor ecosystem-based management (EBM), despite it is being enshrined in the IMP (and the 
MSPD & MSFD). We can no longer just manage each sector but need to focus on the sum of 
activities at the whole ecosystem level.

5. Climate change makes everything worse and has implications for the management of activities at 
sea, such as fisheries, not just towards the atmosphere. 

6. Even if we have evidence to act, we are still missing important data/information to improve our 
management of human activities in Europe’s seas. When we have enough evidence, we do not 
always act accordingly, e.g. setting quotas for exploiting fish stocks above scientific advice.



Looking ahead to reverse the current state of affairs

1. Implement existing legislation and fully consider scientific advice 

2. Integrate management regimes dealing with single pressures (e.g. fisheries) with actions to halt 
biodiversity loss and combat climate change, they cannot stand alone any longer. This is the vison of the 
EGD and the Roadmap for the sustainable blue economy

3. Make EBM a reality on the ground (using the MSP directive in combination with the MSFD)

4. Address climate change effectively and asap, including preventing measures to reduce GHG 
concentrations in the atmosphere to impact further the marine environment.

5. Increase the temporal and spatial coverage of and make monitoring consistent to inform on long-term 
trends in the state of the sea, and on marine policy and management implementation progress                         

For the Blue Economy to achieve sustainability it would, inter alia, require that:

• Maritime sectors contribute to halt the degradation of marine ecosystems and help their recovery.

• The maintenance and expansion of those sectors using marine ecosystem services needs to be 
commensurate with an understanding of the sustainability of the ecosystem capacity to supply them.

• Those sectors using marine abiotic resources and other abiotic marine outputs should not operate in a 
way that impairs marine ecosystem capacity for service supply
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