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Foreword

Founded in Rome 60 years ago, the purpose of the 
GFCM is to guarantee the sustainability of fsheries 
and aquaculture in the Mediterranean and the 
Black Sea and to contribute to the preservation of 
the marine environment and ecosystems in this 
region.

The rationale behind the establishment of the 
GFCM was clearly expounded in 1952 by a former 
FAO Director-General, Mr. Norris E. Dodd, who 
affrmed at the opening of the very First Session 
of the GFCM: 

“Sirs, I think that in the Mediterranean basin 
which is the cradle of our civilization, delegates 
from the countries of which it is composed should 
now meet to see how they can share one with the 
other their skills, their arts and their techniques 
and tackle together some of our modern problems.”

Fast forward to the present day and we fnd 
out that there are reasons to be satisfed for the 
work that was done thus far in various domains. 
Consistent with its mandate, the GFCM stands 
out for the results it has been achieving since 
its establishment in the conservation of fsheries 
as well as in the sustainable development of 
aquaculture. At the same time, inspired by a wide 
ranging integrated approach to maritime issues, 
the GFCM has not refrained from taking action to 
preserve the marine environment and ecosystems 
of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. The 
GFCM has always been responsive to the needs of 
its Members providing technical assistance, hence 
contributing to create employment opportunities 
and promote sustainable development. 

As Chairperson and Executive Secretary of the 
Commission, we will continue along these very lines 
to consolidate the work done in order to capitalize 
on the results obtained. In fact, the increasing 
functional autonomy of the Commission will allow 
us to meet even more effciently the needs of our 
Members and to closely cooperate with our partners 
in the region. We are positive that thanks to our 

ever present commitment we will make the GFCM 
progressively more operative in the future. In this 
context, we will make sure that the objectives of 
the Commission will be successfully reached and 
the GFCM will insist on encouraging regional 
cooperation. It will also keep on addressing marine 
and environmental ecosystems and their resources 
in a responsible manner. 

We are confdent that, owing in particular to 
the innovative approach brought about by the 
Task Force recently established to modernize 
the GFCM, the Commission will effciently face 
those challenges posed by the current status of 
marine capture fsheries and aquaculture. The 
Commission will strongly promote sustainable 
development through policies which will prove 
receptive to issues such as food security, poverty 
eradication and jobs creation. For this very 
purpose, the First GFCM Framework Programme 
will endow the Commission with an instrument 
aimed at addressing the priorities of its Members 
while providing the adequate support to the needs 
of the sub-regions in the GFCM area of competence. 

We take this opportunity to thank the FAO for the 
valuable and continuous support it has provided 
to the GFCM over this 60 years. We thank in 
particular those who served the Council frst and 
the Commission later and hence contributed to its 
growth. 

This publication is dedicated to two Executive 
Secretaries of the Commission that have passed 
away, Mr. Habib Ben Alaya (Tunisia) and Mr. 
Alain Bonzon (France). They both devoted a 
momentous effort to ensure the growth of the 
GFCM in crucial moments. Their contribution will 
always be remembered and appreciated.

Stefano Cataudella                          Abdellah Srour
Chairperson                      Executive Secretary 
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The fundamental 
importance of marine 
living resources in the 
Mediterranean and 
the Black Sea has been 
recognized since the dawn 
of age. In recognition 
of this importance, the 
Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) was 
invested with the mandate 
to appraise, among others, 
the status of fsheries.
 
Based on the consideration 
that the post World War II 
food shortage in the region 
would have most likely 
stimulated intense fshing 
in the Mediterranean and 
the Black Sea, the 3rd FAO 
Conference advised, in 
1947, the establishment 
of regional councils for the 
scientifc exploitation of the 
sea and its resources where 
they did not exist. Acting 
on this advice, in 1949, 
France, Greece, Lebanon, 
Turkey and the United 

Kingdom met in Rome to 
consider a draft agreement 
to establish a Council 
for the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea as 
Article XIV body of the 
FAO. That same year, at 
its 5th Session, the FAO 
Conference adopted the 
proposed agreement, thus 
formally establishing the 
General Fisheries Council 
for the Mediterranean 
(GFCM). 

In 1952, the GFCM 
Agreement came into 
force, hence giving 
the organization the 
authority to promote the 
development, conservation, 
rational management and 
best utilization of living 
marine resources in the 
Mediterranean, Black Sea 
and connecting waters. 
Since then, the GFCM 
Agreement has been 
amended three times; in 
1963, in 1976 and, more 
recently, in 1997 when the 

General Fisheries Council 
for the Mediterranean 
became the General 
Fisheries Commission for 
the Mediterranean. This 
last amendment provided 
the GFCM with a renewed 
and enriched mandate, 
thus attesting to the well 
established role of the 
Commission as a Regional 
Fisheries Management 
Organization (RFMO).

Over the 60 years of its 
activity, the GFCM has 
built a legal framework 
to manage fsheries and 
aquaculture, has developed 
networks of scientifc 
research and exchange 
of information, and has 
worked as a reference 
institution for governments 
and stakeholders. The  
continuing existence of 
the GFCM and its current 
growth are both clear 
tokens of its success.   
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Establishment and 
development of the GFCM

Ancient historical and 
cultural traditions are 
defning traits of the 
countries bordering the 
Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea. Although extremely 
diverse in terms of economic 
development and political 
systems, these countries have 
at least one common feature: 
populations that have lived 
in their territories over the 
centuries have always had 
an interest in profting from 
living marine resources.

Nowadays, fsheries and 
aquaculture activities not 
only provide an important 
source of food for human 
consumption, they are also 
sources of employment for 
millions of people in the 
region. The marine resources 
of the Mediterranean 
basin are concentrated in a 
relatively small area. 
The need to keep exploitation 
of fsh stocks sustainable, to 
enhance rational aquaculture 
and to make fsheries and 

aquaculture activities 
compatible with the proper 
functioning of Mediterranean 
sensitive ecosystems, is 
plain and obvious. The 
establishment of the GFCM 
can be regarded not only as a 
response to such a need, but 
it should also be recognized, 
perhaps more signifcantly, as 
one of the earliest instances 
of institutional collaboration 
among riparian countries of 
the Mediterranean and the 
Black Sea. 

Rationale behind GFCM’s establishment  

Geographical area of competence
The Agreement for the establishment of the GFCM defnes its competence Area as the 
Mediterranean, the Black Sea and connecting waters (FAO Major Fishing Area 37).
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Membership
The GFCM currently has 24 
Members: 22 Mediterranean 
and Black Sea States, Japan 
and the European Union. 
The GFCM offcial languages 
are Arabic, English, French 
and Spanish.

Country Date of adherence

Egypt 19 February 1951

Italy 29 May 1951

Israel 20 February 1952

Greece 7 April 1952

France 8 July 1952

Spain 19 October 1953

Turkey 6 April 1954

Monaco 14 May 1954

Tunisia 22 June 1954

Morocco 17 September 1956

Lebanon 14 November 1960

Libya 13 May 1963

Malta 29 April 1965

Cyprus 10 June 1965

Algeria 11 December 1967

Bulgaria 3 November 1969

Romania 19 February 1971

Syrian Arab Republic 12 December 1975

Albania 10 April 1991

Croatia 22 May 1995

Japan 12 June 1997

European Union 25 June 1998

Slovenia 25 May 2000

Montenegro 31 January 2008

United Kingdom 12 October 1951 - withdrew on 25 June 1968

Yugoslavia* 20 November 1950 - withdrew on 25 June 1968

Serbia 6 February 2003 - withdrew on 17 July 2007

*Yugoslavia seat was changed to Serbia on 6 February 2003

1952-1997, 
the Council period
The GFCM started its activities in 1952 as a Council. 
The FAO was providing general administrative 
services and fnancial means, while supporting the 
GFCM with experts throughout its programmes. 
The work of the GFCM was carried out during the 
intersessional periods between Council meetings 
under the guidance of an Executive Committee 
composed of a Chairman and two Vice-Chairmen. 
The Secretariat was responsible of both preparing 
these meetings and ensuring adequate follow-up.

The Council initially dealt with the development 
of baseline studies in order to appraise the 
status of the fshing industries and to identify 
the problems and needs of Members. During this 
period, the Council, relying on its fve Technical 
Committees, had the opportunity to deal with a 
wide range of issues, including fsheries resources, 
taxonomy, fshing craft and gear, food processing, 
fsheries statistics and applied socio-economics.
The outcomes of these activities were then taken 
into consideration by Members for appropriate 
actions. 

The Council subsequently expanded while some 
GFCM Members experienced vast scientifc 
and technological advances, accompanied by 
an economic boom. This period also witnessed a 
general worldwide awakening which prompted 
the international community to cooperate in 
marine affairs and fsheries. The convening of the 
3rd United Nations Conference on the Law of the 
Sea in the early 1970s resulted in the adoption of 
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the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982, a landmark event. Consequently, 
the GFCM broadened international cooperation, launching several joint projects for fsheries 
development and research, along with re-orienting and strengthening its activities. The 
Technical Committees were replaced by fve Working Parties to improve the functioning of 
the Council. In 1976, following the second amendment of the GFCM Agreement, the Council 
was given the mandate to deal with management issues. This reorganization reflected the 
increased concern of the GFCM for rational management, conservation and optimal utilization 
of the fsheries resources in the Mediterranean and Black Sea. 

after 1976
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1997-to date, the Commission
The modern approach to 
fsheries was defned at the 
United Nations Conference 
on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) in 
Rio de Janeiro (June 1992), 
which focused on exploited 
fsh stocks rather than 
on fshing States. In this 
occasion, the international 
community identifed 
sustainability as the main 
pillar for the management of 
living marine resources. 

The GFCM Agreement was 
hence amended in 1997 

for the third time and a 
Commission, with increased 
responsibility, replaced the 
Council. Other substantial 
changes were also made, the 
Commission was attributed 
an autonomous budget 
(effective in 2004), fully 
funded by the contributions 
of the Members. The 
adoption of conservation 
and management measures 
in the form of binding 
recommendations, a 
tool scarcely utilized by 
the Council, became the 
main instrument for the 

Commission to drive 
Members’ policies. From an 
institutional point of view, 
the GFCM was radically 
transformed: the former 
Executive Committee and 
all Working Parties of the 
Council were abolished. In 
their stead, a GFCM Bureau 
was created and a more 
complex, stable and wide 
ranging multi-disciplinary 
structure was built upon 
four committees and their 
subsidiary bodies. 
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Under the general orientation of the GFCM 
Bureau, the technical and political supervision of 
the activities of the Commission was entrusted to 
the GFCM Executive Secretary, supported by a 
proper Secretariat. Nonetheless, the relationship 
between GFCM and FAO, along with its Regional 
Projects, has remained strong. The GFCM has 
also continued to rely on fruitful cooperation with 
several international organizations that have 
sectoral competence over the Mediterranean and 
the Black Sea. Aside from the recommendations 
issued since its establishment, collected in a 
GFCM Compendium together with resolutions 
and decisions in force, the action of the 
Commission was strengthened by impressive 
economic, environmental, legal, scientifc, social 
and technical work in the feld of fsheries and 
aquaculture. 

In parallel, the GFCM developed a website and 
several electronic tools to back up these activities. 
After the 1997 amendment, the GFCM proved to 
be highly adaptive to change and stands ready 
to continue responding to challenges relating to 
fsheries and aquaculture. 



 

GFCM Bureau
The GFCM Bureau, represented by a Chairperson and two Vice-Chairpersons, performs a 
political role and provides general orientations for the Secretariat as well as for the Commission. 

GFCM Bureau since 1952

GFCM Secretariat operational chart

GFCM Secretariat
As of 2004 more autonomy was granted to the Secretariat, allowing for a thorough    
implementation of the Commission’s policies and activities. The structure was conceived to 
effciently address the multidisciplinary and varied nature of the activities of the Commission. 

GFCM Executive Secretaries since 1952         
M.J. Girard H. Rosa M. Savini H. Ben Alaya A. Srour

J.L.L. Chaux D. Charbonnier R.C. Griffiths A. Bonzon

1952
1960

1960
1966

1967
1967

1967
1987

1987
1989

1989
1993

1993
2002

2002
2009

2009
present
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PERIOD CHAIRPERSON COUNTRY VICE-CHAIR COUNTRY VICE-CHAIR COUNTRY

1952-1953 J. Le Gall France C.D. Serbetis Greece T. Saljan Yugoslavia

1953-1956 U. d’Ancona Italy C.D. Serbetis Greece T. Saljan Yugoslavia

1956-1958 U. d’Ancona Italy A. Correño Rodriguez Spain E. Barlas Turkey

1958-1960 A. Correño Rodriguez Spain R. Cusmai Italy C.D. Serbetis Greece

1960-1963 A. Correño Rodriguez Spain R. Cusmai Italy H. Aytekin Turkey

1963-1965 I. del Cuvillo Spain R. Cusmai Italy M.A. Showit Israel

1965-1967 R. Cusmai Italy S. Zupanovic Yugoslavia A.Z. Ben Mustapha Tunisia

1967-1969 R. Cusmai Italy M. Oliver Massuti Spain F. Ktari Chakrounn Tunisia

1969-1972 M. Oliver Massuti Spain F. Ktari Chakrounn Tunisia T. Artis Turkey

1972-1974 A.Z. Ben Mustapha Tunisia S. Alfirevic Yugoslavia C. Laskerdis Greece

1974-1978 C. Maurin France D. Nedev Bulgaria A. Demetropolous Cyprus

1978-1980 A. Demetropolous Cyprus S. Alfirevic Yugoslavia A.R. Bayoumi Egypt

1980-1982 G. Bombace Italy S. Alfirevic Yugoslavia R. Biaz Morocco

1982-1986 M. Hadj Ali Salem Tunisia A. Bordes France Y.H. Yanev Bulgaria

1986-1989 N. Tsimenides Greece A. Idelhaj Morocco M.E. Debernardi Monaco

1989-1993 N. Tsimenides Greece A. Idelhaj Morocco M.E. Debernardi Monaco

1993-1995 R. Conde de Saro Spain Y. Ouati Morocco C. Agius Malta

1995-1997 R. Conde de Saro Spain Y. Ouati Morocco C. Agius Malta

1997-1998 F. Montanaro Mifsud Malta R.Y. Ballot France M.A. Zoubi Morocco

1998-1999 F. Montanaro Mifsud Malta R.Y. Ballot France M.A. Zoubi Morocco

1999-2000 F. Montanaro Mifsud Malta R.Y. Ballot France M.A. Zoubi Morocco

2000-2001 F. Montanaro Mifsud Malta M. Sedrati Morocco J. Turenne France

2001-2002 A. Berraho Morocco J. Turenne France T. Chriaa Tunisia

2002-2006 A. Berraho Morocco X. Vant France S. Dhaoui Tunisia

2006-2011 M. Hadj Ali Salem Tunisia R. Rigillo Italy I. Katavic Croatia

2011-present S. Cataudella Italy H. Fersoy Turkey P. Ferlin France

13
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GFCM Sessions 
and meetings
The Sessions of the Commission - the 
governing body - are the opportunity 
to take decisions on administrative 
and fnancial issues, compliance and 
enforcement as well as fsheries and 
aquaculture management in the 
competence Area. 

The GFCM attaches particular 
importance to the fact that its 
activities, including the technical 
and statutory meetings, be open to 
partner organizations and observers 
in order to promote transparency 
and consultation. Since 1952, every 
attempt has always been made to 
ensure the Sessions are held at least 
once every two years, although this 
cycle has been hard to maintain, due 
to budgetary restrictions. It is only 
since 1997 that the Commission has 
managed to meet every year. The 
period between the annual sessions 
of the Commission is the time for 
the national institutions and the 
Secretariat to implement the agreed 
activities according to the identifed 
priorities. 

SESSION DATE VENUE

1st 21-24 Jul, 1952 Rhodes, Greece

2nd 26-29 Oct, 1953 Rome, Italy

3rd 14-19 Oct, 1954 Monaco

4th 17-22 Sep, 1956 Istanbul, Turkey

5th 13-18 Oct, 1958 Rome, Italy

6th 22-28 Sep, 1960 Rome, Italy

7th 12-18 Mar, 1963 Madrid, Spain

8th 10-15 May, 1965 Rome, Italy

9th 4-9 Dec, 1967 Split, Yugoslavia

10th 8-13 Dec, 1969 Rome, Italy

11th 6-11 Mar, 1972 Athens, Greece

12th 11-15 Mar, 1974 Varna, Bulgaria

13th 28 Jun-2 Jul, 1976 Rome, Italy

14th 16-20 Oct, 1978 Nantes, France

15th 18-20 Sep, 1980 Palma de Majorca, Spain

16th 27 Sep-1 Oct, 1982 Rome, Italy

17th 17-21 Sep, 1984 Rome, Italy

18th 6-10 Oct, 1986 Monaco

19th 27 Feb-3 Mar, 1989 Livorno, Italy

20th 5-9 Jul, 1993 Qawra, Malta

21st 22-26 Aug, 1995 Alicante, Spain

22nd 13-14 Oct, 1997 Rome, Italy

23rd 7-10 Jul, 1998 Rome, Italy

24th 12-15 Jul, 1999 Alicante, Spain

25th 12-15 Sep, 2000 Sliema, Malta

26th 10-13 Sep, 2001 Ischia, Italy

27th 19-22 Nov, 2002 Rome, Italy

28th 14-17 Oct, 2003 Tangiers, Morocco

* 19-23 Jul, 2004 St. Julian’s, Malta

29th 21-25 Feb, 2005 Rome, Italy

30th 24-27 Jan, 2006 Istanbul, Turkey

31st 9-12 Jan, 2007 Rome, Italy

32nd 25-29 Feb, 2008 Rome, Italy

33rd 23-27 Mar, 2009 Tunis, Tunisia

34th 12-17 Apr, 2010 Athens, Greece

35th 9-14 May, 2011 Rome, Italy

36th 14-19 May, 2012 Marrakech, Morocco*Extraordinary Session

The meetings of the GFCM are the forum where national scientists address technical issues of 
interest to the Commission. In particular, the working groups and thematic workshops gather 
and analyze the available information, then formulate scientifc advice that will subsequently 
be revised and validated by the technical subsidiary committees. 



Enhanced efficiency through 
the use of new technologies

At present, web based 
technologies are the 
Secretariat’s main tools 
to collect, share data and 
communicate with Members, 
public and stakeholders.
The GFCM develops and 
maintains several Regional 
Information Systems 
(RISs), which serve as an 
instrument to support 
the implementation of 
responsible fsheries and 
aquaculture management. 

RISs have been created 
to complement the 
recommendations that 
bind Members to submit 
data and information 
to the Secretariat. Data 
confdentiality policies and 
procedures in force within 
the GFCM Area have 
been reflected throughout 
the development of these 
systems. The use of advanced 
web technologies together 
with high security standards 

keeps the GFCM abreast 
of the evolving information 
management scenarios, 
enabling smooth delivery 
of data, information and 
services to its Members. 
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Dolphin fish (Coryphaena hippurus)
Fishing period, catches, area

Registered Ports
Ports to which foreign vessels may 
be permitted access, information 
of inspections

Vessel Records
Fleet register, authorized vessels,
minimum mesh size, 
Fisheries Restricted Areas

Aquaculture (SIPAM)
Aquaculture production, 
production centres, market data 

Red coral (Corallium rubrum)
Authorized fishermen,daily catches, 
fishing effort by area and depths
 

Task 1
Fishing activities, catch and effort,
economic data, marine resources,
biological data

IUU (Illegal, Unregulated and 
Unreported) fishing
Presumed IUU fishing activities 

STATLANT 37A
Capture fisheries catches

Vessel Monitoring System 
(VMS)
National fisheries monitoring
centers, VMS data
 

GFCM Regional Information Systems

As part of the efforts to 
enhance communication 
with its Members and 
Partners, the Secretariat 
released in October 2007 
the GFCM website which 
today constitutes, supported 

by newsletters and social 
networks, the Commission’s 
communication strategy 
core, as it facilitates the 
dissemination of information 
on GFCM activities, 
meetings, documentations, 

publications and decisions. 
The Secretariat has also 
developed the SIPAM portal, 
in support to the GFCM 
activities on aquaculture. 

The GFCM website and SIPAM portal

websites: www.gfcm.org | www.faosipam.org
twitter@UN_FAO_GFCM
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In addition to the web interface, the compilation and dissemination of publications on various 
themes related to fsheries and aquaculture have always been among the prime objectives of 
the GFCM, in order to support the activities of its subsidiary bodies as well as the policy of 
the Commission. With more than 300 publications to date, including 90 issues of the ‘Studies 
and Reviews’ series, the GFCM has substantially contributed to improve knowledge on key 
issues in its competence Area such as, among others, fshing technologies, small scale fsheries, 
sensitive habitats and resources, applied research to aquaculture and fsheries legislations. 
Such continuous effort is instrumental in strengthening the role of the Commission as a regional 
fsheries management body.

The Studies and Reviews series: issues n. 21 (1963) and n. 90 (2011)

Cooperation with inter- and 
non-governmental bodies as 
well as relevant partners is of 
paramount importance for the 
GFCM; over the years it has 
been enhancing collaboration 
with multiple organizations 
and institutions sharing a 
similar mandate and common 
interests, as well as with 
relevant stakeholders and civil 
society, within the context of an 
integrated maritime policy. This 
collaboration has been recently 
intensifed at two levels: (i), at 
international level the GFCM 
is progressively getting more 
involved with the work of the 
UN, including its programs 
and specialized agencies, 
and with other international 
organizations (ii), at regional 
level, the GFCM is benefting 
from the activities with FAO 
Regional Projects and is building 
upon pre-existing synergies 
with partner organizations with 
a sectoral competence over the 
Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea.

Communication and dissemination At the center of 
   cooperation

Partner Organizations

FAO Regional Projects

MEDISAMAK



GFCM address:
Palazzo Blumenstihl, 
Via Vittoria Colonna 1 
00193 Rome, Italy 
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Palazzo Blumenstihl was built in 1890 by the 
Italian architect Luca Carimini. The halls of 
the palazzo, since its construction and until 
the beginning of the 20th century, welcomed 
many representatives of the worlds of the 
Arts, becoming one of the most important li-
terary salons of the time.

A Commission on the move
The GFCM Secretariat has evolved and adapted over time like the GFCM itself. In the                        
beginning, the former Council was completely under the umbrella of the FAO and the                         
Secretariat was funded and housed within FAO premises. In 2004, the GFCM agreed to             
establish its own headquarters and, in September 2011, the Secretariat moved to Palazzo     
Blumenstihl, a historical building located in the heart of Rome, offered to the GFCM by the              
Government of Italy. The keys of the new headquarters were offcially handed to the Executive 
Secretary, Abdellah Srour, by the Italian Minister for Agriculture, Food and Forestry Policies 

GFCM address: 
Palazzo Blumenstihl,
Via Vittoria Colonna 1
00193 Rome, Italy

during the 35th Session of the 
Commission (Rome, May 2011).



Consequently, before the 
entry into force of the 
UNCLOS in 1982, the 
UNCED decided to convene 
a diplomatic conference 
with the aim of agreeing 
upon a new legal framework 
for living marine resources. 
In 1995, the conference 
concluded with the adoption 
of the UN Fish Stocks 
Agreement which pushed 
States to put forth a set 
of rules requiring action 
beyond their reach. In the 
wake of UNCED other 
instruments were then 
adopted, both binding and 
voluntary. The list includes 
the FAO Code of Conduct 
for Responsible Fisheries 
(CCRF), its International 
Plans of Action (IPOA), 
the annual resolutions of 
the UN General Assembly 
on Sustainable Fisheries, 
various Guidelines  and 
Declarations, as well as 
regional conventions. 

These legal instruments 
have progressively shaped 
governance in fsheries in 
view of a more effcient 
cooperation among States. 

The GFCM: quest for governance 
  and its   fields of action

There are certain goals that 
States cannot achieve alone. 
Sustainable fsheries and 
aquaculture, for instance, 
can only be achieved through 
cooperation among States. 
And when cooperation 
fails, the need for stronger 
rules and focused policies 
carried out at regional 
level emerges. Existing 
regional organizations are 
the natural body to fulfll a 
quest for better governance.  

The evolution of the 
GFCM, from Council to 
Commission, is linked to 
relevant developments that 
occurred at international 
level, particularly those 
in the post-UNCED era, 
when States recognized 
that living marine 
resources called for serious 
efforts on their behalf to 
pursue sustainability. The 
relevance of sustainable 
development brought about 
a very important change by 
drawing the attention of the 
international community to 
the long-term preservation 
of natural resources for 
future generations. 2322



The GFCM had to prove 
capable of dealing, 
on one side, with the 
overexploitation of 
stocks and excessive 
fshing capacity, and 
on the other, with the 
sustainable management 
of aquaculture activities in 
order to ensure low impact 
on the environment, high 
quality and security of 
products, rational use 
of coastal areas, and 
the establishment of 

an appropriate legal 
framework. 
In addition, since 
all conservation and 
management efforts 
are pointless without 
proper compliance and 
enforcement, in order to 
discourage both Members 
and non-Members 
from disregarding 
recommendations in force, 
the GFCM has decidedly 
increased its focus on 
the implementation of 

its conservation and 
management measures. 
This has resulted in 
various actions to preserve 
fsheries resources, 
including against  
Illegal, Unregulated and 
Unreported (IUU) fshing.  
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Consequently, those 
regional fsheries 
organizations with 
management powers, 
such as RFMOs, became 
the preferred means for 
pursuing collaboration as 
well as sustainability. 
The GFCM took action 
in turn by enhancing its 
legal and institutional 
framework. In 1997 the 
Council turned into a 
Commission and ever 
since its approach has 
been precautionary and 
centered on the importance 

of the ecosystem as a 
whole. The Commission 
has been working under 
three main felds of action: 
fsheries, aquaculture 
and compliance and 
enforcement. Fisheries and 
aquaculture have always 
been at the core of GFCM’s 
mandate and their correct 
management is strictly 
linked to the evolution of 
these sectors. Whereas, 
for instance, during the 
last thirty years the 
annual average production 
from capture fsheries in 

the Mediterranean has 
undergone a remarkable 
decline, marine and 
brackish water aquaculture 
have experienced 
impressive continuous 
growth. Indeed at present, 
aquaculture has grown 
substantially and is now 
flling the international 
demand gap for fshery 
goods. 

Capture fisheries* versus marine and brackish water aquaculture production** 

*Capture fisheries production is referred to the GFCM statistical area; data sources: FAO Capture Production 1950-2010 (Release date: February 2012)
**Marine and brackish water aquaculture production is referred to GFCM countries (aquaculture from Atlantic areas excluded); 
   data sources: SIPAM-FAO Aquaculture Production 1950-2010 (Release date: March 2012)



Acting for the preservation of fish resources 

Larger and technologically more effcient fleets together with a general deterioration of the 
environment, due to the rising occupation of coastal areas, have been impacting the populations 
of marine resources. At present, around 90% of commercially exploited species are in an 
overfshing status. To cope with these problems, the GFCM has been carrying out continuous 
evaluations of fsh resources and fshing activities in the region. Furthermore, issues such 
as the invasion of alien species, by-catch of non-target species, occurrence of microalgal and 
jellyfsh blooms that strongly affect fsh population dynamics, are tackled as related fsheries 
problems.

The actions of the GFCM towards the responsible management of fshing activities have always 
been led by the type of fleet which operate in the Mediterranean and Black Sea as well by the 
ecosystem characteristics of the two basins. The Mediterranean, a semi-enclosed basin with 
a narrow continental shelf, relatively poor in nutrients, exhibits high diversity of species but 
with limited populations. The Black Sea, on the other hand, presents unique features (i.e. 
low salinity, anoxic bottom layers) which characterize its complex ecosystem. Over the last 
50 years, it has been subjected to dramatic changes that clearly indicate the vulnerability of 
this large inland sea to human activities. In both seas, where industrial and artisanal/coastal 
fsheries activities coexist (the latter being responsible for about 30-40% of catches), fshing 
pressure has been constantly increasing during the last decades. 
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Data collection, basic research 
and stock assessment have 
been improving since the early 
years of Council activities. 
After the catches decline of the 
1990s, growth limits of certain 
fsheries became evident and 
scientists were encouraged 
by governments to provide 
not only stock assessment 
results on a periodical basis, 
but also to improve knowledge 
on multifaceted ecosystems 

of the Mediterranean and 
Black Sea. The modern vision 
of management that frames 
the work of GFCM aims at 
maximizing return without 
compromising durability of 
the sector, always within 
an ecosystem approach that 
considers all dimensions of the 
fshery systems from the frst 
levels of the food web to the 
socio-economic aspects of human 
activities. 

All these sources of information 
are necessary to draw up 
integrated management advice 
with conservation, economic 
and social components through 
the use of indicators and their 
corresponding target and limit 
reference points.

•  Assessing fish resources status

 •  Monitoring fishing capacity
The GFCM’s fsheries conservation 
and management strategy focuses 
on a fshing effort control regime. 
Its fnal aim is to ensure that 
fshing effort is compatible with 
the sustainable exploitation of 
resources and that a balance 
between fshing capacity and 

fshing opportunities is reached. 
To implement this policy the 
GFCM has been working on a 
regional plan of action (RPOA) 
to monitor fshing capacity and 
has developed several supporting 
mechanisms such as the GFCM 
vessel records, the regional 

logbook and the vessel monitoring 
system (VMS), which are also 
instrumental to monitor capacity 
in the competence Area.
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The GFCM has consolidated 
its reputation as a leader in 
understanding the effects of 
industrialization on marine 
resources over the years. To this 
end, the GFCM has renewed 
its commitment in evaluating 
the impacts of human activities 
(especially those related to 
fsheries) on marine ecosystems. 
In order to limit the negative 

effects of such activities, several 
conservation and management 
measures, such as the regulation 
of the mesh size of trawl nets to 
improve gear selectivity, along with 
the overall reduction of fshing 
effort by 10% for trawl fsheries, 
were adopted. Moreover, the 
GFCM was the frst organization 
that prohibited the use of bottom 
trawling below 1 000 meters 

to ensure the preservation of 
unexploited pristine habitats still 
poorly known and it is presently 
working towards a regional plan 
to manage exploitation of red coral 
(Corallium rubrum).

• Managing fisheries

• Taking care 
      of threatened species
In order to contribute to the protection of 
species of conservation concern, different 
actions were taken with the aim of monitoring 
and reducing the incidental capture of non-
target species in fshing gears (by-catch), a 
conservation problem affecting species which 
are long-lived and have low reproductive 
rates. Specifc measures were adopted to 
reduce incidental catches of seabirds, sea 
turtles, threatened pelagic sharks and of 
the critically endangered Mediterranean 
monk seal (Monachus monachus). Also, one 
of the most important achievements of the 
Commission was the banning of drift nets for 
large pelagic fsheries, which are known for 
depleting populations of marine threatened 
groups. 
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•  Protecting sensitive habitats 
Another important initiative of the GFCM is the declaration of four fsheries 
restricted areas (FRAs), within whose perimeters fshing activities are currently 
regulated. These areas are considered essential from biological and ecological 
points of view. In fact, the protection of particularly sensitive areas contributes 
not only to conservation, but is also a management tool for fsheries as it has 
been proven that, within protected areas, abundance and size of commercial 
and non-commercial species increase. Additionally, protected areas have a 
benefcial effect on fsh populations outside the protected boundaries as they 
contribute to the dissemination of eggs and larvae.
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Deep Sea fisheries restricted area “Lophelia 
reef off Capo Santa Maria di Leuca”

Deep Sea fisheries restricted area 
“The Eratosthemes Seamount”

Deep Sea fisheries restricted area 
“The Nile delta area cold hydrocarbon seeps”

Gulf of Lion fisheries restricted area to protect 
spawning aggregations and deep sea sensitive 
habitats
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Guiding the responsible 
        development of aquaculture

Aquaculture has been on the GFCM agenda since its early years of activities: Members have 
greatly beneftted from the exchange of views during the Council Sessions, from the technical 
documents published as well as from the commitment of the GFCM in enhancing collaboration 
among research institutions. To cope with the increasing importance of the sector, the GFCM 
has been enhancing the sustainable development management of aquaculture in the region 
while promoting better governance within the broad concepts of marine spatial planning, 
integrated coastal zone management (ICZM) and the ecosystem approach to aquaculture.

At present, aquaculture sustainability calls for short-, medium- and long-term measures to 
address the following challenges: competition for the use of coastal zones, environmental impact, 
lack of specifc legislation frameworks, consumers’ perception of product quality and market 
competition among Mediterranean countries and imported products. The GFCM endeavors to 
tackle in particular such emerging issues.
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The development of brackish 
water and marine aquaculture 
in the Mediterranean and 
Black Sea area is currently 
facing diffculties linked with 
site selection and integration 
with other activities along 
coastal areas. In particular, 
the environmental impact of 
marine aquaculture on sensitive 

habitats and in tourist zones is 
increasingly receiving attention 
and concern. Consequently, 
understanding the interaction 
between aquaculture and 
environment is of paramount 
importance to minimize 
negative effects and improve the 
social acceptability of the sector. 
To deal with this, the GFCM 

is striving to facilitate the 
integration of aquaculture with 
other activities in coastal areas 
by producing sustainability 
criteria to improve site-
selection, by identifying 
environmental quality 
standards for monitoring 
programmes.

•  Respecting the environment  
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The planning and formulation of 
development strategies for the 
promotion of a more competitive 
and proactive aquaculture 
industry in the Mediterranean 
and Black Sea require a clear 
understanding of the market 
situation. Stabilizing measures 
are needed to help smooth out 
the sharp boom and bust cycles 
of the industry. 
In this context the GFCM is 
attempting to follow the market 
trend of aquaculture products 

in order to support Members in 
implementing a proper strategy 
to improve cost competitiveness 
towards a consumer responsive 
and market-oriented 
aquaculture industry. Support 
is also given to produce market 
studies for better exploitation 
of existing and emerging 
market niches and to improve 
the image of Mediterranean 
and Black Sea aquaculture 
products. Moreover, the GFCM 
gives particular importance 

to the role of Producers’ 
Organizations and farmers in 
undertaking collective actions 
to diversify products, species 
and farming methods as well 
as supporting certifcation and 
labeling systems to respond 
to an increasing demand 
and willingness to pay for 
sustainable aquaculture 
products.

•  Monitoring market trends

One of the priorities of the 
GFCM is encouraging the use of 
indicators to regularly monitor 
trends related to the economic, 
social and environment 
components of aquaculture. 

Regional initiatives undertaken 
by the GFCM aim at developing 
a decision support tool for 
monitoring the sustainable 
development of aquaculture in 
all its dimensions. 

The process is largely 
participatory, resulting in better 
dialogue among stakeholders 
and increased awareness on 
sustainability.

•  Promoting indicators for sustainable development 
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The Mediterranean and Black 
Sea region is characterized 
by about 500 coastal lagoons 
covering a surface of over one 
million hectares. These complex 
and diversifed environments 
have always been managed by 
local communities to produce, 
among others, fsh, crustaceans 
and molluscs. Nonetheless, 
many coastal lagoons have 
recently experienced a general 
environmental degradation 

mainly caused by a lack of  
management plans and no clear 
legal framework.  
The importance of protecting 
and managing coastal lagoons 
has been recognized by the 
GFCM since the beginning of 
its activity. Such awareness 
is even stronger today and 
the GFCM considers coastal 
lagoons as a common natural 
heritage where traditional 
knowledge has to be preserved 

and scientifcally sound 
management measures have to 
be put in place if biodiversity, 
conservation and sustainable 
economic activities are pursued. 
The GFCM is fully committed to 
face emerging challenges in an 
environmentally sound manner 
and to pay special attention 
to the interaction between 
traditional aquaculture and 
artisanal fsheries in lagoon 
ecosystems. 

•  Coastal lagoon management Compliance and Enforcement
The adoption of the Declaration of 
the Ministerial Conference for the 
Sustainable Development of Fisheries 
in the Mediterranean, held in Venice 
in 2003, was the single moment that 
triggered the battle against IUU 
fshing activities. During the meeting, 
it was decided that in order to combat 
IUU fshing, the GFCM should 
adopt effective measures, based on 
the UN Fish Stocks Agreement and 
the FAO IPOA-IUU. As follow up to 
the Declaration of the Ministerial 
Conference, the GFCM laid the ground 
for a broad and fully encompassing 
plan to combat IUU fshing with a list 
of general guidelines for control and 
enforcement. This list singled out, 
as basic components for compliance 
and enforcement, various flag State 
duties, in particular procedures for 
identifying vessels carrying out IUU 
activities, development of a VMS 
system, drawing up of registers of 
vessels authorized to fsh, and others, 
as well as some control measures such 
as high seas and port inspections, 
monitoring of landing and catches. 
In addition, specifc obligations for 
Cooperating non-Contracting Parties 
were identifed and a programme to 
promote compliance with the GFCM 
conservation and management 
measures by vessels of non-
Contracting Parties was drafted too. 
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•  IUU fishing: a problem from 
      inside the GFCM
The GFCM has to make an effort to ensure in particular 
the even implementation of its conservation and 
management measures by its Members. Because the 
development of a control and enforcement scheme for 
the GFCM Area was conceived as a multiannual task, 
flag State duties have been always recognized as the 
priority area of GFCM intervention in the fght against 
IUU fshing. 

•  A multifaceted approach 
To ease the review of compliance with conservation and 
management measures in place, a GFCM list of vessels 
permitted to operate within the Mediterranean and the 
Black Sea was established. At the time of publication, a 
record of vessels over 15 meters authorized to fsh in the 
GFCM competence Area was kept. Unregistered vessels 
were not authorized to operate and vessels presumed 
to have been engaged in IUU fshing are added to a 
separate list. All vessels authorized to operate in the 
GFCM competence Area have to be equipped with a 
functioning VMS. Given the crucial role of ports as 
points of entry into Members for catches, regulating 
access to port facilities and strengthening port State 
controls have been recognized by the GFCM as potent 
and cost-effective tools for combating IUU fshing. The 
GFCM has therefore adopted a regional scheme to 
bring about a common set of port State Measures for 
all its Members. Furthermore, the GFCM identifed a 
set of criteria that have to be met for a State known to 
be fshing in the GFCM competence Area and willing to 
become a Cooperating non-Contracting Party.  

The law of the sea has always been in a state 
of flux. The pace of change here over the last 
twenty years has been impressive, particularly 
when it comes to fsheries and aquaculture. 
By now, it is not possible to conceive rules 
relating to fsheries and aquaculture without 
cooperation among States. This mainly 
revolves around the concept of sustainability 
as enshrined in the constitutive agreements of 
those regional fsheries organizations in place.

The mandate of the GFCM has evolved 
throughout the last 60 years and it is at 
present fully encompassing. Still, evolution 
continues: the GFCM is currently undergoing 
a momentous change to meet the challenges 
brought about by the present status of fsheries 
and aquaculture in the Mediterranean and the 
Black Sea. After the conclusion of a review of 
GFCM performances by an independent panel 
of experts, a Task Force was established at the 
35th Session of the Commission. 

The Task Force was set up to trigger the 
modernization of the GFCM institutional and 
legal framework, involving Members, non-
Members, intergovernmental organizations, 
non-governmental organizations, stakeholders 
and civil society, and is ultimately intended 
to amend the GFCM Agreement and its 
associated rules. Ultimately, the Commission 
will fnd itself better equipped to successfully 
achieve its goals. 

Shaping the future: 
            continuing to achieve 
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The modernization of the GFCM institutional and legal framework will lead to a more functional 
organization of the Commission’s activities. As the number of these activities is expected to drastically 
increase as a result of the work of the Task Force, the frst medium-term programme (2013-2018) in 
the history of the GFCM (both as a Council and as a Commission) was elaborated. The FWP is the tool 
identifed to respond to the need for more extra budgetary funds for the GFCM to discharge its duties. It 
has both a geographical and a thematic dimension as it relates to selected GFCM sub-regions as well as 
to areas of intervention that epitomize priorities of Members. The thematics identifed under the FWP 
are:  1) the institutional and technical cooperation in the Southern Mediterranean and in the Black Sea;        
2) the strengthening of national institutions’ capacity in the feld of data collection while supporting the 
establishment of regional databases and information systems; 3) the development of artisanal fsheries; 
4) the promoting of the role of aquaculture for food security purposes and 5) the improving of governance 
in the GFCM Area through an integrated maritime approach. 

•  First GFCM Framework Programme (FWP) to support 
    Task Force objectives

42

•  Intensified focus on the Black Sea
Following the establishment of the GFCM Working Group on the Black Sea in 2011, the Commission 
increased its focus on this basin. The Black Sea, as the Mediterranean, experiences intensive fshing 
and is jeopardized by threats to the marine environment although the potential of the region for creating 
opportunities in the aquaculture sector has still to be fully grasped. The GFCM stands ready to enhance 
issues relating to both fsheries and aquaculture. This initiative will constitute a platform through which 
the six riparian countries will cooperate, a huge step forward for the adoption and the implementation 
of sound policies relating to fsheries and aquaculture in the Black Sea area. 
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The GFCM, a successful framework for cooperation established for the Mediterranean and the 
Black Sea which has been in place for 60 years, is now about to be improved. The best way for it 
to serve its Members in the future will be to fll the gap between the stage of policy making and 
the actual performance of fshing and aquaculture activities. It has to be kept in mind, indeed, 
that there is no single problem related to fsheries and aquaculture that cannot be successfully 
solved when awareness is built among those that are to abide by the rules. In this regard, the 
role of the GFCM can only increase in importance while contributing to pursue an integrated 
maritime approach in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 

As difficult as it might get, there is nothing out of reach for an organization with 60 
years of history.  

• Working together with FAO 
The GFCM has always been linked to the FAO, since when it was a Council. At present, the Commission 
keeps on preserving a strong link with the FAO as the GFCM remains an active contributor to the 
management of the FAO Major Fishing Area 37. In addition to liaising with the FAO in response to 
technical, administrative and legal issues, the Commission has benefted from the activities by FAO 
Regional Projects executed at sub-regional and regional level which enhanced, in particular, scientifc 
fshery cooperation and capacity building in line with GFCM priorities and strategies. The GFCM is 
expected to continue to work in close cooperation with such projects, that bring about a much needed 
insight on the specifc needs of the GFCM sub-regions, in particular through the First GFCM Framework 
Programme. 
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