
•  T O W A R D S  A E U R O P E A N  U N I O N  M A R I T I M E  P O L I C Y

6. Environment, research 
and EU actions

The sea, a fragile environment

M ost human activities at sea have repercussions on the environm ent. These activities put a strain on the marine 
environment. The sources o f such strain are many: overfishing, discharges from  land-based and marine activities, 
em issions o f nutrients and dangerous substances, sh ipp ing and more intense coastal activ ity  (developm ent 
o f ports, pro tection  o f the seashore, tou rism  and land developm ent).

•  Forms of marine pollution
• Chem icals and heavy m etals

M arine sed im ents show  concen tra tions o f heavy m etals and residues o f chem ical substances w h ich are now 
banned, such as organochlorine pestic ides (DDT) and PCBs.

• Eutrophication
Caused by an excessive input o f nutrients (nitrogen and phosphorous), eu trophication leads to the proliferation 
o f algae.

• Accidental oil spills and dum ping o f hydrocarbons at sea
Damage to  coastlines from  oil s licks fo llow ing accidenta l oil spills at sea is costly, and rehabilita tion o f 
the sides takes a long tim e. The release o f hydrocarbons from  oil rig w aste  w ate r has gradually risen as oil 
drilling has been stepped up, w ith more and more insta llations in operation. Chronic pollution by hydrocarbons 
(degassing), while less concentrated and less spectacular than oil slicks, is a w idespread phenomenon.
This type o f pollution is caused by the em ptying o f ships' tanks or the dum ping o f their bilge or ballast water. 
As a result, sea birds, crustaceans, other organism s and coastlines are po llu ted w ith  oil.

• D ischarges o f radionuclides
R adioactiv ity created by subm erged nuclear w aste is harm ful to marine life.

• D ischarges o f non-biodegradable m aterial
The main sources o f th is po llu tion are navigation (fishing and m erchant vessels) and recreational and touris t 
ac tiv ities . This type  o f w aste  is d ifficu lt to  quantify. It leads to  the drow n ing  o f birds w h ich  get trapped  
in p las tic  w aste  m aterial, and the death o f b irds, to rto ises  and w hales w h ich  ingest p las tic  ob jects.

•  Other threats to the marine environment
• Overfishing

Overfishing threatens to deplete certain s tocks o ff is h  and crustaceans. Recovery plans have been introduced 
and others are being developed under the Com m on Fisheries Policy to help rebuild certain s tocks o f cod, 
hake, sole and Norway lobster.

• Destruction o f natural habitats
Coastal zones are hom e to  a large part o f the European popu lation and are becom ing increasingly bu ilt up, 
in addition to  hosting econom ic and touris t activities. All these activ ities add to  the strain on increasingly 
weakened natural habitats.

• Accidental introduction o f non-native species
Native m arine species are often threatened by invasive species com ing from  a d ifferent part o f the planet.

• C lim ate change
Clim ate change is likely to  have m ajor consequences on the marine environm ent. It cou ld affect the strength 
and transport capac ity  o f ocean currents, the speed o f form ation o f w a te r masses, sea level, the in tensity 
and frequency o f c lim atic  phenom ena, rainfall and the flow  o f waterways, w ith dow nstream  effects 
on ecosystem s and fisheries.

• Coastal erosion
Coastal erosion is a gradual process where soil is worn away by the sea. One fifth o f the European Union 
coastline is already affected and in places is losing from  0.5 to  2 metres a year, and even up to  15 metres in 
a few  alarm ing cases.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/index_en.htm

http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/index_en.htm


Research

• The Sixth Fram ew ork Program m e for Research and Technological D evelopm ent allocates €  153 million 
to research in the field o f m aritim e transport.

• European m aritim e research is investigating im portant aspects such as:

-  preventing oil s licks
-  im proving the evacuation o f passengers in the case o f accidents
-  hydrodynam ics, w h ich can lead to  im proved energy effic iency in m aritim e transport.

• For the 2002-2006 period, the European C om m ission has a budget o f €  55 million fo r developing sc ientific  
find ings in four areas:

-  a sc ien tific  basis for fisheries m anagem ent
-  a sc ien tific  basis for contro l and surve illance o f fisheries activ ities
-  susta inable aquaculture production
-  the in tegration o f environm ental pro tection into the Com m on Fisheries Policy

Useful links: http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/index_en.cfm
http://www.eurocean.org/categories.php?category_no=155o The European Union's actions

• Despite o f the steps already taken under the Com m on Fisheries Policy (CFP), a num ber o f com m ercia lly 
im portan t fish stocks have becom e depleted. To help rebuild these stocks, pro tect those at a safe level and 
guarantee susta inable fisheries, the CFP em barked upon a major reform  in Decem ber 2002. The measures 
agreed as part o f th is reform have been introduced in m ost areas o f the CFP to  guarantee sustainable fisheries  
from a biological, environm ental and econom ic standpoint.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/fisheries/reform/index_en.htm

• All Union secto r po lic ies form  an integral part o f the Lisbon Agenda, a far-reaching reform  program m e 
launched in 2000 aim ed at ensuring sustainable growth and creating job s.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/growthandjobs/index_en.htm

• In 2003, the C om m ission kicked o ff "LeaderSFIIP 2015", an am bitious stra tegy to  ensure the long-term  
prosperity o f the shipbuilding secto r in a m arket destined to  experience dynam ic growth.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/enterprise/index_en.htm

• W ith regard to  energy, the European Union is working to d iversify sources and to  develop renewable energy.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/energy/index_en.html

• The European Union works to im prove standards o f m aritim e safety and o f environm ental protection.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/transport/maritime/safety/index_en.htm

• Through a targeted tourism  policy, Europe is encouraging regional developm ent and the creation o f jo b s  
in coastal regions.

Useful link: http://europa.eu.int/comm/regional_policy/themes/cultur_en.htm

• The protection o f the m arine environm ent is an ongoing concern fo r the European Union. In 2002, 
the Union announced an am bitious plan to  im prove pro tection and conservation o f marine ecosystem s.
To counteract the threats to  our seas and oceans, th is new approach aim s to  develop an integrated m arine  
environm ent policy.

Useful link: http://forum.europa.eu.int/Public/irc/env/marine/library
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