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What do super trawlers mean for Australia?
The controversy surrounding the super trawler FV Margiris brings into focus important decisions about how Australia
protects its fisheries.
Global fish stocks are in crisis. From Europe to Africa, marine environments and coastal communities are being
destroyed and fisheries are in collapse. The evidence clearly shows that there is more human capacity to exploit
fisheries than the seas can provide. Governments are not only failing to ensure a healthy marine future but
exacerbating matters by subsidising unviable fishing fleets.
The Margiris, the second largest super trawler in the world, typifies much of what is wrong with the way we exploit
fisheries. It is owned by Parlevliet & Van der Plas, a Dutch company that controls a large and heavily subsidised fleet
that has helped plunder and collapse fish stocks in Europe, West Africa and the Pacific.1

Too many boats hunting ever less fish
According to the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization the global fishing fleet is 2.5 times larger than needed.2 This
assertion was based on a 1998 report and since then fleets have expanded further.
A seminal report from the World Bank and the UN FAO entitled Sunken Billions estimates that the financial cost
of unsustainable exploitation of living marine resources is more than $50 billion each year.3 The estimate includes
consideration of losses to recreational fisheries and to marine tourism, but excludes the value of biodiversity losses
and any changes to the ocean carbon cycle.
The World Bank and the UN FAO argue that the crisis in the world’s fisheries will require reduction in fishing effort
and fleet capacity.4 The report also states that successful reforms will require reduction or elimination of pernicious
subsidies in order to achieve a transition to sustainability.
Australian fisheries are among the better managed in the world, but nonetheless 42 per cent of our fish stocks are
over-fished or of unknown status.5
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The role of subsidies
The global taxpaying community is funding the destruction of the world’s fisheries.6
Governments are handing out subsidies for companies to fish even where it is not profitable to do so. A 2010 report
from the University of British Columbia, estimated total global subsidies for 2003 – the latest available data – as being
between $25 billion and $29 billion dollars.7
This subsidisation of unsustainable fishing fleets is particularly clear in the case of the European Union and its super
trawler fleet. An analysis undertaken by the European Commission’s own Joint Research Centre reveals that the EU’s
fishing fleet made an overall loss of 4.6 per cent of total income in 2009, when direct income subsidies were not
taken into account.8
In November 2011 Greenpeace commissioned research into the EU subsidies for members of the Pelagic Freezertrawler Association (PFA), an industry lobby group that represents the interests of several European trawler
companies but which are all subsidiaries of 3 Dutch companies. The research reveals that without indirect and direct
subsidies the PFA companies’ aggregated profit of €54.7m would have been reduced to at least €7m, and perhaps
they would have run a loss of up to €50.3m.9

Parlevliet & Van der Plas
The largest ultimate owner of the companies represented by the PFA is Parlevliet & Van der Plas (PVP), a Dutch
company that, through a number of subsidiaries, controls 15 pelagic freezer-trawlers flagged to various EU countries.
PVP owns the Lithuanian-flagged FV Margiris through a fully owned subsidiary known as Atlantic High Sea Fishing
Company. The Atlantic High Sea Fishing Company owns two vessels, the KL 749 Margiris and the KL 759 Nida. In
2008, Atlantic High Sea Fishing Company generated revenues of LTL 54.7 million (€ 15.7 million), resulting in a net
profit of LTL 0.8 million (€ 0.2 million).10
Greenpeace commissioned research has revealed some of the key forms of subsidies that members of the Pelagic
Freezer-trawler Association have received in the past two decades.11 PVP is the largest ultimate owner of these
trawlers and has received significant direct and indirect financial support through different channels since 1994. Such
subsidies enable – indeed encourage – the company to operate inefficiently and scale up its operations allowing it to
purchase and build larger and more super-sized industrial fishing vessels.
Below is a summary of the support the company has received which shows that it would have not been able to make
a profit for its operations without these generous subsidies in recent years.

Direct subsidies to Parlevliet & Van der Plas
Between 1994 and 2006 the Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance (FIFG) was the EU’s principal instrument
to provide support to the fisheries sector. It operated on a co-funding arrangement requiring co-financing from the
government of relevant member states.12
Under the FIFG PVP received €17,688,495 in vessel subsidies and €20,965,000 for non-vessel subsidies. There is no
evidence that the Margiris was the specific subject of direct vessel subsidies, but this is militated by the heavy overall
subsidisation of PVP as set out below.
The European Fisheries Fund (EFF) largely replaced the FIFG and was ostensibly designed to improve sustainable
catching methods, and improve storage, fish handling and energy efficiency. However research by six NGOs including
Greenpeace has demonstrated that the EFF was misused to help vessel owners overcome short term economic
problems and has exacerbated overfishing.13
Under the EFF PVP received at further €726,599 in direct subsidies between 2007 and 2011.
Form of subsidy

Period

Amount

Direct subsidies for construction and modernisation of trawlers.

1994 to 2006

€17,688,495

Non vessel payments towards financing improvements to fish processing centres.

1994 to 2006

€20,965,000

European Fisheries Fund (EFF) program designed to improve sustainable catching
methods, and improve storage, fish handling and energy efficiency

2007 to 2011

€726,599

14

TOTAL

€39,380,094

Source: Profundo, “Direct and indirect EU support for the members of the Pelagic Freezer-trawler Association”, Profundo, November 2011
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Indirect subsidies
PVP is able to receive indirect support from the EU and the governments of the EU member states especially in relation
to securing fishing access under Fisheries Partnership Agreements (FPAs) concluded between EU and non-EU countries
and through fuel tax exemptions. Indirect support for PFA companies including PVP is much greater than direct support
and is even less transparent. This indirect support ensures access to fish resources and reduces the costs of operation.
Specific calculations for access fees to fisheries that have benefitted PVP specifically have not been undertaken for
this briefing. However, the average annual support for all PFA members through securing fishing access (primarily in
Mauritania and Morocco) is estimated to be €26.4m.15 With the largest fleet amongst the PFA, PVP would be the largest
recipient of this indirect support amongst the three Dutch companies that control PFA trawlers. A conservative estimate
that PVP receives one third of the €26.4m puts the annual figure at €8.8m annually.
Pelagic freezer-trawlers are extremely energy intensive vessels and benefit significantly from fuel tax exemptions. Between
2006 and 2011 it is estimated that PVP was subsidised between €7.8m and €29.1m every year. The Margiris is the
thirstiest of the PVP fleet. It is estimated that between 2006 and 2011 the vessel received up to €4.2m in fuel subsidies
every year.16

Estimates of indirect subsidies
Form of subsidy

Period

Amount / year

FPAs (access to fisheries)

2006 to 2011

€8,800,000

Fuel tax exemption for the full PVP fleet of 15 super trawlers

2006 to 2011

€7,800,000 – 29,100,000

Indirect subsidies per year 2006 to 2011)

€16,600,000 to €37,900,000

Source: Detailed calculations provided in Profundo, “Direct and indirect EU support for the members of the Pelagic Freezer-trawler
Association”, Profundo, November 2011, p.23 and p.27

PVP’s revenue versus subsidies
Given the significant size of the direct and indirect subsidies PVP has received in recent years it is worthwhile to
compare these figures with the company’s most recently available revenue and profit figures.
Year

Revenue17

Profit €m

Av Indirect Subsidies (2006-2011)

2007

270.6

19.6

€16.6m to €37.9m

2008

278.0

22.6

€16.6m to €37.9m

2009

146.3

14.9

€16.6m to €37.9m

This comparison demonstrates that the indirect subsidies PVP receives from the EU alone would significantly reduce
the profitability of its operations and could indeed make the company unprofitable.
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