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The Gulf of Lion covers 15 000 km? north of a virtual line
running from the border between France and Spain to Toulon.
A variety of sea bed types can be found there: sandy/muddy
lagoons, seagrass meadows, submarine canyons, constituting
several different ecosystems of which some are Essential Fish
Habitats (EFH) or Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (VME).
More specifically, the Gulf of Lion features a complex network
of canyons on ifs continental shelf, and its eastern slope is an
important refuge for spawners of several commercial species
(hake, nephrops, monkfish, etc.). For this reason, the Gulf of
lion has always been an important fishing area for French
and Spanish fishermen.

One of the key functions of the General Fisheries Commission
for the Mediterranean (GFCM| is the establishment of Fish
Recovery Areas (FRA|, fo contribute to the recovery of fish
populations and protection of VMEs'. Since 2006 eight FRA
have been implemented in the Mediterranean Sea in order
to limit or prohibit fishing activities in key areas. Generally, a
FRA is an area in which botfom-rawling is prohibited. It can
include a core area in which bottom trawls and other bottom
fishing gears are banned, and a buffer area subject to
special rules (fishing authorization, gears or effort restrictions,
temporary closures).

In 2009, the GFCM established a FRA in the Gulf of Lion to
limit fishing effort on spawners of commercial species such as
European hake (Merluccius merluccius). This area covers 2
000 km? and is located 50 km southwest of Marseilles and
120 km from the fishing ports of Catalonia in Spain.
However, against the advice of its own scientific body (SAC
| that cautioned that juveniles and spawners could not be
protected without a permanent closure for all types of bottom
gears,? the GFCM decided that bottom trawling could
continue, provided that fishing effort would not exceed the
2008 level (in number of days at seal.

The presence of spawners in this area is vital for the
sustainability of stocks and fisheries. Overfishing has serious
consequences for the ecosystem, the viability of fisheries, and
the livelihoods of the coastal communities that depend on

them. For centuries, the depth of the area and the rugged
seafloor were natural obstacles to bottom trawling. However,
the recent technological evolution of engines and fishing
gears has increased fishing pressure, jeopardizing what
should be a refuge for commercial species.

Not surprisingly, the weak restrictions that have been in
place for ten years in the Gulf of Lion FRA have not had any
positive effect on the populations of spawners and juveniles.
In 2018, hake showed the highest rate of overfishing among
all Mediterranean sfocks: 15 times above what could be
considered as sustainable?, and interim results of the Safenet
project* do not indicate any recovery of the fish resources in
the area.

The lack of results is mostly due to the continuation of bottom
fishing. To improve this situation additional restrictive measures
must be put in place. A recent study® indicates that closing the
FRA to bottom gears (as the SAC first recommended in 2009)
and limiting fishing effort in surrounding areas would bring
significant results in terms of recovery of declining stocks,
such as hake, and protection of VMEs, in particular deep-sea
corals.

Stricter measures than those implemented in the Gulf of Lion
FRA can bring about significant results. In a similar situation
of overfishing and deplefed stocks, a FRA was established
in 2017 in the Jabuka/Pomo Pit in the central Adriatic.
Eighteen months after implementation, encouraging increases
in biomass can be seen: hake biomass has multiplied two
and a half times and that of nephrops has doubled®. The
difference between these two FRA lies primarily in the level of
restrictions enforced in each area.

Of a similar size to the Gulf of Lion FRA (2 500km?), the
Jabuka/Pomo Pit FRA includes 1 500 km? closed to bottom
fishing and a reduction by half of fishing effort in the remaining
1 000 km2. The measures that apply in the Gulf of Lion FRA,
on the other hand, do not include any provision for closures;
instead, they are limited to capping the fishing effort at the
2008 level. The counterexample of the Jabuka,/Pomo Pit FRA

demonstrates clearly that limitations of fishing effort, if not
coupled with a closure, are insufficient fo ensure adequate
profection for spawners and juveniles of heavily depleted
stocks, such as hake.

Since the creation of the FRA, the number of fishing vessels
operafing in the area has dropped by 75% and the fotal
fishing effort has dropped by 84%. The French and Spanish
fleets now spend 14 days per year in the area (roughly 5%
of their total annual activity). The French fishing effort has
strongly declined and the Spanish presence has almost
vanished. Fishing in the Gulf of Lion FRA is therefore not a
matter of survival for these fleets. On the other hand, the
FRA can play a key role in the recovery of the Gulf of Lion
resources, such as hake, and the protection of vulnerable
marine ecosystems like deep-sea corals.

An approach similar to that adopted for the Jabuka/Pomo
FRA, with a core area closed to bottom fishing and a buffer
area in which fishing effort is reduced, is therefore needed,
especially since the impact on the 17 fishing vessels that still
operate in the Gulf of Lion FRA would be very limited.

The Gulf of Lion FRA: location and bathymetrics
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Fishing effort in the Gulf of Lion FRA (2008-2017)

Indicator 2008 | 2018 | Variation
2008/
2018
France | Number of vessels 36 1 -70%

Effort (days at sea) (594 130 |-79%

% of total effort in the | 40% | 54%
area

Spain | Number of vessels | 31 6 -81%

Effort (days at sea) 891 |112 |-88%

% of total effort in the | 60% | 46%

area
France + | Total number of 67 17 -75%
Spain vessels

Total effort in the 1485 (242 | -84%
area (days at sea)




