
In this short presentation, I will highlight one line of thinking discussed in a manuscript that I have recently submitted
to the ICES Journal. In that manuscript, I develop a socio‐ecological analysis of the current impasse in the
implementation of the Eel Regulation in Europe (manuscript just got accepted).
In the background: a picture of the glass eels, arriving on the Dutch coast in spring. The picture is from 1958, but this
abundance was seen until 1980.
Top left graph: the trend in glass eel recruitment series, all over Europe. Dashed: North Sea area; solid lines:
elsewhere; bold: average trends. Note the logarithmic scale of the indices. Breakpoint in 1980: a steady decline of 15%
per year, all over Europe, continuing from 1980 until 2010, when only 1‐10%was left.
Bottom‐left graph: trend in eel production, combining catches in the wild and aquaculture (based on wild‐caught
seed). After World War II, a rapid recovery and modernization, but from the mid‐1960s onwards, a steady decline of
ca. 5% per year. Note that the production was already diminishing, long before the glass eel recruitment started to
decline. The (reconstructed) production based on restocking is also indicated. Though restocking has been successful
locally, it has not contributed very significantly to total production, or halted the decline of the stock all over Europe.
Right‐hand map: the stock indicators, as reported by countries to the EU, in agreement with the obligations of the Eel
Regulation (tri‐annual reporting). These are the indicators reported in 2015, i.e. most often for 2014. Green: current
spawner escapement; orange: current potential spawner escapement (limited by low recruitment); red: long‐term
requirement, according to the Eel Regulation; grey: pristine spawner production; weeping smiley: non‐reported. In
2015, the overall spawner escapement is far below the target of the Eel Regulation, even far below the current
potential. Current protection (not shown) is that low (mortality is that high), that a (further) recovery of the stock is
unlikely to occur. Non‐reporting and under‐achievements are widespread. In the Baltic Sea area, reporting is far from
complete, and no joint assessment or shared action is undertaken.
Dekker (in press) presents a broad socio‐ecological analysis of the management framework, including the governance
process. In the next slide, the international organization of the continent‐wide governance will be discussed.

Dekker W. (in press, 2016) Management of the eel is slipping through our hands! Distribute control and orchestrate national protection. ICES Journal of
Marine Science, 73(x): xx‐xx.
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The pdf‐version of this presentation does not show a few animations in this slide, but this text summarises the
content completely.
First records, that the eel stock was in decline, date back to the mid‐1800s. Attempts to develop mitigation measures
were undertaken, but their effects have been small. This comprised: artificial reproduction (still not successful),
restocking (limited quantitative significance), eel ladders (labour intensive, limited effect), and many more.
In spring 2003, the EU finally took note of the ongoing decline of the eel stock, and accepted responsibility for what
was seen as a standard fishery management problem. Standard solutions were suggested, including minimum legal
size, closed season, quota, etc. However, none of these standard approaches could be uniformly applied to the eel all
over Europe. At that point in time, I have suggested to implement a “system of distributed control”: setting objectives
and targets at the international level, while distributing the implementation and control to national governments.
Subsequently, the EU has adopted this approach in the Eel Regulation. In the years following, national Eel
Management Plans have been developed and implemented. Even though the immediate effect on spawner
escapement was probably rather small, glass eel recruitment started to increase from 2011 onwards. Evaluation of the
situation in 2015, however, indicates that the international coordination and orchestration of national efforts is
failing: no feedback is given to national governments on their efforts and achievements (due to the absence of
scientific advice on this). Non‐reporting, as well as inadequate protection persist (no progress since 2012). Dekker (in
press) concludes that the system of distributed control fails due to the absence of feedback, and then ends with
detailed recommendations on how to break this international impasse on eel management (and discusses several
other lines of reasoning, not included in this short presentation).
The current situation in the HELCOM area is fully in‐line with the rest of Europe: protective actions have been
implemented in many areas, but non‐reporting or insufficient protection levels persist, and no international
integration or standardization has been achieved. As in the rest of Europe, uncoordinated bottom‐up initiatives do not
adequately address the common policy needs. A top‐down, policy‐led orchestration is needed to achieve the urgently
required protection for the eel.
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To achieve a coordinated and effective management of the eel stock across the Baltic Sea area (as specified in the
preamble to the Eel Regulation), a shared vision on the status of the stock is required, a collaborative planning of
actions, and a collective evaluation of requirements and achievements. Current uncoordinated data collection and
assessments have shown to be inadequate for this purpose, and bottom‐up initiatives are unlikely to address the
deficiencies adequately.
However, acquiring and combining expertise from many countries (inside and some outside the HELCOM area), and
maximizing the use of available data (i.c. use and adapt the ongoing monitoring in the context of the Water
Framework Directive, etc.), a standardized and shared (or joint) assessment can be achieved in a few years time ‐
though not in time for the 2018‐reporting to Brussels. Note: the Eel Regulation (2007) assumed that by now,
everything would be running smoothly, and therefore proceeds to six‐year reporting intervals after 2018 – the next
reporting is planned for 2024. Nowhere in Europe has such a smooth and adequate situation been achieved, currently.
An active policy to develop Baltic cooperation and to acquire corresponding funding will be required – at the national
levels – but foremost at the international (=HELCOM) level, at which the orchestration of national efforts can be
arranged. An earlier initiative for a comprehensive eel project (BONUS 2013) has indicated a widespread willingness to
contribute to such a joint international approach.
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