
They Emptied Our Seas
- democracy below the surface



Everyone I know would like to have healthy seas, full of fish. I live in a 
democracy. So who decided the EU's oceans should be overfished and 
on the brink of ecological collapse? 

When I was a child in the archipelago of southern Sweden, I easily caught 

as much fish my family could eat. Today the cod stock in the Baltic Sea has 

collapsed. The authorities have banned me and all recreational fishermen 

from fishing. And now even the herring has disappeared from my coast. 

Fisheries are controlled by the EU and the situation is the same in most 

European coastal countries. Who is responsible? I demand answers and 

embark on a journey, by land and sea, through the European Union. My 

ambition is to track down and hold responsible the Gray Eminences who 

put democracy out of play. 

Peter Löfgren, director ”They Emptied Our Seas” 

Deep Sea Productions, Stockholm, Sweden

The director's statement



All citizens want fish-rich, healthy seas. The EU is governed democratically. 
So why are the EU's seas fished out and on the brink of ecological collapse? 
The decisions are made in closed rooms, beyond democratic control.      
The overfishing is not an accident - it is the result of a conscious policy. 

According to the EU's fisheries law from 2014, all fishing in the Union should be 

sustainable by 2020. Today, roughly forty percent of the stocks are overfished.  

The EU's Council of Ministers is thus breaking the law.

SYNOPSIS



Near Brindisi in southern Italy local fishermen and villagers have been given 

responsibility for managing their traditional fishing waters, in collaboration 

with marine biologists. After five years, the fish had returned. Torre 
Guaceto forms a microscopic part of the Mediterranean Sea, the most 

fished sea in the world. But researchers agree: This is how the rescue of all 

threatened oceans could begin. 

The Treaty of Rome in 1957 was the start of what would become the 

European Union. The treaty stated that nothing was more important than 

securing Europe's food supply. Enormous amounts of tax money have since 

been invested in subsidies for large-scale industrial fishing. The ships have 

become increasingly larger and more efficient. 

The coastal, sustainable fishing is dying out. The small-scale fishermen have 

seen the fish disappear on the coasts.



The world's foremost researchers in the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea 
(ICES) calculate the size of fish stocks. They then advise EU fisheries ministers on the maximum 

amount of fish that can be caught without threatening the stocks. Over the decades, the 

politicians have consistently exceeded the advice. 

A few fishing companies make billions in profits every year and at the same time receive grants 

and subsidies. The industrial fishermen invest millions of euros in lobbying. Several leading 

scientists testify about how they are persecuted by the fishing industry's lobbyists. 

The lobbyists know how to infiltrate political power. On one occasion, they entered the Council 
of Ministers premises with forged press IDs, in the middle of ongoing negotiations on new 

fishing quotas. Their action became known because the boasted about their success on Twitter. 

Next year's catch quotas are decided by EU fisheries ministers during 48 intense hours in 

Brussels. Several of the ministers stay in the same hotel as the lobbyists.



It is midnight in Brussels. The scene is Hotel Thon, across the street from 
EU headquarters. The piano music in the bar is discreet, the lighting warm 
and subdued. I see men in suits, sitting in groups and having a relaxed 
discussion. Politicians, civil servants and lobbyists meet here. The fate of 
the fish in the European seas is decided in the nocturnal deliberations. 
What is said during the formal and informal meetings is kept confidential. 
The public is not informed: who is pushing for more overfishing.  

Emily O'Reilly, EU Ombudsman (interviewed in Strasbourg): It's just black, the 

lights are out, nobody can see in. They put all their arguments in private and 

nobody can influence them, and nobody knows what position the member 

states are taking or what their arguments are. They basically say that it would 

be too difficult to reach agreement if God forbid the citizens were getting 

involved having their views on fishing quotas and so on… 

The EU's own ombudsman has long demanded openness, in accordance 
with the EU's written principles, to enable a democratic process.



All that is made public is what the compromise looks like - after the lobbyists have 
presented their positions. They often go against the advice of science… 

Emiel Brouckaert, lobbyist for large trawlers: 

The only reason why we are fighting sometimes against scientific advice is because we 
are convinced there is a flaw in it. Thats why we will negotiate with the politicians and 
say "Please listen to us because we have more information that could be important - for 
a good setting of tax and quota.” 

Politicians are generally ignorant of ocean issues and are controlled by government 
officials with close ties to the industry, states Rainer Froese:     

“Politicians are put in a job they are not qualified for. They depend on the bureaucrats 
that are sitting there for decades and tell them what should be done. The political 
system, that is in charge of fisheries, basically is so interwoven - it's an old boys network 
of lobby and administrators and also scientists. They know each other, they don't hurt 
each other, they basically mismanage together - and that for decades.”



There are good examples in the EU of how sustainable fishing can be 

conducted while the professional fishermen earn their living. In the Gulf of 
Riga, there is the only herring stock in the Baltic Sea that is in balance. The 

stock has even grown over the past ten years, according to ICES. Estonia 

and Latvia share the management of the Gulf of Riga, without interference 

from Brussels. 

Professor Callum Roberts, legendary oceanographer, University of Exeter: 

“Where people take the right measures, rapid positive changes occur. The 

sea can recover and nature can recover. We have the tools to get healthy 

oceans by 2050, with the help of marine protected areas and regulations 

against overfishing. The oceans have been shown to have a surprisingly fast 

recovery capacity. When we do the right thing.”
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Hotel Thon, Brussels 
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Council of Ministers, Brussels and 
Strasbourg 
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