
“It’s fish, Captain, but not as we know it!” 
HOW OVERFISHING IMPACTS YOU   3 
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OCEAN2012 is an alliance of organisations dedicated to stopping overfishing, 
ending destructive fishing practices and delivering fair and equitable use of 
healthy fish stocks.

OCEAN2012 was initiated, and is co-ordinated, by the Pew Environment 
Group, the conservation arm of The Pew Charitable Trusts, a non-
governmental organisation working to end overfishing in the world´s oceans.

The steering group of OCEAN2012 consists of the Coalition for Fair Fisheries 
Arrangements, Ecologistas en Acción, The Fisheries Secretariat, nef (new 
economics foundation), the Pew Environment Group and Seas At Risk.

www.ocean2012.eu

If the EU relied solely on wild-caught fish from European 
waters ... the supply would run out by early July
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This briefing published by OCEAN2012 exposes how overfishing 
impacts on the quality of fish people in Europe are eating. 
It is part of a series of briefings illustrating the impacts of 
overfishing on people or marine ecosystems caused by the 
excess removal of millions of tonnes of marine life every year.

A great fraud is being committed on an unsuspecting public in some EU 
member states: fish is being mislabelled and passed off as more expensive 
or even sustainably caught species. Why is this happening? Our demand for 
seafood is growing just as the availability of locally caught fish is declining 
because of overfishing. So the EU needs to import more and more fish, and 
these cheaper fish are flooding European markets – and often sold to us 
fraudulently.

Do you know what you’re eating? 

Did you know that 28 percent of all cod sold in Ireland is fake? Mislabelled pollack, 
saithe and whiting is passed off as cod – breading, smoking or battering the fillets 
disguises how the imposters look, smell and taste. 

These startling results were discovered when scientists collected random samples 
of fish bought at fish and chip shops, supermarkets and fishmongers in Ireland 
and tested the DNA. 

The tests also discovered that some fish labelled as ‘sustainably sourced Pacific 
cod’ was actually overfished Atlantic cod. So fraudsters are taking advantage of 
their customers’ desire to buy sustainably caught fish. But the deception doesn’t 
stop there: such widespread fraud is likely to hoodwink many unsuspecting 
people into thinking that cod stocks from Irish and North Sea waters are healthy 
because the species appears so readily available1,2.

Cod is to the Irish and British what hake is to the Spanish. Studies by the University 
of Oviedo, Spain, in 2004, 2006 and 2010 revealed high levels of mislabelling 
and species substitution: between 31 and 39 percent of hake was found to be 
cheaper African hake rather than the more expensive European-caught or 

1  Miller, D.D and Mariani, S. (2010) Smoke, mirrors, and mislabelled cod: poor transparency in the European 
seafood industry. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, Vol.8, Issue 10, pp. 517–521. 
2  Miller, D.,  Jessel, A. and Mariani, S. (2011) Seafood mislabelling: comparisons of two western Euro-
pean case studies assist in defining influencing factors, mechanisms and motives. Fish and Fisheries, DOI: 
10.1111/j.1467-2979.2011.00426.x JU
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THE OVERFISHING FACTS

consumers are buying more, cheaper and poorer quality fish...

American-imported hake3,4. Even though, from a scientific perspective, there 
is no difference in the quality of the various hake species, Spanish consumers 
perceive a difference and are willing to pay more for locally caught, fresh hake. 
Average prices for European hake in 2010 (€11.72/kg) were almost double the 
price of African hake (€6.79/kg)4. The EU imports more than 100,000 tonnes 
of hake a year, of which up to 60 percent goes to Spain3 to make up for a 
significant shortfall in supply. Fraudsters cash in by claiming that hake from 
other parts of the world has been caught in local waters3,4.

3  García-Vazquez, E. (2010) High Level of Mislabeling in Spanish and Greek Hake Markets Suggests the Fraudu-
lent Introduction of African Species.’ J. Agric. Food Chem., Vol. 59, No.2, pp. 475–480. DOI: 10.1021/jf103754r
4  www.thefishsite.com/fishnews/14417/40-per-cent-of-hake-mislabelled-in-spain  Dated 14 March 2011, ac-
cessed 16 September 2011. 

Meanwhile in Germany, consumers are buying more, cheaper and poorer 
quality fish to fill the void left by overfishing. To make up for shortfalls in 
supplies of traditional cold-water, Northern Atlantic-caught species, Germany’s 
supermarket freezer cabinets are stocked with pangasius, a fish farmed in 
the warm, fresh and brackish waters of southeast Asia, and also known as 
Vietnamese river cobbler or striped catfish.

Until seven years ago it 
was virtually unknown, 
but now Germany has 
become a major market5 
and the fish is offered 
on restaurant menus all 
over the country. It is now 
the fifth most purchased 
fish in Germany6. From 
1999 to 2009, imports 
of pangasius into the EU 
rose steeply from around 
2,000 to more than 
220,000 tonnes (Figure 
2), replacing traditional markets for cod and hake7. Some people believe it to be 
bland, almost devoid of flavour, while others wonder how anyone could expect 
it to taste of our cold northern seas when it is grown in muddy freshwater 
and brackish ponds in the rivers and deltas of Southeast Asia? Even so, some 
consumers have been swindled – in 2009 several UK fish and chip shops were 
prosecuted for passing pangasius off as cod8.

5  www.fischinfo.de  Accessed 20 September 2011. 
6  www.fischinfo.de/index.php?1=1&page=presse_det&link=a&id=737  Accessed 20 September 2011. 
7  Fernández-Polanco, J., Knapp, G. and Llorente, I. (2011) Effects of Pangasius imports on the European Union 
market for frozen fish fillets, found at: www.was.org/documents/MeetingPresentations/AA2011/AA2011_0077.
pdf; and Asche, F., Rolla, K.H. and Trollvik T. (2009) New  aquaculture species—the whitefish market. Aquaculture 
Economics and Management, Vol.13, No.2, pp.76–93. 
8  Dowling, K. and Leake, J. (2011) Fishy labels: what’s really in that pack of haddock? The Sunday Times, 24 April 2011.
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Why Have We Not Noticed Crashing Fish Stocks in Supermarkets?
Global �shing e�ort of the Spanish �eet

source: Pauly, et al. Fishing Down Marine Food Webs (Science)  
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Figure 2. Farmed pangasius imports (in metric tons) to the EU from 
Vietnam increased dramatically between 1999 and 2009, filling the 
void created by the overfishing of northeast Atlantic fish stocks. 
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In 2011, mainly due to poor data, the state 
of 64 percent of fish stocks in EU waters 
was unknown. Of those known, 63 percent 
of stocks were overfished, compared with 
a global average of 28 percent. In the 
Mediterranean, a staggering 82 percent of 
known stocks were overfished.

North Sea catch limits for 2011 decided by 
EU Fisheries Ministers were on average 11 
percent higher than scientific advice, while 
limits for the Irish and Celtic Seas and west 
of Scotland were 42 percent higher.

Despite subsidised reductions, the EU 
fishing fleet still has the capacity to fish two 

to three times the sustainable level.

Between 2007 and 2013, the EU’s European 
Fisheries Fund will have subsidised fishing 
and related industries with €4.3 billion. 
Fuel for fishing vessels is exempt from 
energy taxes, and State aid and EU-funded 
fisheries partnership agreements with non-

EU countries also serve to subsidise fishing 
fleets and the fishing industry across the 
European Union.

Sources: COM(2011)298 Consultation 
on Fishing Opportunities, May 25 2011.  
European Commission fact sheets on the 
CFP, 2008.



...speak up and take action
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Our demand for seafood is growing just as the 
availability of locally caught fish is declining 

Why is this happening?

Economists and trade analysts do not have to look very far to understand why 
the EU is importing vast quantities of pangasius and other species. According to 
researchers, if the EU relied solely on wild-caught fish from European waters to 
meet its yearly needs, the supply would run out by early July9. Overfishing and 
increasing demand, on average a 15 percent annual increase10 by EU consumers 
creates an ever greater shortfall in supply which is made up by fish caught by 
EU vessels in distant waters, aquaculture and imported fish. It is the pressure 
on the fishing, processing and retail sector to find new sources of fish products 
and to keep making profits that creates the incentive to mislabel cheaper fish 
and sell them as more expensive species. Hiding ‘imposter’ fish in processed 
products such as oven-ready meals covered in sauces or fish-fingers and 
selling them in supermarkets or take-away outlets is pretty easy because we, as 
consumers, usually cannot tell the difference.

9  nef (2011) Fish Dependence – 2011 Update: the increasing reliance of the EU on fish from elsewhere.  
London: new economics foundation. 36pp. 
10  Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2007) Future Prospects for Fish and Fishery Prod-
ucts. 4. Fish consumption in the European Union in 2015 and 2030. ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/ah947e/ah947e.pdf H
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What can you do about it?

How do we end overfishing? Politicians have responsibility for making the 
decisions that will end overfishing; citizens have the responsibility of choosing 
carefully what they eat, and encouraging and supporting their politicians 
to make those decisions. You can help end overfishing by speaking up and 
taking action to achieve a far-reaching ecological vision of healthy oceans and 
sustainable fisheries.


