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EVALUATION OF THE EMFF AND THE EMFAF 

Contribution to the European Commission’s Call for Evidence 

 

1. Interest of SEA Europe concerning this Call for Evidence 
 
The Shipyards & Maritime Equipment Association of Europe (SEA Europe) represents the European 
maritime technology industry in 16 countries, encompassing the production, maintenance, repair, 
retrofit and conversion of all types of ships and floating structures – commercial as well as military – 
including the full supply chain with the various producers of maritime systems, equipment material, 
and services. 
 
As an organisation representing suppliers of assets and technological solutions for fisheries, 
aquaculture, and the blue economy, SEA Europe is keenly interested in contributing to this Call for 
Evidence on the evaluation of the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF) and of the Maritime, 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Fund (EMFAF). Additionally, companies within our membership, including 
shipyards and maritime equipment suppliers, are potential beneficiaries of these Funds. 
 

2. Input on the evaluation criteria  
 
The European Commission is consulting stakeholders to “assess if the two Funds have achieved, or are 
in the course of achieving, their objectives”. Therefore, the Call for Evidence aims to “gather evidence 
from target audiences on the results achieved by EMFF and EMFAF support in their respective 
programming periods and to identify factors contributing to effectiveness, efficiency, relevance, 
coherence and EU added value”.  
 
Below is SEA Europe's input on the five evaluation criteria assessed by the European Commission. 
 

 Effectiveness (whether the Funds reached their objectives) 
 
The Call for Evidence describes the political context of the EMFF and EMFAF as follows: 

“The Funds contribute to sustainable fisheries, the restoration and conservation of aquatic 
biological resources, sustainable aquaculture, and the processing and marketing of the fishery 
and aquaculture products, thus contributing to food security in the EU. These instruments also 
enable a sustainable blue economy in coastal, island and inland areas, foster the development 
of fishing and aquaculture communities, strengthen international ocean governance, and 
enable seas and oceans to be safe, secure, clean and sustainably managed.” 

 
While the EMFF and EMFAF are intended to “enable a sustainable blue economy”, they predominantly 
support fisheries and aquaculture, which constitute only a small portion of the blue economy. In fact, 
87% of the EMFAF's €6.1 billion budget is allocated to Member States, with the vast majority 
supporting fisheries and aquaculture. Only a small fraction of the remaining 13% – managed by the 
European Commission – actually supports sustainable blue economy initiatives. The EMFF had a similar 
allocation pattern. Despite positive initiatives like Blue Invest, the financial resources from the EMFF 
and EMFAF directed towards the sustainable blue economy have been insufficient to make a 
significant impact. 
 

https://www.seaeurope.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/14119-EU-Maritime-Fisheries-and-Aquaculture-Fund-EMFAF-2021-2027-midterm-evaluation_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/14119-EU-Maritime-Fisheries-and-Aquaculture-Fund-EMFAF-2021-2027-midterm-evaluation_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/ocean/blue-economy/blueinvest_en


 
 

Moreover, available public information on the implementation of the EMFF1 as of 31 December 2022 
(i.e. one year before the end of its eligibility period) is worrying:  

- Only 67.2% of the €5.7 billion delegated to Member States to support fisheries and 
aquaculture were effectively absorbed. 

- Only €286 million were ring-fenced for projects related to innovation, with half of that amount 
in the aquaculture sector. 

- Data reported on the result indicators of the projects showed underperformance or status 
quo in 82.6% of cases, suggesting that EU public money did not deliver any positive change.  
 

The evaluation should thoroughly investigate the reasons behind this situation. Judging by the 
available public data, SEA Europe is concerned that the only EU fund dedicated to the maritime sector 
could possibly fail to meet its objectives, while public support for maritime innovation is more 
necessary than ever. 
 

 Efficiency (what are the costs and benefits) 
 
Both the EMFF and the EMFAF operate under stringent eligibility rules established in EU Regulations. 
Specifically, support for investments in fishing vessels is subject to strict conditions, such as: 
 

- Article 41 of Regulation 508/2014 on “Energy efficiency and mitigation of climate change”. 
This article sets detailed conditions for investments in engines, including mandatory power 
reductions and a complex verification system. 
 

- Delegated Regulation 2015/531. This regulation provides a long exhaustive list of eligible costs 
related to safety, working conditions on board, and energy efficiency of fishing vessels, subject 
to bureaucratic interpretation. 

 
- Article 17 of Regulation 2021/1139. This article lays out complicated conditions for young 

fishers seeking support to buy their first vessel, including stringent requirements on the 
minimum age of the vessel, which vary based on its size. 

 
- Article 18 of Regulation 2021/1139. This article requires a 20% reduction in CO2 emissions for 

engine replacement support, resulting in arbitrary implementation due to the lack of a reliable 
measurement methodology. For instance, the criterion stating that “the new engine uses a 
type of fuel or a propulsion system which is considered to emit less CO2 than the engine being 
replaced” is particularly vague, thus generates uncertainty. 

 
- Article 19 of Regulation 2021/1139. This article establishes unclear conditions for increasing 

the volume of a fishing vessel to improve safety, working conditions, or energy efficiency. For 
example, the increase must be “necessary for the subsequent installation or renovation of 
accommodation facilities dedicated to the exclusive use of the crew, including sanitary 
facilities, common areas, kitchen facilities, and shelter deck structures”. However, isolating the 
specific use of the additional volume is often impractical, as the renovation increases the 
overall volume of the vessel. 

 
During the EMFAF Expert Group meeting on 15 November 2023, the European Commission revealed 
that only €94.8 million from the EMFAF had been allocated by Member States for 2021-2027 under 

                                                             
1 EMFF Implementation Report 2022, November 2023. 

https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/publications/emff-implementation-report-2022_en


 
 

Articles 17, 18, and 19 of Regulation 2021/11392. This allocation represents just 1.9% of the available 
budget. The Commission described these figures as “very low,” especially considering the “obvious 
needs in these investment areas”. SEA Europe would appreciate a follow-up on the questions posed 
by the European Commission to Member States during that meeting regarding possible ways to 
facilitate implementation (refer to slide 9 of the presentation). 
 
More generally, SEA Europe is of the opinion that the detailed eligibility rules mentioned above 
contradict the shared management principle of the Funds as stated in Article 63 of Regulation 
2021/1060 (“Common Provisions Regulation”), which stipulates that “the eligibility of expenditure 
shall be determined on the basis of national rules”. According to this principle, EU Regulations should 
define the common objectives and governance of the Funds, while Member States should establish 
specific eligibility rules in line with the priorities outlined in their multiannual programme. This is the 
governance model for other EU Structural and Investment Funds, such as the European Regional 
Development Fund and the European Social Fund Plus. Therefore, SEA Europe believes that the focus 
of the EMFF and EMFAF on cost eligibility has created unnecessary burdens and complexities, 
hindering the achievement of their objectives. 
 

 Relevance (whether the Funds respond to stakeholders’ needs) 
 
In its Communication on the Energy Transition of the EU Fisheries and Aquaculture sector3, the 
European Commission highlighted the strict constraints imposed by the EMFF and EMFAF on 
investments in fishing vessels: 

“The EMFAF includes safeguards through its eligibility conditions for the fleet subsidies (…) to 
prevent overcapacity and thus overfishing. These safeguards include: (i) non-eligibility for 
vessels belonging to a fleet segment where the fishing capacity of the segment is not in balance 
with the fishing opportunities available to that segment; and (ii) restrictions on increasing a 
vessel’s engine power. The EMFAF provides targeted support for an increase in a vessel’s gross 
tonnage for: (i) subsequent installation or renovation of an engine or propulsion system which 
increases energy efficiency or lowers CO2 emissions; and (ii) the placement or renovation of a 
bulbous bow which can increase energy efficiency. However, neither of those options are 
permitted to lead to an increase in overall fleet capacity or overfishing.” 

 
SEA Europe agrees with the EU legislator that it is necessary to establish specific eligibility rules to 
prevent investments supported by the EMFAF from contributing to overcapacity or overfishing4. 
However, we believe that the current formulation of certain safeguards impedes the scaling-up of 
sustainable and innovative fishing vessels: 
 

- Non-eligibility of the acquisition of new fishing vessels. 
SEA Europe sees this restriction as problematic because commercial banks are often reluctant 
to finance new vessels due to the risks associated with investments in fisheries, unless there 
is public support. While SEA Europe acknowledges the constraints of the (limited) budget and 
the need to preserve fair competition, we argue that the Funds could significantly de-risk 
private investment in new fishing vessels with high sustainability standards. In the future, EU 
public support could cover a portion of the investment, provided as a repayable grant, a loan, 
or a public guarantee, while incorporating reasonable safeguards against overcapacity and 

                                                             
2 Presentation by the European Commission to the EMFAF Expert Group on “Discussion on the EMFAF conditions for 
investments in fishing vessels”, 15 November 2023. 
3 Communication from the European Commission on the Energy Transition of the EU Fisheries and Aquaculture sector, 
COM/2023/100, February 2023. 
4 Cf. Recital 24 of Regulation 2021/1139 (EMFAF Regulation). 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/meetings/consult?lang=en&meetingId=50498&fromExpertGroups=3809
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/expert-groups-register/screen/meetings/consult?lang=en&meetingId=50498&fromExpertGroups=3809
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/publications/communication-commission-energy-transition-eu-fisheries-and-aquaculture-sector_en


 
 

overfishing. In essence, SEA Europe suggests that allowing some support for new fishing 
vessels could encourage sustainable practices while managing risks appropriately. 
 

- Limitations on increasing the volume of fishing vessels. 
These restrictions hinder the adoption of alternative propulsion systems or fuels, which 
typically require more onboard volume due to lower density compared to fossil fuels. They 
also obstruct improvements in safety and crew accommodation, as installing new facilities 
necessitates additional volume. 

 
- Prohibition on increasing engine power. 

This rule jeopardizes the stability of fishing vessels, especially those using trawled gear. 
 
In 2010, over 93% of European fishing vessels were built by European shipyards. Since 2014, this 
percentage has been steadily declining in both number and tonnage. In 2017, European shipyards only 
constructed 78% of European fishing vessels. In terms of tonnage, the situation is even more 
concerning, with less than half of the orders being placed with European shipyards. SEA Europe is of 
the opinion that the current restrictions in the Common Fisheries Policy and the EMFAF deprive 
European shipyards and maritime equipment suppliers of valuable business opportunities. 
Unlocking the potential market of sustainable and innovative fishing vessels would greatly enhance 
the overall competitiveness of the European maritime industry. 
 
SEA Europe emphasizes that the current limitations of the EMFF and EMFAF are considerable barriers 
to advancing the business case for sustainable and innovative fishing vessels. We stress that public 
support should foster the uptake of new technologies, particularly by mitigating risks for private 
investments.  
 
Moreover, the definition of fishing capacity in the Common Fisheries Policy – based on the nominal 
parameters of gross tonnage (i.e. volume) and engine power – does not capture the actual ability of a 
vessel to catch fish. The ability to catch fish is influenced by a variety of factors beyond vessel 
specifications, such as advancements in fishing technology, the skill and experience of the crew, the 
effectiveness of fish-finding equipment, and the strategies employed during fishing operations. 
Consequently, there may be a disconnect between the nominal fishing capacity of the vessels and 
the actual impact of fishing activities, potentially leading to inefficiencies and inaccuracies in the 
fleet management policy framework. 
 
Therefore, SEA Europe calls upon the European Commission to address these challenges in its 
comprehensive evaluation of the Common Fisheries Policy, especially concerning regulations 
governing fishing capacity management (i.e. definition of fishing capacity, capacity ceilings, entry/exit 
regime, management of fleet segments subject to structural overcapacity). SEA Europe stands ready 
to inform the upcoming discussions on these matters with insight from shipbuilders and maritime 
equipment suppliers. 
 

 Coherence (how well the Funds work with other actions) 
 
SEA Europe raises concerns about the lack of alignment between the funding provided by the 
EMFF/EMFAF and the ambitious goals of the European Green Deal to decarbonise all sectors of the 
economy. The European Commission itself has acknowledged this inconsistency in its Communication 
on the Energy Transition of the EU Fisheries and Aquaculture sector5: 

                                                             
5 See reference above. 



 
 

“There are concerns that the relatively high investment costs for adopting certain energy-efficient 
technologies and low-carbon propulsion technologies, compared to the revenues of the majority 
of vessels in the fishing fleet, may slow down the implementation of new technologies and 
innovations. This has in turn led to concerns about the lack of market opportunities to develop 
energy-efficient solutions and clean-propulsion technologies, which may hamper private 
investments. (...) The limited availability of commercially viable alternative energy sources and 
fuels also holds back the adoption of alternative propulsion technologies. Further developing the 
investment landscape is essential to attract new private investments to the sector, which is in turn 
essential for the sector-wide uptake of technologies for the energy transition.” 

 
Furthermore, SEA Europe questions the appropriateness of maintaining the current funding model, 
which heavily prioritises fisheries and aquaculture with minimal support for other sectors of the 
blue economy. A comprehensive maritime fund should better reflect the economic and social 
contributions of all sectors within the European blue economy. Developing sustainable and energy-
efficient vessels and maritime equipment across these sectors will in turn facilitate the sustainable 
transformation of fisheries and aquaculture. 
 

 EU added value (what are the benefits of acting at EU level) 
 
SEA Europe emphasizes the benefits of establishing a maritime fund at EU level, highlighting the need 
for consistent and uniform financial support across the EU to ensure a level-playing field among 
Member States in the internal market. However, concerns arise due to the predominant management 
of the EMFF and EMFAF by Member States, which raises questions about whether investment 
priorities are adequately aligned across Member States. 
 
SEA Europe recommends that the European Commission evaluates how well Member States have 
aligned their multiannual EMFAF programme investment priorities with common EU objectives, and 
how the Sea Basin Analyses6 have facilitated this alignment during the programming process. This 
evaluation would help determine how to ensure better alignment and coordination in the next 
programming period, possibly through stronger strategic guidance at EU level. 
 
 

3. Recommendations for the post 2027 programming period  
 
The European Commission is seeking input from stakeholders to “determine the lessons learnt 
(including in terms of crisis response), which may be relevant in the implementation of EMFAF in 2021-
2027 and for the post-2027 period”. SEA Europe contributes to this discussion with the following input. 
 

 The need to remedy the fragmentation and complexity of the maritime funding landscape  
 
Public investment plays a crucial role in facilitating the greening and digitalisation of the blue economy 
and of the waterborne value chain. It serves as a catalyst for innovation and reduces the risk and cost 
of investment in new technologies that do not yet have a stable market but should bring strategic 
competitiveness and sovereignty to the EU. Ultimately, it supports the business case for carbon-
neutral, sustainable, and digitalised blue economy and waterborne value chain in Europe, including 
dual-use technologies.  
 

                                                             
6 Regional sea basin analyses: Regional challenges in achieving the objectives of the Common Fisheries Policy – A sea basin 
perspective to guide EMFF programming, SWD(2020) 206 final, September 2020. 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11026-2020-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-11026-2020-INIT/en/pdf


 
 

Significant financial resources are available under the EU budget and NextGenerationEU to support 
the green transition and digital transformation (data, cyber, IT, IoT, etc.). In particular, Horizon Europe, 
the Innovation Fund, and structural funds are key. Although these cross-sectoral programmes cover 
the blue economy and the waterborne value chain, there is a complex landscape of funds with different 
management systems and procedures, but without overall coherence. This makes it very difficult and 
resource-intensive for industry stakeholders to find their way. Thus, this fragmentation and complexity 
have been a deterrent to the development of impactful and innovative projects for which key players 
sometimes end up giving up.  
 
In 2020, the European Parliament proposed the creation of an “Ocean Fund” financed by revenues 
from auctioning allowances under the Emissions Trading System (ETS), to make ships more energy-
efficient and to support investment in innovative technologies and infrastructure, such as alternative 
fuels, smart energy management and green ports. Unfortunately, this proposal was not followed-up, 
and ETS revenues from shipping have been partly streamlined in the generalist Innovation Fund. This 
was a missed opportunity to boost the business case and innovation of the carbon-neutral, 
sustainable, and digitalised blue economy and waterborne value chain.  
 
In the context of the preparation of the next generation of EU funding programmes post 2027, SEA 
Europe calls upon the European Commission to remedy the current fragmentation and complexity of 
maritime funding. Rather than small drops of maritime support across many funds, the maritime 
technology industry needs a dedicated maritime fund, thereby facilitating impactful investments in 
zero-emission, sustainable and digitalised vessels and technologies, in efficient production processes, 
in alternative fuels, and in up/reskilling workforce in the blue economy. 
 

 A European Blue Technology Fund supporting a sustainable and digitalised blue economy 
and waterborne value chain 

 
To remedy the fragmentation and complexity of the EU maritime funding landscape, SEA Europe calls 
upon the European Commission to put in place a European Blue Technology Fund under the 
Multiannual Financial Framework starting in 2028. 
 
SEA Europe believes that this new fund should take over the EMFAF, and extend it to the following 
objectives: 

- Reinforce European maritime technological leadership on a global strategic scale, contributing 
to EU maritime sovereignty. 

- Help businesses investing in carbon-neutral, sustainable, and digital maritime technologies 
(from low TRL technologies to de-risking projects upfront investments). 

- Strengthen the resilience of the maritime technology industrial value chain. 
- Create future-proof jobs in the sustainable blue economy. 

 
To achieve these objectives, SEA Europe recommends focussing financial support in 2 areas: 

1. Bringing innovation to the market by up-scaling technology,  
2. Enhancing manufacturing capability (including greening and digitalising ship production, and 

re/upskilling workforce). 
 
The European Blue Technology Fund would complement Horizon Europe, which already has a 
maritime dimension with the Co-Programmed Partnership for Zero-Emission Waterborne Transport. 
Horizon Europe (and its successor) should continue to focus on research and development, while the 
Blue Technology Fund would support the scaling-up of maritime innovation from research to 
commercial readiness. In parallel, the European Commission should reinforce the maritime dimension 
in all relevant EU financial instruments (e.g. Innovation Fund, Connecting Europe Facility) to facilitate 



 
 

more impactful maritime investments, including in zero-emission, sustainable and digitalised vessels, 
platforms, technologies and ship production. 
 
Moving away from a fisheries/aquaculture fund to a fund geared towards technology scaling-up and 
enhancement of industrial capability would not be to the detriment of fisheries and aquaculture. On 
the contrary, it would enable a more effective cross-fertilisation than under the EMFF and the EMFAF, 
which have treated fisheries and aquaculture in silos, thus have failed to connect them to market 
opportunities in the broader blue economy ecosystem. Therefore, the proposed new approach would 
directly benefit the competitiveness, energy efficiency, decarbonisation, and digitalisation of fisheries 
and aquaculture, thus their sustainability and profitability.  
 
Moreover, SEA Europe recommends reshuffling the delivery model of the Fund along the following 
logic: 

- 50% of the budget would be implemented directly by the European Commission through calls 
for proposals (“direct management”), while it is currently the case of only 13% of the budget. 
This management mode delivers more EU added value and avoids fragmentation, thus is 
relevant for big flagship projects developed by consortia. 

- The other 50% would be implemented by Member States and/or regional authorities through 
multiannual programmes (“shared management”). It would be topped-up by national co-
financing, which is a typical feature of EU structural funds. Projects supported under this 
management mode would be smaller, tailored to individual beneficiaries, and adapted to local 
specificities. 
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