
 
 

 

Ms. Charlina Vitcheva 
Director-General for 
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries (MARE) 
European Commission  
Rue Josef II 99 
1000 Brussels 

Belgium 

Dun Laoghaire, 11 December 2020 

Subject: NWWAC comments addressing the current challenges regarding NGO membership, in 

response to letter Ares(2020)6783853 – 16/11/2020 

Dear Ms Vitcheva, 

I am contacting you today in response to your letter Ares(2020)6783853 – 16/11/2020, announcing 

the postponement of the Inter-ACs meeting to January 2021. In the letter, you were also requesting 

the ACs to share their lessons learned and ideas on how to address current challenges and improve 

their internal functioning. In this respect I find it important to mention the lack of clarity of the 

consequences Brexit will have on this functioning. A review of the Rules of Procedures (ROP) of the 

NWWAC has been planned for quite some time and this has been drafted, but it was decided to 

keep this pending until there would be more clarity. Besides this item, in response to your request 

the NWWAC focused particularly on one of the most relevant and recent challenges: the E-NGOs 

membership and participation in the AC. 

Background 

During summer 2020 the NWWAC Secretariat was notified by five of its E-NGO members that they 

did not wish to continue their membership following the end of the financial year. These 

resignations were received following an open NGO letter of complaint about AC work to the DG 

MARE Director-General. 

The issue was discussed during the September virtual meetings of both the Executive Committee as 

well as the General Assembly and agreement was reached to further investigate this topic in the 

hope of identifying solutions and attract both new and former Other Interest Group (OIG) members 

into the NWWAC. 

The Secretariat has collated the main points raised by the E-NGOs, attempted to address same and 

pulled together proposals for implementing change. 

Issues identified 

Besides the frequent reference to lacking resources to constructively participate in the Advisory 

Councils, one of the main issues raised concerns the structure of Advisory Councils and the 

implementation of the advisory process, especially with regard to the perceived disadvantage faced 

by some OIG members due to the 60/40 structure of the AC membership. This would in turn 

produce weighted voting in favour of the industry positions.  

Impartiality of chairpersons was also identified as an element to be addressed. However, this issue 

has never been raised in the relevant NWWAC forum or with the Secretariat. Such evidenced 



 
 

 

remarks would have been addressed immediately, and if the majority of members identifies this 

being an issue, the Chairs (Executive Committee, Working Groups and Focus Groups) would step 

down as soon as a replacement candidate has been evaluated positively. 

E-NGO members expressed their disappointment on the progress made on their own organisation 

priorities through the AC consensus procedure, highlighting a certain degree of imbalance between 

the input provided in the discussion and the resulting outcome. In particular, when considering the 

Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) objectives, the issue of imbalance was raised between the work to 

maintain fishery operations and the effort to achieve environmental objectives. In this respect, it is 

important to point out that the NWWAC in its advice consistently takes into account the 

implementation of the objectives as identified in Article 2 of the CFP across the three pillars of 

sustainability. It is a NWWAC principle to take into account that all members make contributions 

based on their own expertise and their own priorities. But as advice documents are based on 

consensus, compromises need to be reached which can affect all contributors. A procedure to 

express majority and minority positions is in place but it is intended to be re-addressed under the 

NWWAC Rules of Procedure revision process as mentioned above. 

  

An issue that has been identified not only by the OIG members, but by the overall membership and 

the Secretariat, concerns the lack of constructive feedback on the advisory documents produced by 

the NWWAC. It is fundamental that members are provided with information on the impact of their 

work on the development of legislative proposals. The NWWAC has experienced a decrease in 

participation in the consultation processes as members are not sure how the consensus positions, 

they spent effort and time on, have been taken into account and to what extent. Fruitful 

collaboration and effective, two-way communication with the European Commission and the NWW 

Member States are vital to ensure NWWAC members maintain a high level of interest and 

participation under the regionalisation principle.  

For some organisations in the NWWAC membership, financial means are not sufficient or are not 

available to maintain the cost of membership for the General Assembly, the Executive Committee 

and the different Working Groups. While this is an internal issue for each candidate member, the 

NWWAC considers discussing possible solutions, potentially within the ROP review.  

It was pointed out that General Assembly members are effectively relegated to the role of observers 

in many AC processes if they are not ExCom members. According to the current NWWAC Rules of 

Procedure, subject work in the NWWAC is carried out in the four geographical Working Groups while 

overarching topics are addressed in the Horizontal Working Group. Advice development is organised 

within specific Focus Groups or Advice Drafting Groups. If an organisation joins just the General 

Assembly, the assumption is that this organisation has only a watching brief on the workings of the 

AC and is not able or willing to actively participate in advice development. This will also be addressed 

in the ROP review. 

Finally, E-NGO members pointed out occurrences of inappropriate or hostile language by some 

individuals during discussions at meetings. This is clearly not tolerable, and these incidents were 

dealt with immediately, either directly by the Chair of the meeting or in direct conversation with 

perpetrators. 

 



 
 

 

Proposals 

Further details are required regarding some of the above statements and perceptions from NWWAC 

members to address this adequately. However, considering the main issues identified, the NWWAC 

proposes the following actions to improve its internal functioning.  

1. The NWWAC Secretariat, with assistance and support from the Commission, could work out a 

kind of publicity campaign to attract relevant stakeholders having an interest in NWW fisheries 

policy and management to become NWWAC members, eventually reviewing budget match and 

fee structure. 

2. In the Rules of Procedure review, scheduled for the first months of 2021, the following will be 
clarified with the aim of improving transparency and trust among members: 

• The functions and procedures related to the discussion level between the ExCom Chair & 
Vice-Chairs and the Secretariat 

• The functions and procedures related to the discussion level between the ExCom Chair & 
Vice-Chairs, the Working Groups Chairs and the Secretariat 

• Role, membership, participation and consultation procedures in Working Groups, Focus 
Groups and Advice Drafting Groups 

3. Develop an internal performance review procedure, which would allow members to 
communicate their feedbacks and suggestions for improvement. 

4. Carry out a review of the budget match and of the fee structure, to understand the available 
opportunities to enable participation from less abundant organisations.  

5. Develop an effective advice feedback procedure together with the European Commission and 
the NWW Member States Group to ensure constructive collaboration.  

I trust this input can be helpful in the preparation of DG MARE proposal to improve the functioning 

of the ACs, which I look forward to discussing with you and the other ACs’ colleagues at the Inter-

ACs meeting in January 2021.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Emiel Brouckaert 

Chairman Executive Committee 


