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As one of the most technologically advanced forms of aquaculture in the world, eel farming saw an initial rapid
growth in production up to the early 2000s. In the past decade, however, the industry has been facing a series of
challenges that could damage its future outlook. Farmers are now striving to �nd new ways to secure the future of
European eel production in a more sustainable way.

Industry development
The �rst eel ponds were established in Italy in the early 1970s, following Japanese examples. These farms were
stocked with small wild-caught eels, which were allowed to grow to sizes often exceeding the 2-kg size prized by the
local market. In the 1980s, the �rst indoor, technologically advanced recirculating farms were established, allowing
year-round temperature-controlled culture, even in the colder climates of northern Europe.

The controlled conditions of the recirculating farms allowed them to make use of the glass eels that arrived at
European coasts in large numbers each winter and spring. Farmers perfected techniques to achieve very high survival
rates of the delicate stocking material. Next to wild �sheries, these farms became an increasingly important supply
for the markets that considered eels a traditional delicacy throughout Europe.

The high prices paid for eels led to a rapid increase in the number of farms in the mid-1990s, but by 1999, the
increase in production, together with increased imports from Asia, resulted in overproduction (Figure 1). Prices
dropped below production costs.

Issues
In 2002, imports from China were banned due to the presence of chemical residues, and the demand for eel �llets
from supermarkets helped push eel prices back to a pro�table level. Nevertheless, the decreased �nancial reserves of
the farms due to the low prices in previous years took their toll.

In the following years, the exploding production in China and the lack of Japanese glass eels increased demand for
the shrinking supply of European glass eels. Skyrocketing glass eel prices put additional strains on the �nancial
position of the farms. Production started to decline with an increasing number of farmers unable or unwilling to take

Mature eels are stocked “over the dike” in the sea. Photo courtesy of
DUPAN.

Fig. 1: Annual eel production in Europe.
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the �nancial risks of continued operation.

The situation for the eel industry got even more di�cult by the mid-2000s. It was clear that the number of glass eels
arriving at European coasts declined signi�cantly since the 1980s. Due to the complex nature of the eels’ life history,
a clear reason for the decline could not be given, but climate change, diseases, pollution, over�shing and – most of all
– lack of access to and from the natural freshwater habitat were all speculated to contribute.

Regulatory action
As a result, the European eel was placed on the CITES Appendix II in 2007. Although trade is still allowed within the
regulations of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, supermarkets in
the main eel consumer markets like Holland, Germany and Denmark were pressured by non-governmental
organizations to stop selling eels.

The result was a second wave of farms going out of business. China again exported large amounts of eels to the
European markets at low prices. The European Union adopted a regulation in 2007 to establish measures for the
recovery of the European eel stocks, but without clearly de�ned measures, the farmers feared that glass eels would
be either inaccessible or unaffordable in the future.

Some relief �nally arrived in 2009, when all E.U. countries adopted national eel management plans for the recovery of
the eels. The importation of consumption eels was stopped, and the exportation of glass eels was reduced and later
phased out. By this time, eel production had been reduced signi�cantly, but was regaining balance in consumption
and pricing. The future looked brighter again.

Over the past decade, the eel industry has been supplying small eels for restocking, mainly in Germany and northern
countries where water temperatures are too low to stock glass eels during the glass eel season, or glass eels cannot
be stocked without a quarantine period. These restockings have shown a positive effect on the local eel populations.

To survive, the eel industry has come to the realization that it will have to increase its restocking efforts, either by
itself or as part of the national eel plans, and take additional measures to help the recovery of the eels.

Mature eels are caught in front of a pumping station that blocks their
migration to the sea. Photo courtesy of DUPAN.
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Industry initiatives
Several industry initiatives have been launched. In 2010, the Sustainable Eel Group (SEG) was founded by a group of
scientists, conservationists and people with a commercial interest in eels to take practical action to accelerate the
recovery of glass eels. SEG takes a leading role within the E.U. to promote the recovery of European eels and look for
more sustainable ways of operating the eel industry.

To help achieve these goals, SEG scientists and conservationists developed sustainability standards for eel
production. In the past year, some 75 percent of the European eel farms and processors were independently
assessed. The next step is assessment of the glass eel �sheries.

The pilot standards are to be revised during 2013 as new insights in the eel recovery become available and lessons
emerge from the pilot phase. The overall aim is for the industry, scientists and conservationists to work together for
the eels’ recovery.

In Holland, the country with the greatest production and consumption of eels, eel �shermen, farmers and processors
have formed a Dutch sustainable eel foundation, DUPAN. The organization aims to substantially contribute to the
Dutch national eel plan to accelerate and exceed its goals. DUPAN supports activities ranging from restocking of eels
and transfer of mature eels over the dikes to the sea, to education and research supporting recovery initiatives.

The organization raises a substantial amount of money from sales of eels that carry the label of the Sustainable Eel
Fund, government grants and donations. DUPAN is now considered the leading authority on the private eel sector in
Holland and is also active internationally as one of the members of SEG.

Perspectives
To achieve sustainability, the eel industry will have to reach a zero negative impact on the wild eel population. The
impacts of catching glass eels can be reduced by selecting eels from areas with low natural survival. They can be
further offset by supporting stocks in areas with good survival through restocking.

Natural recruitment can be improved by transporting mature eels from areas from which they would normally have
little chance to migrate to the ocean for spawning due to dams and power stations. In addition, measures are being
taken to minimize losses during capture, transport and culture, and to safeguard the well-being of the eels in farming
conditions.

Eels have been part of the culture of Europe as a traditional delicacy. In Holland, smoked eels are as much part of its
heritage as windmills, tulips and wooden shoes. The ultimate goal of the eel industry in Europe is to be able to
continue to deliver eels to the table, but at the same time to contribute to the recovery of the European eel population.
Without a wild eel population, the eel industry will not survive, and a positive future will be a bene�t for both.

(Editor’s Note: This article was originally published in the July/August 2013 print edition of the Global Aquaculture
Advocate.)
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