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1. Rationale and general remarks

The Long Distance Advisory Council (LDAC) recognizes that Arctic marine ecosystems
are of global ecological importance and form the foundation for productive fisheries that
are vital to EU food security, livelihoods, and ocean governance objectives.

This advice provides recommendations to the European Commission with regards to the
current revision of its Arctic strategy. It includes specific recommendations on Arctic oil
and gas expansion, with a focus on risks to marine ecosystems, fisheries, and EU policy
coherence. It builds on the EU’s existing Arctic policy, including the 2021 commitment
not to support new oil and gas developments in the Arctic, and the European Green
Deal’s prioritization of biodiversity protection, climate mitigation, and sustainable food
systems.

The LDAC underlines that decisions on Arctic industrial development must fully reflect
their implications for fisheries, ecosystem integrity, and long-term food security. The
LDAC therefore recommends that the revised Arctic strategy of the EU stays firm on its
moratorium against new oil and gas in the Arctic:

The 2021 Joint Communication ... calls for keeping as much oil, coal, and gas in
the ground as possible and making a commitment — both in the EU and possibly
multilaterally — to agree on not purchasing new Arctic hydrocarbons.

The LDAC takes this opportunity to recall its previous advice on deep-sea mining (DSM)
and fisheries, which provided recommendations on the potential impacts of DSM on
fisheries, with particular attention to Norway's plans to advance exploration and
exploitation activities in the Arctic. Ongoing surveying of the seabed has been underway
to document marine life that still remains critically understudied and poorly understood,
adding to the wider rationale of maintaining a moratorium until there is better evidence
gathering of environmental risks and impacts.
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The LDAC also notes the creation of the Central Arctic Ocean Fisheries Agreement
(CAOFA) as an international treaty signed in 2018 that entered into force in June 2021.
CAOFA has 10 parties as signatories, nhamely the five Arctic coastal states (Canada,
Denmark/Greenland, Norway, Russia, and the USA) plus China, Japan, South Korea,
Iceland, and the European Union.

CAOFA has set a marine protected area establishing a ban on commercial fishing in the
high seas of the Central Arctic Ocean for 16 years, renewable every five years, aimed to
protect marine ecosystems and allow for scientific research. The size of the marine
protected area is about 2.8 million square kms of high seas and a science-based
approach has been followed incorporating indigenous knowledge

2. The Arctic as a critical area for fisheries

The Arctic, defined by the EU as north of the polar circle (66°33' North), is a key ecological
area supporting EU-relevant fish stocks. It functions as a breeding, spawning, feeding
and overwintering ground for important commercial species such as cod (Gadus
morhua), capelin (Mallotus villosus), Norwegian spring spawning herring (Clupea
harengus L.) and Atlantic mackerel (Scomber scombrus), is a highly productive
ecosystem, and is a connected system where fish stocks migrate across large areas and
national boundaries.

The migratory nature of fish stocks and the complexities of marine food webs mean that
even areas with limited current fishing activity may be essential to commercial fisheries
elsewhere. A lack of present overlap with commercial fishing does notimply the absence
of fisheries’ importance.

With a concerning stock status for several of the commercial fish species in the area,
especially capelin, cod and mackerel, and the increased difficulties in the North East

Atlantic to agree on both total allowable catch and allocation of fish quotas that follow

scientific advice, the importance of these areas is just increasing.

The LDAC stresses that Arctic ecosystem functioning is intrinsically linked to fisheries
outcomes across broader European waters. Disruption in these areas, whether through
pollution, disturbance or habitat degradation, can have cascading impacts on fish
stocks, catches, and food supply. Furthermore, the area is already under pressure from
climate change, with warming waters and changing temperatures. Additional
anthropogenic stressors could be part of further degrading these important ecosystems,
and thus risk food security. The Arctic is also vital for many species of forage fish for
species relevant for commercial fisheries and a food source for many ETP species.
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3. Potential impacts of oil and gas activities on fisheries

The vulnerability of Arctic ecosystems, combined with limited spill response capacity
under ice, darkness, and harsh weather, significantly increases the risk of long-lasting
damage. Fisheries are especially exposed, as even relatively small spills can lead to loss
of market access, long-term reputational damage, and closure of fishing areas. The
LDAC emphasizes that such risks are incompatible with sustainable fisheries
management.

The expansion of oil and gas activities in Arctic waters introduces growing spatial
conflicts. New and expanding infrastructure restricts access for fishing vessels; safety
buffers reduce available fishing grounds, and increased industrial presence limits the
areas where fishing can take place. This is particularly problematic in regions where
climate change is already redistributing fish stocks northwards, increasing the
importance of Arctic waters for future fisheries. The LDAC highlights that such spatial
pressures are cumulative and may lead to long-term displacement of fishing activity,
undermining economic viability for fleets.

Oil spills in Arctic environments would have severe and potentially irreversible impacts,
like contamination of spawning grounds and nursery areas and direct mortality of fish,
seabirds, and marine mammals. In addition, there are risks for long-term ecosystem
damage affecting stock recovery.

Beyond acute risks, oil and gas infrastructure introduces chronic pressures on marine
ecosystems, like noise pollution from seismic surveys and operations affecting fish
behavior, migration, and reproduction. The physical disturbance from installations
impact seabed habitats, and increased vessel traffic impacts marine species and
fisheries operations. These impacts may degrade ecosystem quality over time, reducing
fisheries’ productivity even in the absence of major accidents.

Climate change, a consequence of emissions from consumption of fossil fuels, changes
the way marine ecosystems work, and also migratory patterns and distribution of
commercialfish species. Thus, limiting the effects of climate change has a direct impact
on commercial species.
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4. Limited energy benefits and structural demand decline

Arctic gas contributes only a small share of EU imports, and new developments would
not come in time to support near-term energy needs due to long lead times and absence
of transport infrastructure and capacity. In addition, EU fossil gas demand is declining
structurally, and is projected to fall significantly by 2040 under EU climate targets.
Analysis shows that existing supply and infrastructure are expected to meet future EU
demand. New oil and gas developments in the Arctic therefore risk becoming stranded
assets and would not meaningfully contribute to EU energy needs.

5. Food security

The LDAC highlights that climate change is already disrupting fisheries, affecting stock
distribution, productivity, and long-term stability. Arctic ecosystems are becoming
increasingly important as key breeding and feeding areas for fish that support European
fisheries. Expanding oil and gas activity in this area would add further emissions and
accelerate these impacts. The LDAC stresses that protecting climate-resilient
ecosystems is essential for future food security and should be prioritized over activities
that increase climate risks.

6. Biodiversity and Protection of Endangered, Threatened and Protected
Species (ETP Species)

The Arctic is also one of the last habitats and feeding grounds for many big pelagics and
ETP species that have suffered from steep population declines over the last decades
including whales and other marine mammals, threatened sharks, and seabirds.
Therefore, the protection of the Arctic is also an important contribution to preserving and
restoring marine biodiversity, an essential column for healthy oceans and thus the food
security of this and future generation. All of which is at risk when expanding oil and gas
exploitation in such a vulnerable hotspot of marine life.
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7. Climate, policy coherence, and EU leadership

The EU has already committed to restricting Arctic hydrocarbon development (2021
Arctic strategy update) and should not deviate from this position now. Rather, the EU
should deliver its European Green Deal objectives and continue leading global efforts on
biodiversity and climate action. Changing the policy on Arctic oil and gas now would
undermine the EU’s credibility and global leadership, and risk weakening its own
environmental standards. This would set an unfortunate precedent for other ecologically
sensitive regions. Policy consistency and leadership are critical to maintaining
international trust and driving global ambition.

8. LDAC Recommendations

The LDAC concludes that Arctic oil and gas expansion presents high environmental
risks, increasing pressure on fisheries, and limited strategic value for the EU.
Pursuing such developments risks undermining Arctic ecosystems essential to
fisheries, reducing available fishing areas, and sacrificing food security.

Given the above-mentioned arguments and concerns, the LDAC formulates two
main recommendations, namely:

8.1. Maintaining and strengthening the EU’s Arctic moratorium is essential, in
particular against new oil and gas activities, not only to protect marine
ecosystems and fisheries but also to uphold EU leadership, policy
coherence, and long-term sustainability objectives.

8.2. Maintaining the EU definition of the Arctic as areas north of the Arctic
Circle. The precautionary principle must guide EU decisions.

END
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