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Nomenclature
Eel is surprising in many ways. Even European eel 
nomenclature is interesting, as the eel has a different 
biological name for every stage of its life.  

See the figure for the life stages of the eel:
Larvae / Leptocephalus
Glass eel
Elver
Yellow eel
Silver eel
Eel

Eel life history
The European eel is a migratory fish that breeds on the other side of the 
Atlantic, in the Sargasso Sea, somewhere in the Bermuda Triangle. The 
eel larvae (glass eel) drift back to continental Europe and Northern Africa 
where they enter inland waters to mature. Only after 10-20 years, the 
females are sexually mature and change appearance again. Now they are 
called silver eel). The eels swim back to the Sargasso Sea to breed, after 
which they die.

European eel is critically endangered
Due to various reasons, the European eel stock has declined dramatically 
over the last 50 years. The amount of glass eel (juvenile eel) that arrives 
yearly has decreased by 95% (figure 1). The status of the eel is so critical 
that it has been listed as Critically Endangered by the IUCN since 2008. 
In comparison, the mountain gorilla, and Sumatran tiger have the same 
status. The next status is ‘Extinct’.

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List 
of Threatened Species is the world’s most comprehensive list regarding 
conservation status assessments for plants, animals, and fungi. The list is 
evaluated and updated  on a regular basis. 
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/60344/152845178
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Why is the eel doing so badly? 
The critical situation of the eel has several causes. The most important 
are:
1. Most fish species consist of multiple stocks. However, this is different  
 for eel as all European eel belongs to the same stock. This means that  
 if this one stock is endangered, the whole species is endangered.  
 Therefore, it is necessary that all 22 EU member states where the 
 European eel can be found (including the UK) implement the 
 measures that have been agreed upon in the European Eel 
 Regulation. But the member states are failing to do so. 
2. A lot of eels are injured or killed by hydropower plans and pumping  
 stations or blocked by locks and dams. This happens on their
 journey into the European rivers but also on their journey back to  
 the ocean. Reaching their breeding and maturing grounds has 
 become very difficult. 
3. In the 1980s, a swimbladder parasite has been introduced in Europe  
 from Asia. This parasite has probably contributed to the decline in  
 the eel stock. 
4. Eel is still being fished, both commercially and recreationally, in all  
 its life stages.  
5. The European eel has suffered from the heavy pollution load in  
 European rivers. Eel is a fatty fish and pollutants like dioxins and  
 PCBs accumulate in the fatty tissue. This can negatively effect the  
 condition and reproduction process of eel. 

What is being done to help the eel stock recover?
Every year since 2000, ICES has stated that eel mortality caused by hu-
man activities (including fishing) should be “as close to zero as possible” 
to save the eel. This means that eel fishing activities should be further 
reduced and that the survival rate at migration barriers (locks, pumping 
stations and hydropower plants) needs improving. 

However, the European Union is not following up on this scientific advice. 
Fishery for eel has been decreased but is has not yet been banned com-
pletely, while fishing is still an important cause of the eel mortality. Far 
too little has happened.

Eel regulation
In 2009 the eel Regulation came into effect, requiring the EU member 
states drafting national eel recovery plans. The main objective of the 
European eel regulation is allow 40% of the original, natural, amount 
of eel can migrate back to sea to reproduce: using the eel stock in the 
period 1962-1979 as a reference point. Despite this regulation, eel is not 
showing any signs of recovery. 
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ICES - International Council for the Exploration of the Sea  
Is the oldest intergovernmental scientifical advice organization in the 
world, with its head office in Denmark. ICES provides independent scien-
tific advice on the marine ecosystem to governments and international 
regulatory bodies that manage the North Atlantic Ocean and adjacent 
seas.
https://www.ices.dk/Pages/default.aspx

Is restocking of juvenile eel (glass eel) effective?
Since the 1930’s, large amounts of glass eel originating from the Bay of 
Biscay and the UK have been purchased and then released in inland wa-
ters of various European countries where recruitment was lacking. Also, 
ongrown eels have been restocked. There is much controversy about the 
effectiveness of restocking glass eel.  

Research into eel is difficult as its long lifecycle only makes the results, 
of the measures that have been taken, visible after a long period of time. 
Swedish research has shown that restocked eel is able to swim back 
towards the Sargasso Sea, but whether the eel reach the Sargasso Sea 
and reproduce is unknown. The researchers also indicated that with the 
current dramatic decline of eel recruitment,  human-caused (anthropoge-
nic) mortality can not be compensated by restocking glass- or ongrown 
eel. Research into the net yield of release programs also concluded that 
restocking eel will barely contribute to the recovery of the eel: no effects 
should be expected from the capture, transport, and relocation of eel. 
Possibly some result could be expected if juvenile eel is released in the 
same area/basin on the other side of a migration barrier. 

Westerberg et al  (2014) Behaviour of stocked and naturally recruited European eels during migration. 

Mar Ecol Prog Ser 496: 145–157

Dekker, W. & Beaulaton, L (2015) Beter dan de natuur zelf. Geschiedenis van de glasaaluitzet in Europa (2). 

VISionair nr. 3; 12-16
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Monitoring glass eel recruitment, why is this important? 
To check how the eel population is doing, the numbers of glass eel that 
appear on the coasts are followed on a Europe wide scale. This recruitment 
is an important indicator of successful reproduction and tells how robust the 
new generation is. According to ICES, the amount of glass eel near the coast 
of the North Sea region, assessed since 2000, only amounts to 1.5% of the 
quantities counted only 50 years ago (1960-1979). 

Is eel farming the solution? 
Eel farming is actually not the right expression. ‘Farmed eel’ in a shop is 
actually wild-caught eel that has been fattened up in a farm. Reproduction 
in captivity is not possible yet. We have managed to get eels to reproduce in 
captivity, however, the eel larvae then die within a month which means the 
breading cycle has as of yet not been completed. This is probably due to a 
lack of proper nutrition. Laboratories all over the world are working hard 
to find Columbus’ egg: feed for eel larvae. In the wild, it takes up to 20 years 
for an eel to become mature. On a farm, the length of this process is reduced 
considerably. Some of the wild-caught glass eel is ongrown on a farm and 
consequently released as compensation for the fishery. 

Can the eel fishery obtain an MSC certification?
No, not at the moment. The eel stock is critical, so there is no option for MSC 
certification. To qualify for MSC certification, management must also follow 
ICES advice. That is not the case at the moment.

Why does the campaign not mention anything about consump-
tion?
The Power to the Eel campaign highlights the major problems the eel stock is 
facing. This includes the overdue implementation of the national eel manage-
ment plans, illegal trade, and the many migration barriers that block the eel’s 
migration routes. Commercial and recreational eel fishery definitely has to 
be addressed, but there are many other causes of the decline of eel, that need 
urgent addressing. 
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But can I still eat eel?
Good Fish initiated the seafood rating system VISwijzer (on www.goodfish.
nl/en/). WWF has expanded the database into an internationally respected 
platform which is published throughout Europe. Every year, an international 
team of fisheries and aquaculture experts assess whether a fish is a sustai-
nable choice or not, using scientific evidence. Eel has been given a RED score 
in the seafood ratings, which means: avoid. IUCN has listed the eel on the red 
list with the status ‘critically endangered’. Good Fish and WWF can recom-
mend a more sustainable alternative origin for almost any fish species, but 
this is not possible for eel. Therefore, the organisations refers to more sustai-
nable alternatives such as herring, mackerel, catfish, and trout. 

When will we see eel recovery? 
If we start now to implement recovery measures as advised by ICES, we may 
not see signs of recovery until 40 to 60 years from now. If we wait to imple-
ment the recovery measures, eel is likely to disappear. 

The importance of eel reserves 
The eel stock can recover if sufficient eels successfully complete their lifecy-
cle and can produce offspring. As eels face many threats, RAVON and Good 
Fish consider the designation of ‘eel reserves’ essential. An eel reserve should 
meet three relevant conditions: the eel must be able to enter and exit safe-
ly, the habitat must be suitable and unpolluted, and the eel must be able to 
mature without getting caught. Currently, there are very few areas in Europe 
that meet these conditions. We think it is time that this changes. 

Accessibility of habitats 
Migratory fish species encounter thousands of bottlenecks throughout Eu-
rope. The Netherlands in particular is packed with dams, sluices, and pum-
ping stations. These are serious obstacles for eels entering and leaving their 
habitats. RAVON and Good Fish will award a ‘Power to the Eel’ Prize to the 
water board that can create the most accessible habitat for the eel. RAVON 
and Good Fish are also conducting research into the effectiveness of fish pas-
sages in the Netherlands. Apparently, so far 2 out of 3 fish passages are not 
functional at all. In addition,  the effectiveness of the passages that do work is 
sometimes very limited, often to one type of species. 

We have examined various fish passages on the effectiveness for glass eel; the 
effectivity percentage often staggered and was not higher than a few or a few 
tens of percentage. By researching the effectiveness of these passages and 
deciding which measures can be taken to improve them, we, in cooperation 
with water boards, strive to create better fish passages for the eel. 
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Safety of migration routes 
A dangerous journey lies ahead for eel  that is fully grown and wants to 
return to sea. Many fully grown silver eel end dying due to pumping stations, 
hydroelectric plants, and boat propellers. As many ‘broken eels’ can be seen 
in the big rivers, RAVON and Sportvisserij Nederland have started a program 
in which these broken eels are monitored, called the Knakaalmonitoring. 
Around fifty volunteers take part in this program by systematically walking 
and monitoring the riverbanks for broken eel, for example near the beaches 
along the Waal. The amount of broken or wounded eels are counted and 
examined to conclude the severeness of their injuries. By doing this, we want 
to find out how big this problem is and what the most prominent causes are 
so that a solution can be found (ravon.nl/knakaal). 

Illegal International Trading – the biggest wildlife crime? 
European glass eel and eel may be traded within the EU but all export from 
and import to the EU is prohibited. Annually about 60t of glass eel is legally 
caught, most of it in France (+/- 50t) and sold on the European market. In all 
likelihood, some of this legal catch is smuggled to Asia, about 20t. On top of 
that, European glass eel and eel is also caught illegally and thus not registe-
red. 

Glass eel trafficking is highly organised and involves a lot of money. 1 kg of 
glass eel is worth 3000 euros in Asia and once they have been fattened into 
adult eel, they are traded as a delicacy for about 23500 euros! All European 
countries bear their responsibility. Organised gangs transport glass eel from 
the Atlantic coast to places with weak border controls such as Bulgaria and 
Morocco. From here, glass eel are smuggled into aircrafts in the luggage of 
ordinary passengers. Glass eel is also hidden amongst other fish products 
that go to Asia in refrigerated aircrafts. Once arrived in Asia, European glass 
eel is mixed with other glass eel from Asia and America so that it can be 
traded legally. It is very hard to distinguish European eel from other types of 
eel, which makes it nearly impossible to know whether the eel you are eating 
is legal or illegal. Glass eel are then grown to mature eel in large nurseries, 
mainly in China, and subsequently sold as a Japanese delicacy. Because this 
concerns such large numbers, the illegal trade of glass eel and eel is consi-
dered to be the largest wildlife crime in Europe. The illegal glass eel trade is 
now the focus of attention and high priority at Europol. Several countries are 
working together to address this problem. 
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What are Good Fish and RAVON doing with the financial sup-
port of the Postcode Lottery? 
Good Fish and the RAVON foundation have received a generous donation of 
2 million euros for the ‘Save Our Eel’ campaign from the National Postcode 
Lottery in 2019. The project has multiple subprojects, with a focus on:

1) Policy change and consumer awareness
Within this area of the project, the organisations are putting pressure behind 
the implementation of the European regulations, also known as the manage-
ment plans of the 22 member states (including the UK), so that eel is con-
stantly on the mind of  policy makers and important stakeholders. Further-
more, we are doing research into the future of eel consumption. We currently 
advise to avoid eating eel. 

2) Tackling poaching 
Tackling poaching in the NL and  international illegal trade. Within this area 
of the project we research the illegal trade in glass eel. We will uncover how 
the illegal trade is organised and campaign for improved control in the illegal 
glass eel trade. 

3) Improving the habitat
Within this area of the project, we have started various projects that will help 
the eel directly. We are working on reducing the amount of migration barri-
ers (like locks and dams). We are researching and improving fish passages. 
We are researching eel mortality due to boat propellors and hydroelectric 
plants. We are researching which Dutch waters are the most passible for eel 
and will advice on this matter. The water board that is doing most to allow 
eel to pass through its rivers, will win the Palingprijs. We also conduct a year-
ly count of glass eel along the Dutch coast to ass the extent of recruitment. 

4) Information: the consumer is informed about the status of 
the eel and about different subprojects.
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Above figure 1, below figure 2 

Figure 1: Due to various reasons, the eel stock has decreased significantly in 
the past years, both in the Netherlands and in the rest of Europe. The amount 
of glass eel (juvenile eel) which arrives yearly, has been reduced by more 
than 95% (figure 1). 

Press inquiries, photos for press and media purposes can be 
requested from Maud Veraar and/or Jeroen van Riet.

maud@goodfish.nl
j.vanriet@ravon.nl https://powerpaling.nl/en/15-languages


