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ACRUNET – a Network Solution for 
the European Brown Crab Industry
ACRUNET, the Atlantic Crab Resource Users Network, was 
pleased to avail of the opportunity to meet with Ms Chiara 
Bacci and her colleague Christophe Vande-Meyer from the 
Trade & Markets Unit of DG MARE at the EU Commission 
Stand at the recent Brussels Seafood Exposition.  During 
the meeting Hugh McBride explained the historical 
background of the project and how ACRUNET evolved during 
a series of meetings held from 2008 to 2011 between crab 
fishermen from Ireland, Scotland, England and France who 
felt their industry was being undermined by rising costs 
and a dwindling consumer base, particularly in France – the 
single most important outlet for crab.  At that time they 
were facilitated by their representative bodies, Killybegs 
Fishermen’s Organisation in Ireland, the Scottish Fishermen’s 
Federation,  the National Federation of Fishermen’s 
Organisations and the Shellfish Association of Great Britain 
in the UK and the French fishermen’s umbrella organisation,  
Comité National des Pêches Maritimes et des Elevages 
Marins. 

The challenges facing the European brown crab industry 
were identified by the fishermen and their representatives as 
being broadly:

•  Diminishing market accompanied by rising costs resulting in 
an economically unsustainable industry

•  Inconsistent grading and quality across European brown 
crab fisheries

•  Inconsistent and sometimes non-existent adequate 
management of brown crab fisheries

The efforts of the fishermen were supported by fishery 
development, marketing and scientific  bodies in all five 

EU Atlantic countries and an application was submitted to 
INTERREG IVB Atlantic Area Transnational Programme for 
funding to address the identified problems.   The submission 
was successful and ACRUNET was supported by the Atlantic 
Area Programme  with a total budget of €2.2 million and was 
launched with an inaugural meeting in Dublin on  11 October 
2012.  The 17 partners representing Ireland, the UK, France, 
Spain and Portugal are an example of comprehensive 
collaboration between fishermen’s representative bodies, 
scientific institutions, development and marketing agencies 
to meet challenges identified and provide workable solutions.  
Bord Iascaigh Mhara (BIM) undertook the role of project 
management while the network coordination continues to be 
lead by Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation.

The aim of ACRUNET is to improve the economic viability 
of the European brown crab industry by addressing those 
challenges identified by the fishermen through transnational 
co-operation which will be realised with the following 
objectives:

•  Formation of a transnational industry network to 
identify and address factors to improve brown crab 
competitiveness through co-operation, communication and 
innovation.

• Building an industry science interface with an agreed policy 
for assessment and monitoring that feed into management 
and policy at national, regional and EU level.

Hugh McBride, McBride Fishing Co. and Killybegs Fishermen’s Organisation (KFO) 
gave Chiara Bacci and Christophe Vande-Meyer, DG MARE Trade & Markets Unit, an 
update on the progress of ACRUNET at Brussels Seafood Exposition
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Negative Comment Needs Informed  
and Rational Response

 
Every operator in the food industry dreads a food scandal; 
from those with global consequences, such as the BSE 
event, to the dodgy deli counter in the local filling station, 
they can all have an impact of devastating consequences 
for both those directly involved and the wider food supply 
community.  This is not to say that unsafe, hazardous 
practice in any sector of food production and supply can be 
condoned but sometimes the reaction from the public can be 

•  Development and encouragement of the widespread 
adoption of an accredited European brown crab standard to 
deliver a responsibly caught, quality product to the market 
place.

•  Increase the economic viability of the entire sector 
through analysis of the brown crab production chain and 
improvement of competitive advantage through the 
identification of key cost points

•  Enhancement of competitiveness through the introduction 
of innovative practices and products informed by the 
production chain analysis

•  Increase the market presence and visibility of brown 
crab through focused European marketing and consumer 
education.

The results of the ACRUNET project will be available in the 
near future; the final partner meeting will be held in Roscoff, 
Brittany, on 16-17 June 2015 where the stakeholders are 
looking forward to the final deliverables which will include:

•  An assessment of the level of latent capacity in the 
producer country fleets (Ireland, UK and France) and its 
implications for management efforts.  

•  A pre-assessment and Gap Analysis report on MSC (Marine 
Stewardship Council) status for the Irish brown crab 
industry

•  A transnational brown crab standard capable of auditing to 
ISO 65 level with target vessels audited and certified

•  A European Brown Crab Handling and Quality Guide 

Figure 1. Country by issue - extract from Seafish Case study: Brown crab products 
from a consumer perspective

•  A video version of best practice as established by the Brown 
Crab Handling and Quality Guide

•  An in-depth analysis of the brown crab industry from 
catching to consumer with a further focus on specific areas 
of the European market

•  An updated trial carried out to provide more effective 
transport of live crab with greater survivability at lower cost

•  A commercially viable model of composting brown crab 
waste to produce agricultural grade material

•  Innovative marketing materials with special appeal for 
younger consumers

All these deliverables will be supported and disseminated 
by the ACRUNET communications strategy with detailed 
technical papers and “Layman’s” versions.  Information will 
also be available on the ACRUNET website (http://www.
acrunet.eu) where the project Newsletter and Factsheet can 
also be found.  All newsletters are available in English, French, 
Spanish and Portuguese.

Commenting after Hugh McBride’s presentation, Christophe 
Vande-Meyer congratulated ACRUNET on its achievements 
and said “All these initiatives are in line with the goals of 
the new Common Market Organisation for fishery and 
aquaculture products, and we hope that the involved 
Producer Organisations will make the best use of their 
production and marketing plans to continue on the good 
path that you have established.”  He finished by assuring the 
ACRUNET partnership of the availability the advice of the 
Trade & Markets Unit in the future.

disproportionate due to flawed and inaccurate perceptions 
surrounding our food and the process it goes through to 
reach our table. Similarly, the response from the food 
industry may be such that a relatively minor food safety issue 
escalates as a result of dismissive, untimely or incorrect 
reaction to consumer concerns.

ACRUNET partner Seafish, the UK seafood authority, is very 
aware of the damage which could be done to the extremely 
important brown crab industry, both on its domestic and 
international markets, in such situations.  The Seafish 
remit for ACRUNET is to provide an exhaustive analysis of 
the brown crab chain from fishing vessel to table; during 
the course of this work it became evident that there were 
several areas along the production chain where consumer 
perceptions of the industry could have a serious impact 
should food safety issues arise and these perceptions 
could become major drivers of negative media reporting.  
The ACRUNET network supported the Seafish contention 
that industry needed to have a firm grasp of consumer 
perceptions and an agreed protocol on how to react to 
negative publicity in an honest and responsible fashion.   

Seafish commissioned the leading media intelligence agency 
Gorkana Group to provide an analysis of the media coverage 
relating to the brown crab industry, in order to demonstrate 
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ACRUNET – Time to consider the 
future

Figure 1. Atlantic Area Programme 2014 - 
2020 Eligible Areas 

ACRUNET will conclude on 30 
June 2015.  It will have achieved 
many of its objectives over a 
36 month lifespan but it also 
highlighted other issues which 
should be addressed and 
this, naturally, has raised the 
question “Should the partners 
develop a follow-on project?.  

Some feel this issue cannot be properly addressed until 
closer to the end of the project when all the deliverables will 
be completed and available for discussion; others argue the 
measure of ACRUNET must be the changes which industry 
has made as a result of the project and what further changes 
are necessary.  Management of the fisheries has not made 
sufficient headway from some viewpoints whereas those who 
struggle with very complex layers of existing management 
and difficult historical issues feel ACRUNET has achieved a 

degree of clarity which could add greatly to future progress 
in this area.  There seems to be a general consensus that 
the establishment of the network on a more formal basis 
was a very positive step and should be maintained for the 
foreseeable future.  

The current ACRUNET project is funded under Priority 1 of 
the Atlantic Area Transnational Programme (2007 – 2013): 
to promote transnational entrepreneurial and innovation 
networks. The ACRUNET partners subscribe whole heartedly 
to these aspirations but at the most recent meeting in Dublin 
(3-4 March 2015) voiced their concerns about a further 
project under the same structure due to the unwieldy and 
excessive administrative burden; several partners admitted 
this issue alone was serious enough to prevent participation 
in a further ACRUNET project.  The replacement Atlantic 
Area Programme (2014 – 2020) should be launched this year 
but there have been delays for the very reasons identified 
by the ACRUNET partners and partners in similar projects 
– the administration is difficult and time-consuming and 
strains the resources of small organisations.ACRUNET 
invited Gerry Finn, Director of the Northern and Western 
Regional Assembly, which hosts the Atlantic Area Programme 
secretariat in Ireland to address the Dublin partner meeting 

how the sector has been represented in media outlets over 
the last five years. The resultant report provides a full audit 
of brown crab editorial in UK, French and Spanish media 
from 1 June 2009 - 30 September 2014. The core objective of 
the analysis was to understand what messages are reaching 
consumers within the following five topics identified by 
Seafish as most pertinent:
1. Ethics of production, in particular clawing crab
2.  Harvesting, husbandry and killing methods used in the 

brown crab industry
3. Contaminants
4. Misinterpretation of pack messages
5. Stock status

A summary of the analysis is shown here in chart and table 
form. The differing priorities of consumers, as displayed 
by media coverage, is a clear indication of the significance 
of cultural outlook indicating the importance of taking this 
into account when engaging with the public; for instance, 
consumers in France are likely to be more concerned with 
possible contamination while those in the UK are more 
interested in harvesting methods and stock sustainability. 
Understandably, all consumers object to misleading labelling 
and inaccurate information on packs.

Based on the list of most likely topics selected for the 
Gorkana Group Report and other internal sources, including 
the “Sensory assessment of consumer packaging in brown 
crab products from Ireland, UK, Spain and Portugal” 
produced by ACRUNET Activity 6 (see also ACRUNET 
Project News Issue 3, December 2013), Seafish produced 

a “crisis pack” for industry which assesses the pros and 
cons of each topic.  The approach taken allows for a rapid 
assessment of the impacts and risks for each topic from a 
technical viewpoint and makes a series of recommendations 
as to how the particular issue could be dealt with. A similar 
template-style approach could be taken with other issues, 
and in other fisheries product areas, not dealt with in this 
case study but which could easily arise in future.  The end 
result is an informed and measured response by industry to a 
problem which can allay fears or, at least, assure consumers 
their concerns are been taken seriously.

Figure 2. Volume of articles and yearly breakdown by country - extract from Seafish 
Case study: Brown crab products from a consumer perspective
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The initial objective of Activity 3 of ACRUNET was to scope 
how management plans for crab fisheries in northwest 
Europe could be developed. There were, and are, significant 
differences in how crab are assessed and managed by 
different countries participating in ACRUNET. Some 
fisheries are wholly within national fisheries limits while 
others are offshore. National licensing policies vary and 
data for assessment and the assessment methods are 
different across jurisdictions. Not all significant actors 
in the crab industry were members of ACRUNET. How 
then could a management strategy be developed and, in 
particular, be implemented without a broader consultation 
with all players in the industry? These were some of the 
significant questions posed at the outset.

Over the course of the ACRUNET partner meetings the 
broad objectives were discussed and, according to  industry 
representatives, the main stumbling block to developing 
management plans that would incorporate economic 
objectives was the open access licensing policy in Ireland 
and UK. Under this scenario no protection or improvements 
in economic performance of the fleet could be expected 
that might result from better management of the stock 
and fishing effort within a management plan. At the very 
least the harvest control ‘tool box’ would need to include 
the feasibility of limiting the number of vessels entitled to 
access the fishery in response to changes in stock status in 
order to protect the economic viability of fishing.

and give the delegates the most recent information 
regarding the new Programme.  The eligible area has been 
extended for this Programme with the inclusion of the 
Canaries, Madeira and the Azores but otherwise remains 
the same. 

The priorities have been adjusted to reflect the needs 
of the Atlantic Area communities in the area with 
the inclusion of developing resilience to the risks of 
natural disasters, climate change, etc., but, importantly, 
Priority 1 is described as “Stimulating Innovation & 
Competitiveness” (see Figure 2) which is the relevant 
theme for ACRUNET and has an EU budget of €47.1m; 
the grant rate to projects will rise from 65% to 75%.  
Gerry Finn finished his update by pointing out how the 
Atlantic Area Programme complemented and reflected 
the current EU Atlantic Maritime Strategy.  It is expected 
that the first call for projects could be issued in the 

Activity 3 also discussed how the elements of a harvest 
strategy (the essential part of the management plan) could 
be identified, consulted on and against which the current 
management arrangements could be benchmarked in order 
to identify gaps in the current harvest strategy. The Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) harvest strategy was used 
as a template to identify these gaps and a full MSC pre-
assessment was produced for the Irish fishery. 

In England the fishery was also subject to MSC pre-
assessment separately by the project ‘English Inshore’ 
(http://msc.solidproject.co.uk/msc-project-inshore.
aspx). As part of these assessments the current status 
of stocks published by the national fisheries laboratories 
were compiled. The assessments show indications that 
some stocks are over-exploited, in that fishing mortality is 
higher than that which would provide maximum sustainable 
yields, and in some cases stock status is regarded as poor 
(depleted). The assessments are, however, limited in scope 
and model parameters on growth and natural mortality rates 
are uncertain. 

The outcomes of the MSC pre-assessments in both Ireland 
and England showed that none of the fisheries are well 
managed (when referenced against the MSC standard), 
mainly because some elements of the harvest strategy are 
not developed. 

The capacity of the management system to respond to 
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ACRUNET Activity 3 
- the assessment and management of crab fisheries

last quarter of 2015; current delays are due to the 
work being carried out to remedy those concerns 
of ACRUNET partners and others regarding the 
administrative problems.

Figure 2  Atlantic Area Priorities for 2014 - 2020 Programme
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ACRUNET  Picture Gallery    Brown crab can be found in so many places!
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changes in stocks with input or output controls is further 
limited by the open access licensing policy and the amount 
of latent crab fishing effort that exists in the Irish and UK 
fleets. Reports on latent effort, identified by the industry 
representatives in ACRUNET as the biggest obstacle to 
development of a harvest strategy, were produced for 
Ireland, England/Wales, Scotland and France. The terms of 
reference for this work included a characterisation of the 
licensing arrangements in each jurisdiction and quantification 
of the kilowatts and gross tonnage of the fleet that was 
licensed and active, partially active or inactive in the crab 
fishery. 

The degree to which fishing vessels, licensed to fish for crab, 
are active in the fishery or specialised in crab varies from 
low in the case of vessels under 10m to high for vessels >15m. 
The main latent effort is in vessels that are licenced to fish 
for crab but never do. In both Ireland and the UK , but not 
including Scotland, there are significant proportions of the 
fleets which would be entitled to fish crab but currently do 
not while in Scotland the majority of shellfish licences are 
held by the under 10m sector.  In France access to the crab 
fishery is limited through the crustacean licence which is not 
transferable. Generally the number of licences permitted is 
limited by coastal region and each vessel has a pot limit. As 

such latent effort in the French fishery is not a significant 
issue compared to the crab fishery in the UK or Ireland. 

The factors which drive effort into and from the crab fishery 
are not well understood. In Ireland for instance the number 
of vessels in the fishery is declining although the fishery is 
thought to be profitable and stable. There are other factors 
at play including investment costs, availability of crew and 
access to fishing grounds. 

Outputs from Activity 3 are informative to developing 
management plans for crab in the future.* The MSC 
framework is a useful template on which to develop such 
plans; but, as the majority of industry representatives in 
ACRUNET have clearly indicated limiting access to the 
fishery is a pre-requisite or at least much be part of the 
potential list of rules that could be used in response to 
changes in stock status. Licensing arrangements in France 
are more advanced in this regard and is linked to changes in 
fishery performance indicators. 

*Detailed reports from Activity 3 referred to in this article 
will be available from the ACRUNET project shortly. Details 
for access will be notified on the ACRUNET website:  
www.acrunet.eu


