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Acronyms

DCF
DCRF

DG MARE

EU
FDI
GFCM
ICES
ISSG
JRC

Med & BS

MS
RCG
RDB
RDBES

RDBFIS

RFMO
SAF
SC
STECF

Data Collection Framework

Data Collection Reference Framework
Directorate-General for Maritime Affairs and Fisheries
European Union

Fisheries Dependent Information (EU data call)
General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean
International Council for the Exploration of the Sea
Intersessional Subgroup

Joint Research Center (of the European Commission)
Mediterranean Sea and Black Sea

Member State

Regional Coordination Group

Regional Database

Regional Database & Estimation System

Regional Database Fisheries Information System
Regional Fisheries Management Organisation

Stock Assessment Form (GFCM)

Steering Committee

Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries
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|I. Executive summary

The Coordination Meeting between Member States and End-users of Scientific Data, held on 14t March
2025 under the framework of RCG Med&BS, brought together representatives from MS, DG MARE,
ICES, GFCM, JRC and STECF. The aim of the meeting was to improve mutual understanding of data
requirements, identify pressure points in the reporting system, and propose pragmatic steps towards
streamlining data flows between national systems and end-user institutions.

Discussions confirmed that while improvements in data platforms, governance, and transparency have
been made, the operational burden on MS remains high, and data requests often arrive in
fragmented and uncoordinated formats, with insufficient lead time for national coordination and
quality assurance. Participants called for clearer prioritisation of data needs, greater consistency in
templates and deadlines, and recognition of the capacity limitations in national systems.

Key follow-up priorities agreed during the meeting include:

e Streamlining data submission workflows, with better alignment between data calls
(Med&BS, FDI, DCRF), and the use of official datasets in stock assessments to avoid duplication.

¢ Coordination on bycatch data: aligning ICES and GFCM templates, adjusting timelines (e.g.
ICES WGBYC deadline), and organising a joint technical meeting on methodology and data
treatment.

¢ Clarifying expectations for linking FDI and Med&BS datasets, with MS invited to provide
illustrative examples and assumptions ahead of the STECF EWG on FDI in May 2025.

¢ Improving data quality, particularly by following up on issues identified through the Qualitrain
project. MS are encouraged to validate historical and 2024 datasets using available tools
(RDBFIS/Qualitrain) prior to submission.

¢ Reviewing the Med&BS stock list, based on agreed criteria from 2021, and list of species
agreed in 2022, with confirmation or adjustments to be discussed at the RCG Med&BS Annual
Meeting in August 2025.

¢ Finalising the regional survey on data reporting, with remaining inputs expected by June
2025 and results to be used as a basis for further planning and rationalisation of reporting
requirements.

The meeting reaffirmed the central role of the RCG in supporting strategic planning, regional consistency,
and practical coordination among all actors involved in data collection, validation, and use for fisheries
management and policy.

These discussions and agreed priorities will be taken forward within the framework of RCG Med&BS,
with key follow-up actions scheduled for the annual meeting in August 2025.

The report summarises the main challenges and strategic directions identified, with an emphasis on
practical solutions and shared responsibility among end-users and MS.
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2. Main topics of discussion from the ISSG meeting with End-users of
Scientific Data on Data Requirements and Data Transmission Issues
on 14 March 2025

The Coordination Meeting with End-users was held online on 14 March 2025 (online) under the
framework of the RCG Med&BS Intersessional Subgroup on End-users. The meeting aimed to identify
key issues and priorities related to scientific data needs, data call procedures, and data transmission
workflows, with participation from the European Commission (DG MARE), GFCM, ICES, |RC,
STECF, and MS.

This meeting confirmed the relevance of the ISSG End-users platform as a space for open, technical
dialogue and joint priority setting.

Key areas addressed included: data streamlining, bycatch coordination, methodological
consistency, and regional planning.

Presentation by Venetia Kostopoulou — DG MARE

DG MARE opened the meeting with a comprehensive overview of current data reporting requirements
under the DCF and related EU frameworks. The presentation included a consolidated mapping of existing
data calls (e.g. Med&BS, FDI, bycatch-specific, and ad hoc), their intended use (scientific advice, policy
evaluation, compliance), and associated timelines. A visual calendar of submission deadlines and working
group meetings (e.g. STECF EWGs, RCG, validation periods) was presented.

In the discussion that followed, several MS noted that improvements in transparency and documentation
have not yet translated into a meaningful reduction in reporting burden. Participants stressed that better
alignment between end-users and a clearer distinction between legal obligations and
analytical/policy-driven requests are essential for sustainable planning and a more efficient data
management.

Member States argued that a revision of the list of stocks, requested under the Med & BS data call, should
be considered by DG MARE. The list of stocks was agreed in 2011 and no longer makes sense.
Participants discussed which criteria to use for this exercise and DG MARE reminded of the STECF —
RCG Med & BS meeting to agree on criteria for priority stocks' that fed into the STECF EWG on quality
checks of Med & BS data. The agreed criteria can be found in Annex IV. Isabella Bitetto (IB) added that
the same criteria were used in the Qualitrain project. ES proposed to issue an RCG Med & BS
recommendation to propose the revision of stocks under the Med & BS data call.

Many also highlighted that deadlines are often communicated too late, and that national teams need
advance notice and predictability to plan resources effectively. The lack of a formal procedure for
introducing new data calls or modifying existing ones was raised as a recurring challenge.

' Joint meeting of the Regional Coordination Group Med & BS, DG MARE, JRC, STECF on data quality and availability,
16 December 2021
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It was proposed that the RCG could support the development of a consolidated strategic calendar
of annual data calls, including provisional templates and expected timelines. DG MARE welcomed the
suggestion and expressed openness to further collaboration with RCGs and national correspondents on
planning and coordination efforts.

Presentation by Federico De Rossi — Data Compliance Officer, GFCM Secretariat

GFCM Secretariat presented the current data request structure under the DCRF (Data Collection
Reference Framework), including both formal reporting requirements and operational aspects of the
GFCM fisheries advisory process. It was highlighted that in 2025, a total of 92 fisheries data topics are
foreseen, 67.4% of which fall under the DCRF, while 32.6% relate to other GFCM obligations such as
management plans, inspection measures, or spatial controls.

Data submissions are expected via the DCRF online platform, structured across 65 tasks and subtasks,
covering transversal and subregional components. Data is further used for multiple internal processes —
including stock assessment, SoMFI reporting, MCS evaluations and compliance monitoring.

A core issue presented was the discrepancy between official DCRF submissions and Stock
Assessment Forms (SAFs) submitted directly by national experts. While official submissions are
formally prioritised, in practice SAFs are often more complete or adapted to GFCM stock assessment
workflows. This results in parallel processes, duplicated effort and inconsistencies.

The WKDATA initiative was introduced as the forum to address these inefficiencies. The proposal
aims to consolidate GFCM data requests by thematic area, align deadlines across reporting streams, and

simplify platform interfaces. MS were invited to actively participate in the upcoming WKDATA meeting
(25-26 March 2025, Florence).

The presentation also addressed data quality monitoring, based on five indicators (timeliness,
completeness, conformity, consistency, and plausibility), with Secretariat dashboards now enabling
countries to self-check submissions prior to final delivery.

In discussion, MS stressed the importance of aligning GFCM data calls with EU datacalls (e.g. Med&BS,
FDI) to avoid duplicate submissions and enable automated reuse of validated datasets. It was underlined
that SAFs should be used only when they offer added value content beyond official channels.

Participants noted that structural differences in templates, metadata requirements, and stratification
criteria between GFCM and EU systems remain a barrier to integration. Closer coordination between
GFCM, DG MARE and JRC was requested to resolve these technical mismatches.

Finally, concerns were raised regarding the GFCM DCRF Manual, particularly Task 0 and its fleet-
segment stratification2. The possibility of removing biological data from Task 0 and leaving the fleet
segment only for socioeconomics was proposed. Since biological data is not used in stock assessment
from Task 0O, it would make sense to keep the SAF for biological data. It was agreed that these and other
methodological points would be brought to WKDATA for review, including potential revisions to reduce
duplication and improve alignment with national workflows.

2 Task 0 is based on the fleet segment and not on the metier (as is the case in the DCF), so MS are obliged to collapse
the fleet segment in certain cases
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The Qualitrain coordinator mentioned that the project made suggestions how to improve data calls and
proposed to send the DCF Med & BS biological data tables for stock assessment to GFCM, to simplify
the process and ease the burden of data submission.

Presentation by Rui Catarino - ICES

ICES presented its framework for defining and managing data requirements, with particular reference to
its advisory processes and relevance for the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions.

It was explained that ICES data needs arise through structured consultation with expert groups, stock
assessment working groups, benchmarks and the ACOM process. These are translated into official data
calls issued by the ICES Secretariat, with technical specifications and quality control expectations.

The Stock Information Database (SID) currently tracks more than 18,000 data items across regions. To
support coordination and transparency, ICES has developed a GitHub-based board to manage timelines,
document issues, and facilitate feedback with data providers. This board is increasingly used alongside the
ICES Data Portal and aims to foster real-time exchange on deadlines, data requirements, and template
updates.

ICES noted that recent priorities in the Med&BS region include bycatch of ETP species, small-scale
fisheries, eel, VMS, select stocks and certain sharks and rays. Several of these falls under the work of the
WGBYC.

Participants raised concerns regarding the parallel and sometimes uncoordinated nature of data calls from
ICES and other end-users, and called for clearer differentiation between core assessment data and other
data layers. Med & BS MS asked to move the deadline of the ICES data call on bycatch to mid-June, to
which ICES agreed. The participants discussed the outcomes of the above mentioned ICES WG, noting
that Med expertise was missing, and highlighted the added value of GFCM. The raising procedures are
not the same, so it is important to include the MS estimation of bycatch per metier/ fleet segment. ICES
proposed to organise a meeting with WG on bycatch to discuss all issues and questions

There were also questions on the formal role and governance of the GitHub platform.

It was proposed that RCGs and ICES explore joint planning to harmonise the timelines and formats of
future calls, particularly those involving data such as bycatch. Several MS supported the idea of closer
integration between the ICES GitHub system and the RCG SharePoint to improve traceability, reduce
duplication and ensure clarity on data submission obligations.

Participants informed ICES that MS agree on a data availability calendar that can be found in the Work
Plans, and this should be the basis for launching data calls.

This discussion aimed to critically review the operational challenges and overlaps in data reporting
obligations across end-user institutions.

The session opened with reactions to the DG MARE presentation, where several MS expressed
concerns about the cumulative operational burden of data calls. While recognising that digital tools and
transparency have improved, participants underlined that the volume and frequency of overlapping
requests continue to increase, often without a corresponding growth in national capacity. It was stressed
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that not all data requests carry equal legal weight, yet they frequently arrive in parallel, addressed to the
same limited expert teams.

Participants called for clear differentiation between legally binding obligations and additional analytical or
policy-driven requests, with corresponding prioritisation and timelines. Many also requested that RCGs
be more formally involved in evaluating technical feasibility and sequencing of new data calls, and that
they be consulted in the design of templates and deadlines. DG MARE welcomed the feedback and
expressed openness to developing additional coordination mechanisms — including forward-looking
calendars and earlier communication of draft requests.

Following the GFCM presentation, participants discussed several technical and procedural aspects
related to the DCRF Manual, the structure and practical use of data requirements, and the planned
WKDATA initiative.

On the GFCM DCRF Manual, it was noted that the document could benefit from greater clarity and
structure, particularly regarding how submitted national datasets are integrated into scientific workflows
and what minimum quality criteria are expected. The need for aligned terminology and consistent
definitions between GFCM and EU systems was emphasised. Some participants raised concerns about
undocumented updates to the DCRF structure and template revisions, and requested improved version
control, transparent change tracking, and clearer user instructions.

The discussion also highlighted the growing number of overlapping technical structures —
including GFCM Working Groups, I1SSGs, WKDATA and various consultations — that are not always
synchronised with RCG or EU planning. Several MS underlined that this fragmentation leads to
unnecessary duplication, mixed messages, and added pressure on already overstretched expert teams.

The WKDATA initiative was welcomed as a step in the right direction, offering a potential space to
streamline data requests and improve consistency. However, participants stressed that the process must
be more transparent: it remains unclear how WKDATA outcomes will be used or how they will influence
assessments and advisory processes. There were calls to distinguish clearly between data required for
reporting obligations and data used in analytical or research contexts, and to communicate that distinction
explicitly in templates and guidance.

Several MS also called for early technical involvement in the design of new formats and deadlines, to
ensure feasibility and avoid last-minute burdens. The need for clear identification of mandatory vs.
optional reporting components was also underlined, especially when introducing new templates.

On data ownership and responsibility, participants reiterated that national institutions are
responsible for submitting traceable and validated data — but that any subsequent transformations by
GFCM must be transparently documented, justified, and safely stored. A number of participants called
for a formal protocol on data revisions during the SAF process and benchmarks, in order to safeguard
data integrity and build mutual trust.

Finally, the group returned to a familiar challenge: limited capacity for full participation in the growing
number of GFCM structures. Several MS noted late or unclear invitations, limited technical preparation
time, and lack of financial support, all of which make it difficult to engage consistently. There was broad
support for the idea of consolidating discussions, reducing fragmentation, and ensuring earlier
involvement of national experts in data planning. The principle of “one-data-one-process” was strongly
supported — meaning that data collected under EU obligations should be reusable across frameworks,
without redundant reformatting or reinterpretation.
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A substantial part of the discussion focused on bycatch data requirements, particularly the growing
demands from ICES WGBYC. MS highlighted challenges in meeting short-notice requests, especially for
rare or incidental events that require intensive post-processing, expert validation and contextualisation.
It was underlined that such data are often not recorded in standardised formats and are difficult to extract
from existing databases.

Major concerns were raised about the lack of harmonisation between ICES and GFCM bycatch
templates. Participants pointed to inconsistent metadata fields, species classification, effort units, and
terminology. This has led to multiple submissions of essentially the same data in different formats,
depending on the recipient institution. It was strongly recommended that ICES and GFCM develop
harmonised templates and guidance, in consultation with the RCG PETS group.

Participants called for earlier notification of expected data calls, ideally through an annual schedule, to
enable internal coordination and avoid reactive, last-minute responses. Clarity was also requested on
how bycatch data are used — in stock assessments, environmental reporting, conservation planning —
and what level of precision and completeness is expected.

ICES acknowledged the input and agreed to explore options for postponing the WGBYC deadline from
31 May to late June. They also supported the idea of a joint technical meeting between ICES WGBYC,
GFCM VUL and RCG Med&BS, to clarify expectations, align templates, and reduce fragmentation in
reporting.

Several MS emphasised the continued need for clear, timely and actionable feedback on
submitted datasets (e.g. ICES Eel data call, WGBYC). While improvements were noted — particularly
in the availability of basic quality indicators (e.g. completeness flags, list of received datasets) —
participants reported that feedback is often delayed, generic, or not sufficiently detailed to support
corrective action at national level.

It was stressed that, without specific guidance on errors or inconsistencies, national institutes are unable
to improve their processes or avoid repeated issues in future submissions. The situation is particularly
problematic when datasets are downgraded or excluded from assessments without a clear explanation
or in a timeframe that allows for adjustment.

Participants also pointed to the lack of standardisation in feedback channels: some messages are delivered
through official letters, others appear as GitHub comments, spreadsheet annotations, or informal
exchanges. This fragmentation creates uncertainty about the status of received feedback and the required
follow-up actions.

There was a shared call for more structured and consistent feedback mechanisms, applicable across all
major end-user institutions (ICES, GFCM, DG MARE, JRC). Such a mechanism should clearly define:

e the expected format and level of detail in feedback,
e the timeline for delivery following data submission,
e and the responsible contact point for follow-up or clarification.

Improved feedback was recognised as essential not only for technical corrections, but also for building
trust and continuity in the data provision process — especially given the increasing complexity and
workload shared by national teams.

Overall, the discussion reaffirmed the need for stronger procedural coherence, earlier coordination, and
shared responsibility across end-user institutions. RCG Med&BS was recognised as the appropriate

Co-funded by
the European Union




N
‘,\7 Regional Coordination Group
y | Black Sea

Med&BS ISSG End-users Report

platform to assess the technical feasibility of new requests, support scheduling, and promote realistic and
coordinated planning.

Presentation by Ivana Vukov (ISSG chair)

ISSG chair presented the preliminary results of a targeted survey circulated to Med&BS National
Correspondents and relevant institutions, aimed at identifying operational challenges and opportunities
to improve the coordination between data provision under DCF/DCRF and end-user requirements. Five
MS had responded by the time of the meeting.

The survey confirmed that MS face increasing pressure from cumulative data calls, many of which are
complex, overlapping and issued with limited notice. While the importance of providing high-quality data
for scientific and policy use is broadly acknowledged, respondents stressed that the current system
requires substantial improvements in planning, prioritisation and internal coordination.

Key points raised included:

e Complexity and resource intensity
Several data calls were identified as particularly demanding, including those related to small-scale
fisheries (SSF), bycatch of protected species (PETS/ETP), spatial coverage (e.g. VMS), and socio-
economic data. Respondents noted that preparing these data often requires tailored processing and
engagement of multiple institutions, which is difficult to organise under tight timelines.

¢ Fragmentation and duplication
A recurring concern was the duplication of data requests across FDI, Med&BS, RDBES and end-user-
specific templates (e.g. ICES, GFCM). MS reported cases where the same data had to be submitted
in different formats or platforms — sometimes within weeks of each other — causing inefficiencies
and confusion.

e Capacity constraints
Human resources and institutional capacity were highlighted as structural bottlenecks. Many national
teams are small and multitasking across DCF, reporting, advisory work, and administration. The
growing technical complexity of data calls — especially those linked to new platforms and formats —
is not always matched by training or support.

¢ Internal coordination challenges
Respondents described varying levels of coordination between national authorities, scientific
institutes and data holders. In countries with a clear coordination structure and regular
communication, workflows were more manageable. Others reported difficulties in clarifying
responsibilities, particularly when tasks are distributed across multiple agencies or when technical
expertise is lacking.

e Operational Suggestions and MS Expectations
Based on the survey responses and follow-up discussion, several practical suggestions were made to
improve the efficiency, clarity, and impact of the DCF-DCRF reporting framework and its interface
with end-users:

a. Improve strategic planning and communication of data needs:
MS called for an integrated and predictable annual calendar of data calls, including tentative
deadlines, target data, and expected formats. Early communication — even in draft form — would
allow national teams to plan ahead, allocate resources, and flag constraints in advance.
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b.

Avoid unnecessary reformatting and re-submission of existing data:

Several participants pointed out that DCF data, already submitted through Med&BS data call or
FDI, are often requested again in slightly modified templates. Respondents proposed that end-
users make better use of existing datasets and avoid issuing parallel or duplicative calls. Where
additional formatting is required, clear documentation and transformation rules should be
provided.

Enhance interoperability between platforms:

To reduce workload, data collected for DCF purposes should be uploadable to multiple platforms
without manual duplication. Respondents supported greater alignment between RDBES, RDBFIS,
ICES GitHub repositories, and GFCM templates. Ideally, MS should be able to extract a “single
data package” from their system and serve multiple reporting obligations with minimal
adjustments.

Clarify expectations and documentation:

Several countries noted that some data calls lack sufficient guidance — especially on what is
considered “fit for purpose”, what data quality thresholds apply, and how data are ultimately
used. There is a strong need for clear and up-to-date technical specifications, examples, and
feedback mechanisms. This is particularly critical for complex or rare data, such as bycatch of
protected species or socio-economic indicators.

Align complexity with reasonable deadlines and effort:

Respondents agreed that the time available to respond should match the nature of the data
requested. For example, calls that require reprocessing of historical data, cross-institutional input,
or development of new methods should not be launched with 2—-3 week deadlines. Countries
suggested adopting a “tiered” approach to deadlines — shorter for routine data, longer for
complex requests.

Strengthen dialogue with end-users and support capacity building:

Survey responses showed a clear appetite for more structured and timely exchanges with end-
users, especially when changes are introduced. Involving national correspondents and technical
experts earlier in the design of new calls or templates could reduce errors, improve efficiency,
and build ownership. Some countries also called for targeted capacity building or peer-to-peer
exchange on specific topics (e.g. socio-economic data, spatial effort mapping, rare species).

Promote prioritisation:

With finite resources, not all data requests can be treated equally. MS encouraged end-users to
explicitly distinguish between essential, recommended, and optional data — and to reconsider
low-priority requests when capacity is clearly constrained.

In the discussion that followed, participants acknowledged that recent improvements — such as the
development of digital platforms (e.g. RDBFIS, RDBES), increased availability and usability of data quality
tools, and are expected to provide more structured governance and more organised reporting landscape
in the futures. However, it was repeatedly stressed that these advances have not yet translated into a
tangible reduction in reporting burden at national level.

Several MS underlined that the overall pressure has increased, both in terms of the volume and
complexity of data requested, and the fragmentation across platforms and institutions. The growing
number of reporting obligations — with divergent timelines, formats and expectations — continues to
stretch limited human and technical resources.
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Participants recognised that burden is not evenly distributed among countries or institutions. Smaller
MS and those with fewer dedicated technical staff are particularly affected, especially when reporting is
expected across multiple domains (biological, fleet, economic, bycatch, spatial effort) within short
timeframes. Additionally, the concentration of tasks on national correspondents or a few technical
experts was seen as a systemic vulnerability.

In this context, many welcomed the suggestion that RCGs could take a more active role in
supporting prioritisation, sequencing and contextualisation of reporting obligations. This would not mean
lowering standards, but rather ensuring that data requirements are matched with operational
feasibility and national capacity. RCGs, as neutral technical platforms, are well placed to:

e map and communicate cross-institutional data needs in a consolidated way,

e provide early warnings on emerging burdens or inconsistencies,

e propose realistic phasing of implementation, and

e advise end-users on possible trade-offs between coverage, precision and timeliness.

The group noted that such a role would require closer coordination with end-users and stronger
involvement of technical experts in early planning stages. It was also suggested that RCGs could develop
practical tools, such as shared calendars, to assist MS in internal planning and capacity management.

The session was led by Isabella Bitetto (QualiTrain Coordinator) and Kostas Touloumis (Chair of the
ISSG on Data Quality), who presented the outcomes and next steps of the QualiTrain project, with a
focus on systematic quality checks applied to fisheries data submitted under DCF/DCRF in the Med&BS
region.

The project applied two main tools — RDBqc and RoME — to perform structured quality assessments
on 146 stocks: 76 from Annex Il of EWG ToRs and 70 additional stocks selected in consultation with
MS. The tools were tested and validated through working groups and integrated in the RDBFIS system.

Outcomes of the checks included:

e 1,794 issues detected, out of which 65% related to data quality problems (e.g.
inconsistencies, structural errors, coding issues) and 29% to coverage issues (e.g. gaps in time
series, missing metadata).

e Results were delivered to all MS in zip packages (by Task 2 and Task 3), including a summary,
detailed reports in HTML, and prioritisation flags.

¢ The main recommendation was that MS review and, where relevant, correct these issues
ahead of the 2025 Med&BS data call, using the DTMT format.

Kostas Touloumis emphasised that the objective is not to penalise, but to support systematic
improvement. The checks revealed that many countries still do not use existing validation tools
as part of their routine workflows — a point also raised by previous STECF EWGs. Embedding quality
tools before submission was seen as essential to reduce post-submission corrections and is a legal
obligation of the MS.

To further support implementation, the project delivered:

e Two training workshops (online and hybrid in Bari, 2024), attended by experts from all MS.
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e Development of a technical support network — the ISSG on Data Quality — to help national
experts apply checks and interpret results.

A work plan for 2024-2025 was proposed, including:
¢ Follow-up review meetings (March and pre-RCG 2025),
e Annual assessment of how many of the identified issues were addressed,
e Integration of quality checks into the RDBFIS upload system.

The presenters clarified that results from QualiTrain are not part of the official DTMT tracking, but
serve as an additional resource for MS and the RCG. Future use of these tools will be supported through
the RDBFIS Il and Il projects, which will also provide maintenance and updates.

Several MS expressed appreciation for the effort, but noted the need to:
¢ Avoid too frequent changes to reporting formats or check scripts,

e Provide clear guidance on how to prioritise corrections, following what was already done by the
Qualitrain project. DG MARE committed to contact MS, asking them to resubmit corrected data
during the 2025 DG MARE Med & BS data call. Issues not addressed, will be discussed at the
2025 RCG Med & BS meeting.

It was concluded that the regional ISSG on quality should become a core mechanism for
reviewing consistency across countries, supporting training, and maintaining alignment with evolving data
frameworks.

Presentation by Zeynep Hekim - JRC

Zeynep Hekim (JRC) presented the ongoing work on exploring the technical feasibility of linking biological
data from the Med&BS data call with the FDI Table A. This effort originates from earlier discussions in
STECF and methodological working groups, aiming to increase the utility and completeness of the FDI
dataset by integrating more granular biological information from the Mediterranean and Black Sea region.

She explained that a previous ad hoc contract had demonstrated that such linkage is technically possible
through minor script adaptations. However, several issues remain unresolved — particularly the absence
of consistent domain definitions (e.g. gear type, mesh size, GSA) in the biological tables of the FDI, which
hinders integration with the main catch table (Table A). The methodological group had not agreed on
proposed changes to FDI biological tables to accommodate this.

Participants stressed that the core issue is not technical feasibility, but the lack of clarity on the purpose
of the linkage. Isabella Bitetto (Italy) and Ivana Vukov (ISSG Chair, Croatia) underlined that adapted data
created solely for the purpose of fitting into the FDI framework might not reflect actual sampling or
estimation procedures, and could result in misleading outputs. lvana Vukov also noted that FDI lacks data
quality metadata from Med&BS submissions, meaning that even if the linkage succeeded, quality concerns
would remain unresolved.

Alessandro Mannini (Italy) explained that certain required variables (e.g. vessel length, quarter) are either
not collected or not allowed to be reported with missing values in FDI (e.g. -1 for quarter), which
prevents automated mapping from Med&BS to FDI without losing integrity or oversimplifying assumptions
(e.g. same selectivity across all fleet segments or metiers).

NN Co-funded by
& o4 the European Union




Y) Regional Coordination Group
7 Mediterranean and Black Sea

Med&BS ISSG End-users Report

Several MS (ltaly, Cyprus) confirmed that Med&BS biological data were not collected at the level required
by FDI, and that trying to estimate them undermines methodological consistency. Charis Charilaou (RCG
Med&BS 2025 Chair, Cyprus) emphasized that de minimis discard plans, for example, are submitted by
MS directly and do not rely on FDI.

To address the issue, Zeynep Hekim suggested using the upcoming FDI Methodological Working Group
in May 2025 to showcase concrete examples from MS — both successful and problematic — and to
jointly reflect on whether and how such linkage could be justified. Ivana Vukov proposed scheduling a
specific session to explore this further, which Zeynep Hekim welcomed.

The group agreed that clarity is needed not just on the data structure, but on the expected use of these
linked datasets — whether for exemption justifications, environmental indicators, or other policy needs
— before any structural alignment can be pursued.

3. Summary of Cross-Cutting Issues and Coordination Opportunities

This table consolidates selected cross-cutting challenges and coordination gaps that were highlighted during
the End-user Coordination Meeting. While not exhaustive, it reflects issues that were repeatedly raised in
discussions between MS, ICES, GFCM and DG MARE. The purpose is to provide a practical reference for
identifying areas where better alignment is both necessary and feasible — particularly with respect to
timelines, templates, and data flows across institutional mandates. These points may serve as a starting point
for future coordination under the RCG Med&BS framework.

Table |. Cross-institutional Data Coordination: Key Challenges and Opportunities for Alignment (ICES—
GFCM-DG MARE-MS)

Issue /| Gap Description Impact / Risk Suggested Follow-up Actors
Involved

GETE | NS ToT e 1 T-88 SAFs vs. DCF datasets  Duplicate effort, possible  Clarify data precedence; GFCM, MS,
channels used in stock inconsistency in data improve reuse of EU DG MARE
assessments interpretation data

Inconsistent Mismatches in gear Blocks automation and Joint template GFCM, DG
metadata / codes, area definitions, integration of datasets harmonisation via MARE, JRC,
stratification effort units WKDATA/RCG MS

Timing of data Short notice and Reduces time for Establish a joint calendar DG MARE,
calls overlapping deadlines  validation and expert or coordinated data call ICES, GFCM,
between ICES, GFCM, review planning RCG

EC

GitHub platform QEtd qel¥dE g1l Risk of confusion about  Define clear link ICES, RCGs,
governance formal status and submission channels and  between GitHub and MS
(ICES) access procedures obligations RCG tools

ARG RN ST N Incomplete or Data gaps in spatial Clarify what can be MS, DG
VMS data restricted access in analysis, risk of shared and under what MARE, ICES
some MS misinterpretation conditions

PETS Bycatch Differing templates and Rejected, underused data  Technical alignment and  ICES, GFCM,
data complexity codification, unclear or overestimated; burden joint workshop RCG PETS,
and data use on small teams DG MARE, MS
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Suggested Follow-up Actors
Involved

Issue /| Gap Description Impact / Risk

extrapolation methods
(ICES vs. GFCM)

4. Main conclusions and follow-up

a. Use of Med&BS and FDI official datasets for GFCM stock assessments

RCG supports the use of officially submitted datasets through the Med&BS and FDI data calls — instead
of biological DCRF Tasks or SAFs — for the preparation of GFCM stock assessment inputs (applicable
to EU CPCs only). This approach should be accompanied by strengthened cooperation between GFCM
and the EU (DG MARE, JRC, MS) on ensuring and validating the quality of the data used in assessments.

b. Coordination of GFCM/ICES datasets on incidental catch of protected species (ETP)

It is recommended that the deadline for submission to ICES WGBYC be extended from 31 May to mid-
June, to allow MS sufficient time for data extraction and quality checks.

For future years, a common reporting template between ICES and GFCM should be considered, to avoid
duplication and support consistency.

RCG experts are encouraged to participate in the ICES WGBYC meeting in December, to represent
regional practices and contribute to harmonisation discussions.

c. EC/MS priority-setting for scientific advice

The Commission and MS are invited to jointly identify and communicate a set of priority datasets
which are most critical for delivering scientific advice for policy and management. This prioritisation
should inform planning, resource allocation, and timelines for both data provision and review.

d. Procedures for introducing or modifying data calls

RCG recommends that the Commission, in consultation with MS and end-users, define a clear and
coordinated procedure for:

e Introducing new data calls,
¢ Modifying existing templates,
e Changing deadlines or reporting formats.

This process should be transparent and predictable, involving early consultation through the RCG where
feasible.

e. Review and revision of the Med&BS stocks list

The current list of species and stocks included in the Med&BS data call should be reviewed by the RCG,
using the selection criteria agreed at the Joint Meeting of RCG Med&BS, DG MARE, JRC and STECF on
16 December 2021, to ensure alignment and avoid duplicating efforts.
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Following the Joint meeting in December 2021, MS compiled a list of species/stocks required based on
agreed selection criteria. These criteria include national landings, management relevance, and data
availability, while excluding species under STECF assessment or those not covered by EU MAP.

The RCG is invited to review and, if needed, update and confirm the list at the annual meeting in August
2025, based on the same criteria.

DG MARE is invited to consider this outcome when preparing the next Med&BS data call.

This process will be discussed at the RCG Med&BS Annual Meeting in August 2025, with the objective
to validate the list and provide recommendations to DG MARE, which is invited to consider revising the
Med&BS stocks list accordingly for future data calls.

Linking FDI-MED&BS datasets

The potential linkage between Med&BS biological data and FDI Table A raises methodological concerns
and cannot be implemented without clear guidance and defined objectives. The STECF EWG on FDI
methods (May 2025) is expected to address this issue in more depth.

MS agreed to support this process on a voluntary basis, by preparing examples to illustrate how
Med&BS biological data can or cannot be mapped to the FDI structure. These examples should be
accompanied by brief explanations of the main limitations, assumptions required, and methodological
inconsistencies that may arise.

It was stressed that the objective of the linkage must first be clearly defined — whether for the purpose
of exemptions, indicator calculations, or other uses — before any technical alignment can be pursued.

MS are invited to submit their examples and accompanying notes in advance of the May EWG, ideally
through the RCG or directly to the EWG secretariat. The preferred channel and deadline should be
communicated by STECF coordination in the coming weeks.

RCG Med&BS will maintain a facilitation role and offer coordination support if requested.

Improved coordination among MS, the European Commission, GFCM and ICES was identified as a priority
to address the growing complexity, fragmentation, and time pressure related to the collection and
reporting of incidental catch of protected species.

During the discussion, several MS expressed difficulties in managing multiple and uncoordinated data
requests — especially those coming from ICES WGBYC, GFCM DCREF, and ad hoc requests with
short deadlines or differing formats. Specific challenges include:

Lack of common templates or agreed metadata structure,

Unclear expectations regarding the precision, extrapolation, or raising of observed data,
e Inconsistencies in spatial/temporal stratification and treatment of effort data,

Difficulty explaining or justifying apparent “zero” reporting when no interaction is observed.

To address these issues, the group agreed on the need for structured follow-up actions:

a. MS are encouraged to delegate national experts to participate regularly in ICES WGBYC
meetings, to represent regional data collection realities and ensure that templates, assumptions and
timelines are realistic and well-understood.
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b. A joint technical meeting should be organised between ICES, GFCM, and RCG PETS
experts, focusing on:

e Methodological clarification (e.g. raising procedures, extrapolation rules),
e Alignment of data structures and reporting formats,
e Sharing of good practices and common obstacles in data extraction and validation.

c. The RCG ISSG on PETS is invited to lead internal coordination among MS, compile input ahead
of the joint meeting, and potentially draft a technical discussion paper outlining national experiences
and constraints, to be shared with ICES and GFCM.

Several participants emphasised that the goal is not to reduce data provision, but to ensure that effort
invested in PETS data collection results in usable, interpretable and scientifically valid outputs — and to
avoid misinterpretation or rejection of national datasets due to avoidable technical issues.

The regional data quality screening implemented through the Qualitrain project (2023—2024) confirmed
that structural and content-related errors remain frequent across datasets submitted by MS, including
gaps in time series and metadata inconsistencies.

Despite the availability of validation tools (e.g. RDBqc, RoME), their integration into national pre-
submission workflows is still limited. The use of such tools should be promoted as part of internal quality
control procedures ahead of official data deliveries.

Feedback provided through Qualitrain should be used as a basis from MS, in order to proceed with
requests for resubmission of historic time series under the Med & BS data call.

RCG Med&BS supports the continued work of the Intersessional Subgroup (ISSG) on Data Quality and
recommends that it play a central role in:

e maintaining and updating shared validation tools,
e collecting and disseminating best practices and common pitfalls, and
e compiling an annual regional technical note summarising key issues and improvements.

Further training and technical assistance should be made available, especially for institutions and staff who
were not involved in the earlier stages of the project. It should be noted that the Qualitrain training
material is now publicly accessible3 to facilitate the internal dissemination of its contents within the
Institutes involved in the DCF data quality process. The potential future use of Qualitrain outputs in
official evaluation processes (e.g. DTMT assessments) should be transparent and subject to consultation
with MS, in order to ensure fairness and promote continuous improvement rather than compliance-based
penalties.

MS follow-up in 2025:

I. Historic issues identified in the Qualitrain project:

e MS should proceed to check and if relevant, correct high priority historic data before Med&BS
data call 2025, according to issues identified in the Qualitrain project

3 https://dcf.ec.europa.eu/regional-coordination/qualitrain_en
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e MS to provide comments on follow-up on treating historic issues (to MARE in the DTMT format
before the Med&BS 2025 data call is launched)

2. Data quality for 2024 using Qualitrain/RDBFIS tools before data submission for the Med&BS 2025
data call.

The outcomes of the survey on DCF/DCRF reporting and end-user coordination were presented and
discussed, highlighting key operational challenges and suggestions from MS. The survey covered issues
such as duplication of data calls, reporting burden, lack of prioritisation, inconsistencies in deadlines and
formats, and limited capacity at national level.

To complete the picture and ensure balanced regional input, the following follow-up actions were agreed:

a. Remaining MS who have not yet responded to the survey are kindly requested to provide input by
June 2025. The Secretariat will recirculate the template as needed.

b. The full results, including any additional inputs, will be reviewed and discussed at the RCG Med&BS
Annual Meeting in August 2025, with the aim to identify concrete proposals to improve planning,
reduce duplication, and enhance communication between data providers and end-users.

The survey does not claim to be exhaustive, but captures the most pressing issues and suggestions raised
during the first round of responses and discussion.

The outcomes of this meeting will inform the preparation of the annual RCG Med&BS session in August 2025,
and contribute to the strategic coordination of data needs across institutional levels. A summary of follow-

up actions discussed during the meeting is provided in Annex I: Priority Actions for Data Coordination —
2025-2026.
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Annex |. Agenda

Coordination Meeting with End-users of Scientific Data on Data
Requirements and Data Transmission Issues in March 2025

MORNING SESSION (09:00-12:00 CET)
Review of data requirements from end-users perspectives

TIME PRESENTER  TOPIC
09:00 — 09:15 Welcome and meeting outline

= Overview of data requirements and their alignment with end-user needs
09:15-10:00 DG MARE = Identification of data calls and deadlines for each specific data use
* Indicative schedule of working groups
= GFCM fisheries data needs (current requirements and data call process)
=  GFCM data quality mechanism in place
General overview on data transmission issues
= Information on the upcoming GFCM WKDATA meeting
= Indicative schedule of GFCM working groups

10:00 — 10:45 GFCM

10:45 — 11:00 Break

10:45 - 11:15 ' ICES = Data Requirements from the ICES perspective
Discussion
11:15-12:00 All = Identification of usefulness, gaps, challenges, and overlaps in data requirements

= Suggestions for improving data reporting and prioritization of data-needs
12:00 — 13:00 Lunch break

AFTERNOON SESSION (13:00-16:00 CET)
Data Transmission Issues & Data Quality

TIME PRESENTER  TOPIC

13:00 - 13:30 RCG Survey outcomes on DCF-DCRF reporting

13:30 - 14:00 DG MARE Overview of data transmission issues at regional level
14:00 — 14:30 |. Bitetto Potential issues identified during Qualitrain — follow-up

14:30 — 14:45  Break
14:45 — 15:15 JRC/STECF Linking FDI and Med&BS datasets
15:15—16:00 All Conclusions, follow-up
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Annex lll. Priority Actions for Data Coordination — 2025-2026

This annex summarises the key follow-up actions discussed during the End-users Coordination Meeting,
grouped by thematic area and institutional lead. It is intended to support planning and alignment of regional

and institutional efforts in the 2025-2026 reporting cycle.

Topic / Issue

GFCM WKDATA process

ICES WGBYC datacall

Bycatch data coordination

Feedback mechanisms
(data quality / use)

GitHub transparency &
access

Revision of Med&BS stocks
list

ICES FDI-Med&BS data
linking (methods
clarification)

RCG role in prioritisation

Suggested Action

Provide national input on feasibility of
templates and data groupings

Initiate joint ICES—RCG technical
meeting to discuss WGBYC templates
and data use

Foster coordination on PETS data
analysis (estimations) and data use

Develop clearer, cross-institutional
feedback protocol (format, timing,
contacts)

Clarify user roles and expectations
regarding ICES GitHub platform

Update and confirm species/GSA list
based on 2021 criteria

Submit MS examples, assumptions and
constraints for STECF EWG

Define RCG function in evaluating
feasibility and aligning data-call
deadlines

Lead Actor(s)

MS, RCG, GFCM

ICES, RCGs

ICES, GFCM, DG

MARE,  ICCAT,
RCG

ICES, GFCM, DG
MARE, JRC

ICES

RCG Med&BS, DG
MARE

MS, JRC

DG MARE, MS,
RCGs

Target

WKDATA

meeting — March

2025

Before WGBYC —

mid-June 2025

Before 2026

First proposal by

end 2025

Before 2026 data

calls

August 2025

Before
EWG - May 2025

Include in
planning cycle

STECF

2026
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Annex IV. Joint meeting of the RCG Med&BS, DG MARE, JRC and STECF
on data quality and availability

16 December 2021, 9:00 - 12:00 CET
Virtual meeting

Agreed criteria for the selection of stocks to check data quality

List of species
MS should create the list at national level based on the following selection criteria agreed during the Joint
meeting:
e MS should include in the list:
— First 10 species by GSA (ranking procedure should be performed on landing weight and value
(based on average 2017-2019))
— Species for which stock assessment is performed under GFCM (and which are not included in
STECF stock assessments)
— Optionally, additional species identified at MS level (for management purposes, projects etc.)
e MS should exclude from the list:
— Species for which stock assessment is being performed at STECF level
— Large pelagic species
— Species which are not included in EU MAP
— Species for which biological data (catch length distribution) is not collected
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