
#circulareconomy. Biodegradable Fishing 
Nets and Gear the New Norm – Soon 
By  FINSA reporter  05 June 2021 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Nets being checked and repaired on the west coast of South Africa. Photo: Stock 

A #circulareconomy for fishing gear? There is no doubt that 
biodegradable fishing nets and gear is a hot topic internationally. 
There are many different projects in various stages of development 
and a lot of research has already been done. They all are striving for 
one solution – to find a way to reduce the amount of plastic in the 
ocean . While there is still room for improvement, the South African 
fishing industry’s progressivism is being recognised. 
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Up to a million tons of ghost fishing nets enter the oceans every year and much 
of it is lost or abandoned too. International pressure is mounting to resolve 

the problem, so a lot of work is being done to develop bio-based and 

biodegradable fishing nets. 

Fishing nets have been identified as an item of particular concern as part of 

the European Directive on Single-use Plastics that will come into effect in July 

2021. 

The Directive includes actions to target the collection and recycling of old 

fishing nets. Recycling infrastructure for fishing nets is currently not available 
in most countries and the retrieval and recycling of traditional fishing nets can 

be both labour-intensive and financially non-viable. 

SEALIVE* is working to address these issues by developing bio-based fishing 
nets made from green alternative materials such as micro-algae.  It is a project 
funded by the European Union Horizon 2020 programme which is running until 

2023. 

SEALIVE is a consortium of 24 partners and five linked third parties from 11 
countries across central Europe (Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Netherlands), southern Europe (Cyrus, Portugal, 

Spain, Italy) and South America (Argentina). 

In January 2020 about 50 representatives from all stages of the plastics value 
chain came together at an inaugural meeting in Valencia, Spain, to initiate the 

project’s activities. 

The budget is 10.5 million Euro. 

* SEALIVE (Strategies of circular economy and advanced biobased solutions 

to keep our lands and seas alive from plastics contamination). 

Fishing nets 
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SEALIVE project partners have been busy developing new formulas for bio-
based plastics. The new and advanced formulas to produce bioplastics, will be 

upscaled and demonstrated in eight end-applications. 

One of the eight applications is a bio-based, biodegradable fishing net. The 

nets will also be compostable at an industrial scale. 

The project’s two partners – the NGO, AKTI Project and Research Centre and 
the environmental research and consultancy, ISOTECH Ltd – have targeted 
Cypriot fishermen to test SEALIVE’s biodegradable fishing nets in real-life 

conditions for 12 months. 

ISOTECH has collected samples of traditional nets used by local fishermen in 
Cyprus. The samples have been sent to partners Cittadini and Seabird in 

France, who will use them to design the new biodegradables nets. 

The results from this pilot test will help to evaluate the effectiveness and 
operability of the nets and contribute to the advancement of research and the 

development of more market competitive products. 

This will create a market for otherwise useless fishing nets, providing an 
additional incentive for the fishing industry to move to sustainable methods of 

disposal. 

In addition, if biodegradable nets are lost or discarded in the marine 
environment, they will degrade much faster than conventional nets, limiting 

their “ghost net” potential. 

“Ghost nets” are nets that have been either accidentally or deliberately lost, 
abandoned or discarded in the marine environment. While these nets, and 

other derelict or abandoned fishing gear, no longer serve any purpose for the 
fishing industry, the nets continue to entangle fish and other marine animals. 

This can have devastating effects on marine ecosystems. 

A #circulareconomy for fishing gear 
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Last week, an online workshop was organised by Marine South East 
International and the University of Portsmouth, in collaboration with University 

of Southern Brittany, as part of the European project INdIGO – Innovative 

Fishing Gear for Ocean. 

It attracted the attention of some 90 participants all interested in the topic of 

a #circulareconomy for fishing gear. 

The INdIGO project has 10 partners in the UK and France and is led by the 
Université de Bretagne Sud in Brittany. It has a budget of €4.3m, €2.9m 

coming from the European Regional Development Fund via the Interreg France 

Channel England Programme. 

The project will cover the production chain of the fishing gear from formulation, 

filament manufacturing, to prototype net development. The deployment of the 
net at sea, durability tests, technical and economic analysis will then be 

undertaken. A life-cycle analysis will be completed to avoid pollution transfer. 

Technology provider 

At an operational level, one company specializing in polymer architecture 
technology is B4Plastics. It’s complicated, but it says it is possible to design 
strong and durable fishing gear and textiles to avoid further plastic pollution 

of marine environments. 

It says, “the development of new materials presents the opportunity to design 
the fishing nets in such a way that not only can they be recycled when collected 

but mineralize to biomass and biogas if they are lost.” 

The company recently welcomed its first dedicated expert operator of the pilot 

equipment it is using to produce what it calls ‘world-new’ Eco plastics. 

“We anticipate to further transform our activities from lab-scale to pilot scale, 

and improve our efficiency and workflow on an operational level,” they say. 
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Enforcement of producer responsibility 

According to an article published on the website https://sustainabilitynext.in, 

urgent research in biodegradable fishing nets and strict enforcement of 

producer responsibility on nylon nets can reduce ocean pollution. 

The article which is geared to attract Indian readership, offers some good 

suggestions that can be applied generally. They include a more targeted 
approach from governments that involve businesses and plastic 

manufacturers. 

“This issue can be solved if government and businesses work together and 
create a pull factor to recycle the fishing nets. The government should take a 
comprehensive survey of the fishing gear manufacturers (both formal and 
informal) to understand the profitability, operating margins, and financial 

health of players in this ecosystem. 

“Every commercial fishing gear unit should be given a unique id, and the 
producers should be held responsible for recycling them. Such an Extended 

Producer Responsibility (EPR) can be enforced if each of the nets has a small 

GPS device that tracks the fishing gear’s location. 

“The government can provide GPS equipment at a subsidized cost to keep the 

fishing gear affordable. A fine can be levied on the fishing gear manufacturers 
if they do not recycle pre-set percentage (say 75%) of the manufactured 

fishing nets.” 

Higher taxes on nylon 

The article continues that the government should be pushing to encourage the 

usage of biodegradable fishing nets. 

“This nudge can be either in the form of higher taxes on nylon tax 

manufacturing or tax sops on biodegradable net manufacturing. 
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“A long-term solution would be to promote material research in premier 

institutes to improve biodegradable nets’ performance,” it suggests. 

Recycling should be part of CSR activities 

“Moreover, that large businesses can be encouraged to recycle plastic as part 
of their CSR activities and should be encouraged to partner with fishing gear 

manufacturers to ensure that fishing nets are recyclable. 

“Even production or distribution of biodegradable fishing nets can be part of 

companies’ CSR,” it says. 

“Materializing these measures needs a significant commitment from the 
government. The Indian government has shown through its Extended 
Producers Responsibility Framework by the Union environment ministry that it 

is serious about tackling plastic pollution. 

“If the government shows a similar commitment to tackle abandoned ocean 

fishing nets, it can significantly improve the marine ecosystem.” 

South Korea one step ahead 

WWF is calling on governments to develop a legally binding global plastic 

pollution treaty that addresses this fundamental threat to marine wildlife. 

It says that 11436 tons of traps and 38535 tons of gillnets are abandoned 
every year in South Korean waters. But the South Korean government says it 

is far along in the production of biodegradable fish nets and now it is going to 

share its know-how with Kuwait. 

According to a report on the website https://www.ajudaily.com/ research into 

developing biodegradable nets has been ongoing for more than a decade. In 
February the State launched a project to popularize the use of eco-friendly 

nets. 
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Reportedly, the nets produced in South Korea are made of PBEAS, a novel 

biodegradable thermoplastic polymer. 

“The replacement cycle of new biodegradable nets is about one year, which is 
shorter than that of nylon used for two years, but new nets are about 10% 
tougher and 20% more flexible than previously developed prototypes,” the 

report says. 

Closer to home 

Recent research* reveals South Africa is seeing a steady increase in the 

number of biodegradable and compostable packaging materials on the market. 

These represent a range of different material types (PLA, thermoplastic starch, 
prodegradant additives and cellulose-based) and applications (carrier bags, 

food and beverage containers, agricultural films, disposable cutlery etc.). 

Currently here is limited legislation regulating the production, import and 
messaging associated with these materials. A positive development has been 

the government gazetting the Extended Producer Responsibility Regulations 

for paper and packaging in May this year. 

                                                                                      ………………………………. 


