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Summary
Article L. 112-3 of the French Code of Administrative Justice entrusts the Conseil d’État with the task of drawing the attention of the public authorities to reforms which it considers to be in the public interest. To this end, the Studies, Forward Studies and Cooperation Section produces an annual public policy study on a topic chosen by the General Assembly of the Conseil d’État.
The Conseil d’État has therefore decided to devote its annual report for 2026 to “The Sea and Public Policy”.
The sea lies at the heart of key challenges, whether environmental, economic or strategic. As the country with the world’s second-largest maritime zone, France has considerable strengths but also faces significant vulnerabilities. Questions regarding the coherence of public policies implemented to address these challenges, how they are monitored over time, and striking a balance between the various objectives pursued are particularly pressing.

To inform its work, the Studies, Forward Studies and Cooperation Section organised a series of five public conferences, including one in Marseille – the first Conseil d’État conference to be held outside the Palais-Royal – and more than 200 hearings with leading French and European figures from a variety of backgrounds. The results of this work were then submitted to the Plenary General Assembly of the Conseil d’État, which adopted the report.

The study is divided into three parts.
Part 1 – The sea: a legal realm under historic and perpetual construction


The legal framework governing maritime areas is remarkably complex. It is structured primarily by the law of the sea, a key component of public international law.

1. Maritime areas are governed by a long-established complex legal framework that provides a strong structural foundation
The law of the sea is defined as the body of rules of international law relating to the delimitation and status of maritime areas.

Since the 17th century, two major theoretical concepts have been at odds: that of freedom of the seas (Mare Liberum), championed by Hugo Grotius, and that of the appropriation of maritime spaces (Mare Clausum), supported by John Selden. In the 20th century, the law of the sea underwent a process of gradual institutionalisation. In 1958, the Geneva Conventions marked a decisive step in the modern codification of international law of the sea. The United Nations

Convention on the Law of the Sea, signed in 1982 in Montego Bay (Jamaica) and which came into force in 1994, now forms the cornerstone of the contemporary legal framework governing the law of the sea, even though some countries (notably the United States) are not parties to it.

The law of the sea is also defined by the development of a more technical sector-specific body of law, as well as by the proliferation of specialised regional frameworks. Some of the many international maritime conventions worth mentioning include the 1974 International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea, the 1979 International Convention on Maritime Search and Rescue, the 1978 International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Seafarers, along with the 2006 Maritime Labour Convention, the 1973 International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships, and the 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage. Similarly, fisheries management, the protection of the marine environment and the fight against maritime crime are largely organised at regional level, if not on a bilateral basis.

Furthermore, international custom continues to play a key role in the law of the sea, derived not only from the case law of the International Court of Justice, but also from that of the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea and arbitration courts.

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), signed in 1982, serves as the fundamental charter governing present-day maritime areas. It organises these areas according to a principle of graduated sovereignty, with the rights of the coastal state diminishing as distance from the land territory increases.
Maritime areas may be divided according to whether they fall under the sovereignty of the coastal state (internal waters and territorial sea) or whether that state exercises only sovereign rights of a more limited scope in those areas (contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone and continental shelf).

Inland waters, which are situated within the baselines and include, in particular, ports, roadsteads, harbours, estuaries and certain bays, are legally treated as equivalent to land territory, with the coastal state exercising full sovereignty over the waters, the seabed, the subsoil and the airspace above. The territorial sea, which extends up to 12 nautical miles from the baselines, forms the immediate extension of state sovereignty at sea: the coastal state exercises its sovereignty over the waters, the seabed, the subsoil and the airspace within it; however, this sovereignty must be balanced with the requirements of international navigation (the right of innocent passage for foreign vessels).

In the contiguous zone, extending from 12 to 24 nautical miles, the coastal state has limited law enforcement powers enabling it, in particular, to prevent or suppress certain customs, tax, health or immigration offences committed on its territory or within its territorial waters. In the exclusive economic zone, which may extend up to 200 nautical miles from the baselines, the coastal state has exclusive sovereign rights for the exploration, exploitation, conservation and management of natural resources, whether living or mineral. Finally, the continental shelf comprises the seabed and subsoil corresponding to the natural extension of the land territory beyond the territorial sea, up to at least 200
nautical miles, or even further where the continental margin extends beyond that distance. The coastal state exercises exclusive sovereign rights over this area for the purposes of exploring and exploiting the natural resources of the seabed and subsoil, in particular mineral resources and sedentary species.

The high seas comprise all waters lying beyond national jurisdiction. They are governed by the principle of freedom: all countries, whether coastal or landlocked, enjoy the freedoms of navigation, overflight, the laying of cables and pipelines, fishing and scientific research, and no country may claim sovereignty over them. The Area, which comprises the seabed beyond any national jurisdiction, is described by the UNCLOS as the common heritage of mankind: no state may claim sovereignty over it, and the exploitation of its mineral resources falls under the authority of the International Seabed Authority, which is responsible for regulating exploration and, ultimately, exploitation activities, while ensuring an equitable sharing of benefits and the protection of the environment.

Lastly, certain maritime areas are subject to specific legal frameworks. The UNCLOS recognises the status of archipelagic states, authorising such states to link their islands by means of specific baselines delineating the archipelagic waters under their sovereignty, while guaranteeing regulations governing navigation that include a right of passage and the organisation of maritime and air routes. Straits used for international navigation constitute special areas where the UNCLOS reconciles the sovereignty of coastal states with freedom of movement: while some straits are subject to specific legal frameworks (such as the Turkish Straits, governed by the 1936 Montreux Convention), the general legal framework is that of the right of transit passage, guaranteeing ships and aircraft unimpeded and rapid passage, which cannot be suspended by the states bordering the straits. The polar regions also have their own distinctive legal characteristics. In the Arctic, the UNCLOS rules generally apply, although geographical and climatic conditions give rise to significant debates regarding maritime boundaries and shipping routes. Antarctica is governed by a unique framework based on the 1959 Antarctic Treaty, which enshrines the demilitarisation of the continent, a freeze on territorial claims and the use of the region for peaceful and scientific purposes.

A complex system of international governance has developed around maritime issues, with around 20 international organisations playing an important role in this field.

Some organisations are dedicated to maritime issues. This is the case with the International Maritime Organisation, which is the United Nations specialised agency responsible for international navigation and maritime transport. Similarly, the International Seabed Authority is an autonomous international organisation established by the UNCLOS to regulate the exploration and exploitation of mineral resources in the Area. The Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, established in 1997, examines, on a scientific and technical basis, applications from countries seeking recognition of the extension of their continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles.

Other international organisations do not have a mandate limited to maritime issues but play an important role in this field, within their respective spheres of competence. The same applies to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations,
which plays a key role in the fisheries and aquaculture sectors. Similarly, the International Labour Organisation has made a significant contribution to the development of standards relating to the employment of seafarers, which are now mainly set out in the 2006 Maritime Labour Convention. The United Nations Environment Programme, meanwhile, works to protect marine environments through international agreements and programmes focused on marine biodiversity. In addition, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) is responsible, among other things, for coordinating the United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021–2030). As for the World Trade Organisation, it wields significant influence on the maritime sector, particularly in the areas of fisheries and aquaculture, through its role in shaping international trade rules and the terms of trade for seafood products.

Dispute resolution under the law of the sea is based on a framework that combines out-of-court settlement procedures, mandatory judicial proceedings and specialised mechanisms tailored to the technical nature of maritime disputes. Part XV of the UNCLOS primarily establishes a framework based on conciliation, mediation and arbitration, as well as on the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea, which it also establishes. The International Court of Justice continues to play a leading role, particularly in the field of maritime delimitation. Furthermore, arbitration features prominently in maritime commercial disputes, owing to the technical nature of transport, chartering and insurance operations.

Despite this long-established, robust framework, a number of vulnerabilities remain, stemming in particular from the failure of some key states to ratify certain fundamental agreements, starting with the United States’ failure to ratify UNCLOS. Furthermore, a complex legal framework that adapts relatively slowly can hamper effective responses to rapidly evolving contemporary challenges and threats. Finally, there is a growing trend towards initiatives that challenge the internationally recognised legal framework, or even break free from it entirely through the use of unilateral actions grounded in power dynamics.

However, the international legal framework remains the widely accepted benchmark for maritime governance and still has considerable scope for development. The adoption and subsequent rapid coming into force of the agreement on the conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity of areas beyond national jurisdiction (the BBNJ Agreement) is a striking example of this, highlighting the ability of international maritime law to adapt to new challenges.

2. France implements the law of the sea in a highly decentralised manner, particularly in its overseas territories, and in line with the European framework
In France, Ordinance no. 2016-1687 of 8 December 2016 implemented the division of maritime zones as provided for by the UNCLOS. It distinguishes between internal waters, which are subject to the full sovereignty of the French State, the territorial sea (12 nautical miles), where the right of innocent passage applies,
the contiguous zone (24 nautical miles), within which France exercises control, the exclusive economic zone (200 nautical miles), where it has sovereign rights over natural resources and functional jurisdiction, as well as the continental shelf, which may extend up to 200 nautical miles, or even further under the conditions laid down by the UNCLOS. Boundaries with neighbouring states, meanwhile, are established in accordance with international law, by means of treaties. The 2016 Ordinance also provides for the creation of ecological protection zones, limited to 200 nautical miles, within which France exercises jurisdiction over the protection of the marine environment and scientific research.

The French system for the organisation of maritime areas is supplemented by the specific regime applicable to the public maritime domain, which is primarily governed by the French Public Entities Property Code, which distinguishes between the natural public maritime domain and the artificial public maritime domain. Both are subject to the public domain regime (inalienable, imprescriptible and temporary occupation subject to authorisation), with the artificial public maritime domain comprising structures and installations used for maritime or port activities.

With regard to maritime and coastal matters, the French State has extensive powers in areas of sovereign authority (maritime safety, water policing, defence, strategic infrastructure, etc.). It draws up the national strategy for the sea and the coast, which is implemented at local level through strategic documents for individual coastlines and maritime basins, to ensure that maritime and coastal areas are managed in an integrated way. Local authorities exercise complementary powers in the areas of spatial planning, coastal protection, bathing regulations, port management, local maritime transport, energy, the environment and tourism.

In France’s overseas territories, powers in the maritime sector are tailored to their institutional status, while remaining linked to the powers of the State. The overseas territories benefit from a system tailored to their constitutional status. In particular, local authorities covered by Article 74 and New Caledonia have extensive powers in the maritime sector, covering marine resources and the management and protection of coastal areas. The French State retains its sovereign powers in areas such as foreign relations and strategic infrastructure.
At the European level, significant policies have been developed in the maritime sector, starting with the Common Fisheries Policy, along with a number of legal frameworks aimed, in particular, at implementing the relevant international law in a harmonised way.

The European Union has established a Common Fisheries Policy which plays a key role in shaping this sector. It has also adopted legal instruments and developed key policies in areas such as maritime transport, the protection of the marine environment and the control of external maritime borders. The European Union also plays an important role in the field of maritime research and in providing support to the outermost regions, most of which are heavily dependent on the sea due to their island status.

Part 2 – The sea: now a matter of vital concern

1. The sea and the environment
Covering more than 70% of the planet’s surface and harbouring 60 to 80% of its biodiversity, the sea is an essential pillar of life, even though this wealth remains poorly documented, as nearly 9 out of 10 marine species remain unknown to this day. The sea also plays a key role in regulating temperature: it absorbs around 30% of the CO₂ emitted each year, and ocean currents are essential for reducing temperature differences between latitudes, as in the case of the redistribution of heat provided by the Gulf Stream.

The sea, through fish and aquaculture, is a vital nutrient reservoir, particularly for coastal and island communities. The average annual per capita consumption of aquatic animal products is 21.3 kg. Global supply in this sector remains dominated by Asia, which accounts for 72% of the total, with China alone accounting for 36%.

The sea also harbours significant potential in terms of strategic energy and mineral resources, particularly on the seabed, though exploiting these resources is potentially problematic. Offshore hydrocarbons continue to be the main resource being exploited. Among the resources of the deep sea, polymetallic nodules – which contain high concentrations of critical metals such as cobalt and certain rare earth elements, used in electrification and batteries – are highly sought after.

Marine environments offer considerable potential for scientific research and innovation. International cooperation plays an important role through programmes such as the Argo observation programme, which brings together around 30 countries but has been weakened by the United States’ recent withdrawal. Marine resources offer remarkable potential for innovation, particularly in the medical field, as illustrated, for example, by research into the marine worm, whose applications appear promising in improving graft oxygenation, reducing the risk of rejection following transplants and treating severe burns.

The sea is now a vulnerable, even threatened, environment
Marine environments are under multiple pressures due to the impact of land-based activities on marine pollution. Waste is the most visible form of this, as exemplified by the North Pacific Gyre, nicknamed the “7th continent”. Overseas territories appear to be particularly vulnerable: the waters around Réunion contain up to 10,000 pieces of plastic waste per square kilometre. This pollution has a direct impact on marine biodiversity. In addition to chemical and plastic pollution, other forms of pollution, such as light and noise pollution, also affect marine ecosystems.

Marine environments are facing increasing vulnerability due to the effects of climate change, which is causing the waters to warm and become more acidic. These phenomena disrupt marine species and lead to a rise in sea levels, which exacerbates the risks of coastal flooding and erosion, while, on a global scale, it is estimated that more than one
billion people live within 10 km of the coast (in France, 1.5 million people are at risk of flooding), with very serious consequences, including economic ones.

Marine environments, in particular the seabed, are at risk of potential exploitation, whereas, under international law, the seabed resources in the Area are the common heritage of mankind and under the control of the International Seabed Authority, which has to date issued 32 exploration contracts but no exploitation licences. The prospect of exploiting the seabed is giving rise to serious concerns about its potential environmental impacts. While France, backed by a coalition of around 40 countries, is calling for a precautionary moratorium, other states – notably the United States – as well as private sector players are in favour of exploiting these seabed resources.

France has unique strengths to tackle these environmental challenges
Covering more than 10 million square kilometres, French maritime waters are a treasure trove of biodiversity, home to 18% of the world’s recorded marine species. France established 589 marine protected areas in 2023, including eight marine nature reserves, covering more than 33% of the waters under French jurisdiction – a proportion that exceeds the 2030 target set out in the national strategy. French marine research is very active and draws on a long-standing tradition of oceanography, ranging from Ifremer – the only French institute dedicated exclusively to the oceans and operator of the French oceanographic fleet – to the National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS), the Research Institute for Development (IRD) and the National Museum of Natural History, as well as a network of universities that are highly active in this field. France is also home to leading scientific initiatives, such as Mercator Ocean International and the Starfish Barometer.

2. Geopolitical and security issues
Maritime areas, through which 80% of goods and 99% of internet traffic pass via submarine telecommunications cables, are both the arena for and the focus of growing rivalries between major powers.

Against a backdrop of heightened international tensions, maritime areas are, more than ever, the stage for confrontations, particularly strategic chokepoints such as international straits, as illustrated by the recent tensions surrounding control of the Strait of Hormuz, whose specific legal framework is analysed in this study. Maritime routes have also been affected by the growth of “ghost fleets”, comprising vessels operating outside the normal rules of navigation in an attempt to circumvent sanctions, and posing major environmental, economic and safety risks. The study analyses the legal mechanisms available to tackle this issue, as well as the measures and tools developed in particular by France and the European Union, including the high-seas interceptions carried out by our country.

Maritime areas are also the subject of competing claims between states, as illustrated by the tensions in the South China Sea. France’s sovereignty is being challenged in several overseas maritime areas, including in Mayotte and the Indian Ocean. The marine environment is
also attracting growing interest from powerful private entities, acting on their own behalf but also, at times, on behalf of state powers, including major private operators involved in marine environmental protection, particularly those based in the United States. The law of the sea therefore appears to be experiencing a growing trend towards the privatisation of maritime areas and resources.
Submarine cables, particularly telecommunications cables, are, after all, major strategic assets in terms of both the economy and security. The European Union has, in fact, established a legal framework to protect these critical infrastructure assets. France has significant strengths in this area, thanks in particular to Marseille’s global submarine cable landing hub and leading industrial players such as Alcatel Submarine Networks, Orange Marine and Nexans.

The sea is also a hotbed of criminal activity and a major conduit for illicit trafficking.

Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing is estimated to account for nearly 20% of total catches worldwide. This is a major issue in French Guiana, for example. In response to this situation, states have sought to strengthen their capacity to take action, in particular through the adoption of several international instruments, including the Agreement on Port State Measures to prevent, deter and eliminate illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing and, at the European level, through the work of the European Fisheries Control Agency.

Piracy now poses a threat to the global maritime economy. It targets commercial vessels, fishing boats and pleasure craft alike, both to seize cargo or equipment and to demand ransom. In response to this threat, public authorities have stepped up their efforts, through both legal measures and international operations such as EUNAVFOR’s Operation Atalanta, Maritime Security Centre – Horn of Africa, and Operation Aspides, to which France is actively contributing. France plays a particularly important role in the fight against piracy, notably through Operation Corymbe in the Gulf of Guinea and through the Maritime Information Cooperation and Awareness Centre, known as the MICA Centre, based in Brest, which operates worldwide.
Criminal trafficking networks are also targeting underwater archaeological remains. Worldwide, efforts to protect this heritage continue to be largely inadequate. In France, the Department of Underwater and Submerged Archaeological Research (DRASSM), an organisation established by André Malraux and with few equivalents elsewhere in the world, plays an important role in combating such trafficking, in cooperation with the Directorate-General of Customs and the courts specialising in coastal matters.

The maritime space is also being used increasingly by drug traffickers, particularly the transatlantic route between Latin America and Europe. European ports appear to be particularly vulnerable, and maritime drug trafficking therefore poses a major security threat, including in overseas territories, notably in the French West Indies and French Guiana. Given the scale of this trafficking, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, the International Narcotics Control Board and the Commission on Narcotic Drugs have intensified cooperation at the international level. However, cooperation has grown even more significantly at the regional level. In Europe, this cooperation relies in particular on Europol, Eurojust, the
Maritime Intelligence Analysis Operations Centre for Narcotics and, in the Mediterranean, the Mediterranean Anti-Drug Coordination Centre. In 2025, the French Navy seized 87.6 tonnes of drugs, compared with 48.3 tonnes in 2024 and 21 tonnes in 2023. However, it is estimated that only 10% of the drug trade is intercepted.

Lastly, the sea is a key route for human trafficking and illegal immigration networks, particularly across the Mediterranean and the English Channel, with tragic consequences for human life. The overseas territories are also affected, particularly Mayotte, which is estimated to have between 80,000 and 100,000 undocumented migrants out of a total population of around 329,000. This irregular migration is partly driven by the activities of criminal people-smuggling networks, whose annual turnover is estimated by the European Commission to be over €5 billion. Faced with these tragic realities, cooperation has been stepped up to combat people-smuggling networks, particularly at the European level but also internationally.
France has significant strategic maritime assets to tackle these challenges.
The French Navy is the cornerstone of the protection of French interests at sea. France has one of the world’s leading navies, regularly ranked seventh, which draws on significant operational capabilities, including more than 39,000 sailors, a network of major military ports and a fleet of over 140 vessels, including an aircraft carrier, the Charles de Gaulle, and submarine assets grouped together within the Strategic Oceanic Force, comprising some 3,300 personnel and relying on a fleet of nuclear-powered submarines. However, these capabilities continue to face structural constraints. In addition to the budgetary constraints affecting the Navy, as they do the armed forces as a whole, the sheer scale and spread of France’s maritime areas pose major challenges. Consequently, France’s naval capabilities remain, on the whole, below its stated ambitions. In addition, the strategic fleet, established by Law no. 2016-816 of 20 June 2016, serves as a resilience tool which, in times of crisis, enables civilian vessels flying the French flag to be mobilised to support the armed forces, secure supply chains or carry out communication and support functions.

France has also developed a specific model for exercising its sovereignty at sea, known as “state action at sea”. This framework is underpinned by the pooling of public resources under the authority of the Maritime Prefect, who in turn reports to the French Prime Minister and operates under the coordination of the General Secretariat for Maritime Affairs. In the overseas territories, this arrangement is somewhat different, as the State’s representative at sea is most often the territorial prefect, acting as the Government’s delegate, assisted by the relevant military authorities. This system draws on the pooled resources of government agencies with maritime response capabilities, including search and rescue operations, and is delivered by regional operational surveillance and rescue centres in coordination with public assets, private operators and voluntary sector bodies, notably the French National Sea Rescue Society (SNSM).

Finally, the judicial structure in maritime matters has certain distinctive features. While administrative and ordinary courts have broad jurisdiction in maritime matters, specialised courts have

been established to deal with the technical nature of these disputes. The courts specialising in coastal matters therefore have jurisdiction over offences relating to the pollution of marine waters and waterways, as well as over related offences committed in maritime areas under French jurisdiction. There are six such courts. The maritime courts, established in 1926 and also numbering six, have jurisdiction over certain criminal offences under ordinary law where these are connected to maritime offences, such as offences relating to navigation rules and the safety of ships.

3. Economic issues: the sea, at the crossroads of globalisation, the exploitation of natural resources and the growth of tourism
The “blue economy”, defined as all economic activities linked to the seas, oceans and coastlines, has seen its added value double globally over the past 25 years, rising from $1.3 trillion in 1995 to $2.6 trillion in 2020. At the European level, it accounted for €250.7 billion in gross value added in 2022. France stands out in this field as a paradoxical power. Although it has the world’s second-largest maritime area in terms of the size of its exclusive economic zone, its emergence as a major maritime economic power continues to be hampered by many obstacles.

Maritime transport: a cornerstone and a key challenge of globalisation
Maritime transport is the main driver of the globalisation of trade. It accounts for more than 80% of the volume and nearly 70% of the value of international trade. The French group CMA-CGM is the world’s third-largest container shipping company, behind the European firms MSC and Maersk and ahead of the Chinese firm COSCO, demonstrating Europe’s strong position in this strategic sector. However, the shipping industry faces structural vulnerabilities. Global trade flows remain heavily dependent on a limited number of strategic chokepoints – the Straits of Malacca and Hormuz, and the Suez and Panama Canals. The sector faces three challenges that will determine its long-term development: the decarbonisation of a sector that alone accounts for 3% of total greenhouse gas emissions; the digital transformation of the sector, particularly of ships; and the renewal of the workforce and skills base, against a backdrop of a structural shortage of certified officers – an area in which France has a network of high-quality maritime training institutions, but whose capacity is nevertheless insufficient to meet the sector’s growing needs.

The challenges facing this sector extend to the shipbuilding industry, which is overwhelmingly dominated by China. In 2024, China accounted for nearly half of the global order book, ahead of South Korea (nearly 30%) and Japan (over 10%), while Europe now accounts for only 6.5% of the total, even though it retains significant positions in high value-added segments, primarily cruise ships, military vessels and specialised ships. France plays a leading role in this sector, thanks to dynamic players such as Naval Group and Chantiers de l’Atlantique, as well as a network of specialist companies. However, the sector must
address a number of major challenges: the ageing global fleet, the increasing emphasis on industrial sovereignty driven by the ReArm Europe/SAFE plan, and a labour shortage that is set to become more acute.

Ports play a strategic role that goes far beyond that of mere transport infrastructure. As industrial, logistical, energy and digital hubs, they are now extremely valuable strategic assets. However, the global port system is still overwhelmingly dominated by Asia, which boasts 23 of the top 30 ports, compared with just three in Europe (Rotterdam, Antwerp and Hamburg), with France’s largest port, Haropa, ranking only 69th in the world. There is an increasing dominance of major private international port operators and very strong involvement by Chinese players in the global port economy. This development is fuelling growing concerns about economic sovereignty, which are reflected in particular in the strengthening of European mechanisms for screening foreign investment and the adoption of a European ports strategy in 2026. French ports remain key drivers of regional economic development, particularly Haropa, Marseille-Fos and Dunkirk, which play a strategic role in the energy and digital transitions (the port of Marseille, for example, has established itself as the sixth-largest hub for submarine cable and digital data interconnections). However, the French port system remains insufficiently connected to its hinterland, with road transport accounting for over 80% of freight movement. This explains why a significant proportion (over 40%) of containers bound for the French market still pass through foreign ports, particularly Antwerp, even though the recent National Port Strategy sets a target of increasing the share of domestic containerised freight handled by French ports to between 60 and 80% by 2050.

Exploiting the bounty of the sea: the challenge of sustainability
Marine areas constitute a reservoir of resources, but their economic, food and energy potential faces growing constraints: the growing scarcity of certain resources, the effects of climate change and the need to preserve ecosystems.

Fishing and aquaculture are particularly illustrative of the tension between the economic potential and the vulnerability of marine resources. Globally, this sector generated more than $450 billion in value in 2022 and employs 62 million people. The European Union, meanwhile, is facing a steady decline in catches and a growing dependence on imports, with its self-sufficiency rate now standing at just 38%. In France, Europe’s third-largest fishing nation and second-largest aquaculture producer, the ageing fishing fleet poses a major challenge, compounded by a worrying crisis in generational renewal against a backdrop of heavy reliance on imports.

Offshore hydrocarbon extraction continues to be the blue economy’s leading sector in terms of value. This sector is in sharp decline in Europe, where production has fallen by 60% since 2004. With Law no. 2017-1839 of 30 December 2017, known as the “Hulot Law”, France has committed to phasing out its extractive activities by 2040. Furthermore, a variety of resource utilisation methods offer complementary opportunities, such as the extraction of marine aggregates and seawater desalination. Marine renewable energy, meanwhile,
is a key development area, particularly offshore wind power – the most mature sector – despite a clear gap between the stated ambitions, particularly at the European level, and actual achievements in France. This delay can be attributed to several cumulative factors: the considerable depth of the seabed along much of the French coastline, the complexity of administrative procedures despite efforts to simplify them, and the frequency of local opposition and legal disputes. In light of this, the third multi-annual energy plan sets out ambitious targets, aiming for 15 gigawatts by 2035 and 45 gigawatts by 2050, requiring a significant acceleration in the pace of deployment, with several major industrial ports already adapting their infrastructure to support this anticipated ramp-up. Apart from wind power, other marine renewable technologies are still at a more experimental stage but provide opportunities for diversification. These include tidal current power, tidal range power and osmotic energy.
The sea and the coastline: a balance between economic prosperity and environmental fragility
Coastal areas epitomise the key challenges facing the blue economy. As hubs for tourism, port and industrial activities, they are major drivers of economic growth, while being particularly vulnerable to shoreline retreat, land artificialisation and the growing pressure exerted by human activities.

Coastal tourism is the world’s largest employer within the blue economy. In France, nearly 32% of the country’s commercial overnight stays are concentrated in coastal areas. Its overseas territories further strengthen this appeal. This strong appeal puts considerable pressure on land and housing, accelerates land artificialisation and the fragmentation of natural habitats, and increases the strain on water and energy resources. This pressure led to the introduction of a stringent legal framework, primarily through the 1986 Coastal Law. The appeal of coastal areas goes hand in hand with a diversification of recreational activities.

The cruise industry is experiencing sustained growth, with a record 37.2 million passengers worldwide in 2025. France welcomed 4.59 million cruise passengers in 2024, with Marseille being the leading French port of call. This sector helps to sustain 28,000 jobs, particularly in the luxury shipbuilding sector, with Chantiers de l’Atlantique at its forefront. Recreational boating is also the result of the trend towards maritime-based leisure activities. France has the largest recreational fleet in the European Union, with over a million registered vessels and several million regular recreational boaters. It also stands out for its initiatives in the field of sustainable development, playing a pioneering role through APER, an environmental organisation that specialises in dismantling end-of-life vessels, as well as through the development of environmentally friendly mooring areas designed to protect the seabed.

This shift in coastal leisure activities is part of a wider trend towards raising awareness of maritime issues within French society. Offshore yacht races, through events such as the Route du Rhum and the Vendée Globe, serve as a catalyst for innovation and help to promote France’s maritime image. In cultural terms, the public’s relationship with the sea revolves around flagship institutions, such as the National Maritime Museum or leading
aquariums such as Nausicaá and Océanopolis. Their success, however, stands in contrast to the ambivalent attitude of the French people towards the sea: ultimately, maritime issues are still not given sufficient coverage in the media and are not well understood by the general public. Yet, particularly from an economic perspective, maritime and coastal activities affect the entire country, with each of the issues involved requiring trade-offs and public policies that extend far beyond coastal areas alone.

Part 3 – The sea: a strategy and a governance framework in need of rethinking


In light of the challenges facing public policy in the maritime sector, the Conseil d’État has put forward 28 proposals, which aim to help public authorities define the public interest in this area more clearly, with a view to establishing a more coherent strategy implemented through better-organised institutional governance.

1. Defining the maritime public interest and implementing it through a more coherent and integrated maritime strategy
The first set of proposals aims to address the tendency to juxtapose competing objectives, a practice that, in the absence of clear state priorities, effectively leaves the resolution of conflicting uses to local authorities. Proposal 1 therefore aims to promote the definition of a maritime public interest and translate it into a strategy with clear priorities. The goal is to build a coherent doctrine of maritime power that explicitly decides between competing objectives. This would take the form of a framework document drawn up in consultation with the Government, Parliament and civil society – what the Conseil d’État referred to as a “tricolour book” in its 2025 study Embedding Public Action in the Long Term – or even a framework law modelled on the Japanese system setting out a five-year strategic plan.
Proposal 2 aims to fully integrate France’s overseas territories and make the most of their potential. Given that the vast majority of France’s maritime territory lies overseas, the aim is to give concrete substance to the roadmap for the overseas blue economy (2025), in particular by turning overseas ports into genuine strategic hubs. It also requires a better understanding of the distinct characteristics of these territories to ensure maritime policy is tailored accordingly.
Proposal 3 aims to foster a maritime culture across government and wider society. To ensure the effective delivery of public maritime action – which is interdepartmental by definition – maritime awareness must extend beyond specialist government agencies alone. More broadly, strengthening the maritime identity of French society would help embed the sea and its challenges into a shared national culture, through schools, by promoting maritime careers, and by building confidence in the water through expanded swimming lessons.
Proposal 4  aims to promote the co-existence rather than confrontation of activities within the same area, while grounding the rationale for marine protected areas more firmly in scientific evaluation through closer collaboration between
fishermen, local communities and scientists. Since the Climate and Resilience Law of 22 August 2021, France has been aiming for 30% of its territory to be protected areas, including 10% under high protection (a definition clarified in Decree no. 2022-527 of 12 April 2022), yet areas under full protection accounted for just 1.6% of French waters. Opting for broader protection that allows certain activities to continue improves local acceptance but remains disputed in terms of conservation effectiveness; this trade-off requires rigorous assessment through a multidisciplinary scientific approach.

The same logic of co-existence applies to Proposal 5. It aims to promote dual use between wind farms and fisheries and aquaculture. It proposes drawing on lessons learnt from the prefectural orders governing the Saint-Nazaire and Îles d’Yeu and Noirmoutier wind farms, which permit static fishing gear but prohibit towed gear used for trawling within the regulated area.
Striking a balance between industrial and port development and environmental requirements also presents significant challenges. Proposal 6 recommends developing “Avoid, Reduce, Compensate” (ERC) tools that are better suited to the marine environment and to make better use of existing land resources, calling for a dedicated marine compensation doctrine and better use of available port land.
Proposal 7 envisages tailoring the port strategy to each coastline and basin to better integrate French ports with their hinterland. Connecting ports to their hinterland is a key factor in their competitiveness, yet port infrastructure suffers from inadequate rail and inland waterway links. The Mediterranean–Rhône–Saône corridor, which serves a region accounting for over a third of France’s GDP, illustrates this as yet under-exploited potential. Greater use could be made of the “project of national interest” designation (Article L. 102-12 of the Urban Planning Code), which is currently applied only to Marseille-Fos and partially to Le Havre, Dunkirk and Bordeaux. This calls for a port strategy defined by each stretch of coastline and each harbour basin, integrated into maritime planning documents and aligned with transport, energy, industrial and spatial planning policies.
Proposal 8 aims to turn the maritime sector into a testbed for more effective support for innovation, driving spillover benefits across the industry. To foster innovation, it would seem preferable to move away from a subsidy-driven approach towards more tailored mechanisms that the maritime sector could trial to support innovative businesses (for example, encouraging procurement contracts rather than subsidies). Furthermore, efforts to simplify access to funding and the creation of a “Sea and Health” fund should be considered.

Proposal 9 focuses on making better use of legal coastal planning tools to tackle the accelerating rate of shoreline retreat. The Climate and Resilience Law of 22 August 2021 shifts the focus towards managing future retreat rather than relying solely on the coastline protection promoted by the Coastal Law of 3 January 1986. There are many legal instruments available to protect against and anticipate coastal retreat, but they are still not being used to their full potential. This requires stepping up support for affected 
local authorities, enhancing the legal certainty of land-use tools and securing funding for coastal retreat management. Looking ahead, work is also needed to clarify how the Coastal Law and the Climate and Resilience Law interact.

Proposal 10 provides for the creation of a multi-year ring-fenced allocation within the Green Fund to help coastal areas adapt to shoreline retreat. In addition to the feasibility studies and mapping work already funded, this allocation would finance initial operational projects involving spatial restructuring, relocation, demolition and land restoration.
Proposal 11 concerns better regulation of the negative effects of tourism and recreational pressure on maritime and coastal areas, particularly the most sensitive ones. Given the increase in recreational activities at sea, there appears to be a need for better coordination between government departments, local authorities and the managers of protected areas. The aim would be to provide better protection for natural environments from the influx of tourists, in particular by granting park directors and managers of protected areas greater powers to regulate these areas.
Proposal 12 aims to consider reforming the national criteria for allocating fishing quotas, which are currently based on fixed historical data calculated using reference years 2001–2003, a criterion which the French Competition Authority, in its opinion of 16 December 2015, proposed revising, for example by introducing individual transferable quotas. The contribution to the local economy should also be given greater consideration, as permitted by the European regulation. Finally, the complexity of the sector’s representative structures calls for a thorough review.

Proposal 13 calls for preparations to be made at the French level for the necessary reform of the Common Fisheries Policy, through the drafting of French proposals. Consideration could be given to national allocation criteria and the management of maximum sustainable yield, thereby taking better account of actual fishing activity from French territory, the contribution to coastal economies, and the most sustainable fishing practices. A shift towards a multi-annual approach would strike a new balance between fleet modernisation and helping young fishermen start out, while also ensuring that environmental objectives are integrated more effectively.

Proposal 14 encourages the development of aquaculture. Aquaculture could become a key driver for food security and the coastal blue economy.
2. Improving the governance of public maritime policies
The study highlights that maritime issues are, by their very nature, spread across different ministries and that it is not feasible to bring them together under a single ministerial department. It therefore emphasises the need to strengthen inter-ministerial coordination.
Proposal 15 therefore focuses on the role of the General Secretariat for the Sea (SGMer), which must be strengthened so that it becomes a genuine inter-ministerial player in the implementation of maritime policies under the authority of the French Prime Minister. This requires strengthening its coordination powers and going beyond the State’s activities at sea, particularly in the economic, environmental and scientific fields. This expansion of powers could involve delegating the secretariat of the 

interministerial committee on the sea (CIMer) to the SGMer, as well as the creation of a second post of Deputy Secretary-General responsible for coordinating non-sovereign affairs. Furthermore, appointing an interministerial representative for port policy and the maritime industry could help to reduce the current fragmentation of these responsibilities.

Proposal 16 aims to support the stability of the current ministerial structures responsible for maritime affairs and strengthen them. Responsibilities relating to maritime affairs and fisheries are consolidated within the Directorate General for Maritime affairs, Fisheries and Aquaculture (DGAMPA), which reports to the Ministry for Ecological Transition. This helps to improve consistency in civil maritime policies by bringing them together within a single directorate. Responsible for supporting the implementation of the national strategy for the sea and the coastline, it coordinates the Ministry’s work in this area, regulates maritime activities in line with sustainable development, and contributes to inter-ministerial coordination while taking environmental issues into account.

Proposal 17 concerns the evaluation of maritime public policies and their implementation, including in the overseas territories. A monitoring system should be put in place, taking the form of a statistical system covering maritime areas in mainland France and in its overseas territories, including the regular publication of a dashboard. This dashboard would enable comparisons to be made between data relating to the use of maritime spaces, capital-generating activities, port infrastructure, safety at sea and research. Data on maritime areas is currently fragmented and inconsistent, which makes it difficult to evaluate public policies and limits the quality of decision-making. The introduction of a coordinated statistical system for maritime areas would help to inform decision-making.
This is why Proposal 18 calls for better integration of scientific research during the design and implementation phases of public maritime policies. Scientific input is vital to long-term public decision-making that also takes social factors into account and involves researchers, public authorities and industry professionals in pilot projects. Furthermore, despite the high standard of French oceanographic research, its expertise is still underutilised in policymaking, even though maritime issues require an interdisciplinary approach that brings together scientific research, innovation and economic development.
Proposal 19 recommends maintaining infrastructure and equipment for oceanographic research to a high standard, including in the polar regions. A high level of technical capability is required, making regular equipment renewal essential. A multi-year programme would help to safeguard France’s scientific sovereignty through its autonomous observation, monitoring and protection provisions for its territories.

Proposal 20 aims to involve France’s overseas territories more closely in the development of national maritime policies, under the auspices of the SGMer.
Proposal 21 calls for a comprehensive review of the excessive number of consultative bodies in the maritime sector, an overview of which is provided in the study. The aim will be to eliminate redundancy and the low added value of certain bodies deemed less effective, in consultation with the relevant stakeholders. Furthermore, the National Council for the Sea and the Coast must be more closely involved in the most far-reaching decision-
making processes, whether these relate to environmental protection, economic development, the role of the overseas territories, the prioritisation of uses, fishing or ports.

3. Continuing France’s commitment within the European framework and at international level
In light of recent developments in Europe, Proposal 22 calls on France to play a leading role in shaping a more proactive and coherent European policy on maritime issues. Several recent initiatives reflect an encouraging realisation of the need to take greater account of maritime issues at the European level. These initiatives should be encouraged, while respecting the competences of the Union.
With this in mind, Proposal 23 suggests that the European Union should fully recognise the importance of maritime power in order to develop, within its areas of competence, policies aligned with this dimension. Specifically, this involves supporting the strategic development of the shipping industry and its ports, as well as protecting its seafarers (particularly with regard to social dumping) by, for example, reserving coastal shipping within the European Union to European-flagged vessels. In particular, the European Union should act more decisively as a leader in ocean scientific knowledge and launch a reform of the Common Fisheries Policy to strike a better balance between protecting the environment and renewing the fleet, while also supporting new-entrant fishermen.
Proposal 24 aims to establish better governance of the European Union’s maritime policies. Institutional coordination appears to be an effective way of ensuring a coherent and proactive European policy. By moving away from a silo-based approach, the consistent application of a cross-cutting approach across the European Commission’s directorates would improve coordination of the Union’s maritime policy. European institutions such as the European External Action Service, as well as the European Council itself, could play a greater role in maritime affairs alongside the Commission.

Proposal 25 encourages the continuation of French commitment to the international framework on maritime issues, of which France is one of the main beneficiaries. Ultimately, the aim is to promote a cooperative approach to sovereignty in maritime affairs and in the ocean space. Continued efforts to promote the Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) agreement must ensure that maritime environmental law is further developed. The call for a precautionary moratorium on deep-sea mining – a position championed by France – is all the more pressing given that efforts to exploit these resources are intensifying and that international players are coming to terms with an unregulated environment. France should therefore continue its commitment to the development of an international mining code, to ensure that the environment and resources are protected, and to promote the decarbonisation of maritime transport within the framework of the International Maritime Organisation. It would seem advisable to pay greater attention to the transparency of private sector stakeholders involved in the financing or governance of marine protected areas, which are
coveted for the exploitation of their resources. Finally, compliance with international law requires that we uphold freedom of navigation and free passage through international straits, and continue the fight against criminal trafficking activities and abuses perpetrated by the “ghost fleet”.

Therefore, Proposal 26 aims to strengthen French maritime sovereignty through the following three-pronged approach: “presence, understanding and cooperation”. An effective presence in these areas, good relations with partners, and bilateral and international cooperation are underpinned by the French Navy’s capabilities, drawing on a combination of conventional assets, satellite surveillance, the use of drones and the analysis of maritime data centralised in various international cooperation centres. The implementation of the Military Programming Law must therefore ensure that the French Navy’s naval, air and surveillance assets continue to contribute fully, alongside the other relevant authorities, to the State’s operations at sea and to the protection of France’s maritime interests. France’s maritime ambitions cannot be considered in isolation from the resources required to safeguard them.

Proposal 27 acknowledges existing unlawful activities at sea and calls for more effective measures to combat crime at sea, in particular by promoting more effective cooperation bilaterally between countries and at the international level. Given the wide range of such maritime crimes, the legal and operational measures available remain insufficiently effective. Strengthening these capabilities – particularly with regard to the interception of suspicious vessels and the handling of seized cargo – could be achieved through greater pooling of European resources for surveillance, intervention and crisis management capabilities. With regard to drug trafficking, measures such as the power to board vessels on the high seas or a ban preventing convicted and sentenced individuals from working in port areas could be considered. Action by the port state could be strengthened to better equip authorities to disrupt the
“transatlantic route” used by these criminal networks.
Proposal 28 recommends that French representation in international maritime organisations be safeguarded. In particular, training peer-recognised experts is essential to forge closer ties with international maritime organisations. While France still has recognised experts, it must continue to pursue a vigilant diplomatic strategy to safeguard its representation within international organisations and support the academic disciplines – both legal and scientific – that underpin it. Finally, France could take the initiative to raise maritime issues with the International Organisation of La Francophonie, with a view to fostering the widest possible awareness of these matters while strengthening bilateral and multilateral cooperation.



