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Unworkable margin of tolerance
rule to come into force

The NFFO is bitterly disappointed over
the recent decision by the Council of
Ministers to adopt the 10% margin of
tolerance proposal between logbook
estimate and landing declaration as
part of a new EU control regulation.

Although the Federation and its allies
marshalled widespread support from
fishermen across all member states against
the proposal, the Commission signalled at the
outset of the Council that this was one of
its ‘red line’ issues and forced the regulation
through. Every regional advisory council has
warned the Commission that consistent
compliance with a 10% margin of tolerance
is unachievable because of the difficulty of
estimating small amounts of by-catch species
to that level of accuracy.

With the imminent arrival of electronic
logbooks, it is a now matter of certainty
that enforcement authorities across Europe
will repeatedly detect multiple technical
infringements of the margin of tolerance.The
fate of thousands of fishermen will depend
on the authorities’ discretion to prosecute
or not.

The NFFO and other fishing federations
had offered the opportunity to place
independent experts aboard their vessels to

demonstrate that estimating catch on board
consistently to that level of accuracy is not
achievable because of a range of practical
considerations.

A recent case in Grimsby demonstrated
the issue very well: a skipper was prosecuted
for a discrepancy between his logbook
estimate and his landing declaration on
plaice, which as a recovery stock had a
margin of tolerance of 8%, despite the fact
that his producer organisation had plenty of
plaice quota at the time and had no quota
restrictions on that species.

No issue better demonstrates the gulf in
understanding between the Eurocrats in
their offices and the realities on board a
fishing vessel. The NFFO is now engaged in
a damage limitation exercise over the new
rule, which will come into force on | January
2010, by making new representations to
the UK Government.VWe are requesting,
given the inevitable vulnerability to
prosecution, that assurances are provided
that commonsense will apply for any boats
found to be outwith the margin of tolerance.
In instances where action is taken, then
it should be dealt with by administrative
penalties rather than criminal sanctions.
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NFFO

blocks green
amendments
to Marine Bill

The NFFO made significant progress
during the passage of the Marine

Bill by ensuring that social and
economic factors are not weakened
in the consideration of Marine
Conservation Zone designations.

The green lobby had tried to cripple
the consideration of social and economic
factors in the Bill, but the NFFO, along
with the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation
and Seafish, made its case recently to the
All Party Parliamentary Fisheries Group,
who took on board the fishing industry’s
concerns in proposing amendments to the
Bill.

The Federation had been calling for
consideration of socio-economic factors
to be strengthened in the legislation. As
the Bill stood, there was no obligation on
government to consider such factors. The
embryonic science underpinning Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs), especially when
coupled with the lack of data on our
marine environment, does not stand up
to scrutiny as a basis for a natural ‘science
only’ approach when set alongside the
need to safeguard coastal community
livelihoods. Many designations will rest
not upon any substantive evidence-based
science, but upon the application of a
set of principles that define what an
ecologically coherent network should look
like, and consequently are open to wide
interpretation.

Chief Executive Dale Rodmell said:
“There is something deeply inhumane
about the green lobby’s approach. You
don’t simply rule out people’s livelihoods
without consideration for the sake of a
great deal of uncertain science. Decision
making has to be based on all of the
evidence all of the time, and that includes
natural science as well as social and
economic evidence. What is ironic is
that, as with the Natura 2000 designation
process, the greens would have shot the
conservation cause in the foot with such
a proposal, as it would rule the issue of
fisheries displacement out of consideration.
This is a key issue that could undermine
much of the green intent if it is not
properly accounted for”.

The Bill entered law on |2 November
when it received Royal Assent.
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Industry
responsibility under
a reformed CFP

As part of its input to CFP reform,
the NFFO has produced a paper

on how to achieve the objective of
delegated responsibilities through
the mechanism of sustainable fishing
plans.

It is now widely accepted that the top-
down, command and control approach
of the CFP has failed and that decision-
making within a reformed CFP should
be regionalised within a framework of
standards and principles established at the
European level.

In its paper, the NFFO says sustainable
fishing plans should be developed by
self-defined fishing industry groupings, for
example producer organisations, and that
any plan would detail how vessels in that
group can fish sustainably over a defined
period of time (say three to five years.)

The plan would need to meet certain
preconditions and criteria in accord with
standards and principles established at
the European level. Once developed, in
collaboration with fisheries scientists
and economists, the plans would then be
submitted for approval.

Audits would be undertaken to confirm
that vessels within the group are complying
with the plan, with sanctions imposed on
vessels that fail to meet the rules.

The paper states:“The prime motivation
for fishermen to form groups to develop
and submit sustainable fishing plans
will be to escape the impact of blunt
micromanagement measures, to increase
the security of their investments and
ultimately, to take their destinies into their
own hands.

“The present top down system has
routinely introduced broad brush measures
that have been weakened by (necessary)
derogations to fit at local level. Within a
regionalised CFP, legislation is made closer
to the fishery and measures introduced in
this way should have greater coherence
from the start.

“In any event, adapting measures quickly
when they are under-performing should
be a great deal quicker without having to
take into account the views of all member
states. Sustainable fishing plans should take
this flexibility a step further as the plans
will be periodically updated in light of
new information and new circumstances.
Ongoing, progressive improvement to
deliver sustainability and profitability should
be hardwired into the system.”
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New start on Irish Sea

management

The failure of cod recovery measures
in the Irish Sea and what might be
done to replace the current regime
was the subject of a major meeting
in Belfast and organised by the North
West Waters Regional Advisory
Council.

The meeting, which involved fishermen, the
European Commission, fisheries scientists,
member states and other stakeholders, was
launched by Northern Ireland Fisheries
Minister Michelle Gillgernew and aimed to
break the cycle of failed measures, poor data
and weak assessments.

It was agreed from the outset that
insufficient attention had been devoted to an
approach tailored to the specific conditions
in the Irish Sea and that poor data and
weak assessments could only mean further
punitive controls. The fishing industry was
eager to stress the measures that had been
taken to date, including improved selectivity
of gear, seasonal closures, decommissioning,
strengthened control measures and the
diversion of fishing effort onto other
fisheries.

There was agreement that there was no
quick fix for the problems in the Irish Sea
but that it was vital to identify the reasons
why Irish Sea cod was not showing the
signs of recovery seen in the North Sea.
There were also paradoxes to face, such as
the relatively abundant haddock and plaice
stocks, which contrasted dramatically with
the cod and sole fisheries.

Above all it was agreed that that this
meeting should not simply describe the
various aspects of the problem but should
develop a plan of action to address them.
Given the divergent views on the state
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of the stocks and the weaknesses in the
present assessments it was agreed that the
first priority should be to take steps to

build a consensus on the status of Irish Sea
stocks. Catch data prior to the introduction
of buyers and sellers registration was either
absent or had been corrupted and the first
priority should be to ensure that catches
(including discards) are accurately recorded.
Other suggested ways in which the
information base for future Irish Sea fisheries
management could be strengthened included:

* A ‘reference fleet’ of commerecial fishing
vessel with observers on board to track the
main features in the commercial fishery and
to counter any biases in the formal scientific
surveys.

* Proper incentives to ensure participation
in vessel self-sampling schemes.

* A more sophisticated understanding of
natural mortality, including the role of seal
populations in impeding a recovery of the
cod stocks.

* Strengthened communications between
the three key parties: the fishermen, the
scientists and the fisheries managers.

* A better understanding of economic
pressures and their role in supporting of
undermining management measures.

“No one at the meeting came away
thinking that a simple solution to the
problems facing the Irish Sea was just around
the corner;” said David Hill, NFFO Chairman.

“But a lot of time has been wasted and
there was a sense in which this meeting was
the start of a new approach.The priority
now is to set out a work programme that
will take us to where we need to go.

“I think and hope that we will look back on
this meeting as an important turning point.”
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