Cod Recovery in the Irish Sea

A Kilkeel Fisherman’s Perspective

Since the year 2000 the Irish Sea has been subject to “A cod recovery program” implemented by the EU, under the direction of the CFP.

 

This resulted in large areas of both the east and western Irish Sea being closed to vessels, which were deemed to target whitefish. Cod being a major component of these vessels landings, a derogation to allow vessels whose catches contained a large proportion of prawns was implemented. This allowed these vessels to remain operating; as there was a large prawn-processing infrastructure in N Ireland, it was considered important that this be so.

 

Those vessels which were equipped for using mid-water type trawls were faced with the option of either changing to prawn fishing or displacing to areas outside the closure. A lot of vessels moved to area 6, an area north of the 55 degree north latitude, at the mouth of the Firth of Clyde, an area pioneered and predominately fished by N Irish vessels. Since the year 2000 this area was subsequently closed to these vessels after lobbying by the fishing industry of southwest Scotland and their political representatives

 

Decommissioning schemes were introduced and in 2002 twenty-eight vessels were removed from the licensing register and destroyed. In the following two years nineteen more vessels were also destroyed. The jobs of those who worked on these vessels were also lost and they had to look for work on other vessels or retrain to take jobs in shore-based industries. As one job at sea is considered to maintain three support jobs in service industries ashore, a considerable number of unreported redundancies could also be assumed to have taken place.

 

In 2006 the number of vessels engaged in semi pelagic trawling has fallen to six in Kilkeel and three to five in Portavogie. The number of persons employed on these vessels has also fallen dramatically, with the majority of these vessels now putting to sea with three persons onboard, where previously they would hardly have contemplated departing with less than five persons onboard.

The cod recovery program was initially conceived to halt the decline in fishing industries, by increasing the abundance of fish in our seas. So the question has to be asked, “What went wrong?”

 

Fisheries Scientists have long held the view that commercial fishing is responsible for stock decline, holding to the view that fishermen are simply taking too many fish from the seas. They conclude that fewer boats and more selective fishing gears, which take only the more mature fish from the seas will see an increase in fish populations. 

 

If  this opinion is correct, after six years of closures and the scrapping of numerous vessels, along with other measures such as mesh increases and the reduction in the  number of days vessels are allowed to engage in fishing, surely the Irish Sea  should be bubbling with the abundance of fish contained in it, and yet the scientists can report, ”No significant increase.” 

 

Their response is tighter control measures and further reductions in effort. Science is defined as the systematic study of anything that can be examined, tested and verified. It is derived from the Latin word “scire”  meaning  “to know”.

 

Scientists use the same underlying steps to organize their research.

1.They make detailed observations about objects or processes, either as they occur in nature or as they take place during experiments:

 

2.They collect and analysis the information observed;

 

3.They formulate a hypothesis that explains the behaviour or phenomenon observed.

Care must also be taken to avoid bias. “Data trimming,” ~ deleting data that does not fit with a desired result, and “cooking,”~ selectively reporting observations so as to make data more convincing, are to be avoided.

 

Since the introduction of the cod recovery program in the Irish Sea  ICES has observed a continued reduction in the abundance of cod, despite the closed areas, decommissioning and other control measures. They conclude that political negotiation and appeals by industry representatives 

have blunted the effectiveness of their proposed measures. Indeed in November 2006 Ireland is to collect data, which will be used to “simulate” what might have happened with a full closure of the Irish Sea box to all fishing operations to see if a total closure may have been more effective.

 

If reductions in fishing effort through decommissioning, days at sea, increased mesh sizes and closed areas bring “No significant increases in stock leaves the hypothesis that over fishing is to blame must be discounted. The above-mentioned measures appear to correlate with increased stock decline.

 

To portray fishermen as environmental vandals and fishing vessels as great mechanical hovers vacuuming fish from the seas is totally inaccurate and a complete misrepresentation of the aims and intentions of the commercial fishing industry. Fishermen relay on successful fisheries for their livelihoods and stock rejuvenation for their future well being. After all no fish , no fishermen!

 

To state that a fishing vessel can go to sea and fish a given area until it is void of marine life is also inaccurate and a total impossibility. A fishing vessel requires catch levels to attain to an economic threshold in order to justify its existence. Just as any other marine creature has a nutritional requirement. If a vessel cannot reach this threshold in one particular area it must migrate to another, if this threshold cannot be maintained the vessel becomes unviable and therefore ceases to operate, in other words it dies.

 

It is therefore reasonable to conclude that a prosperous and dynamic fishing fleet is a good measure of healthy fish stocks, and that a fishing vessel which owes its existence to these fisheries is as much a marine animal as those it lives off.

 

Fishery scientists also recommend mesh size increases as a way of increasing fish stocks. These increases allow small unmarketable fish to escape, so as to allow them to grow for harvesting at a later date. It is interesting to note that countries like Norway, Iceland, Faeroes and America have all recorded significant reductions in landings of fish in the years following mesh increases. These reductions are never recovered.

 

Conservationist or selective fishing is being promoted as the way forward with the emphases being placed on ways of making fishing gears more selective, or changing to more selective methods of fishing. Many of the national supermarket chains support these endeavours, in order to be seen as  “green”, usually in a knee jerk reaction, after they have faced public pressure through the high profile actions of so-called “eco-warriors”. These ideas appear appealing but do they work?

 

Selective fishing by its very name is ecologically destructive. It influences biodiversity upsetting the natural balance of the marine ecosystem with the possibility of catastrophic collapse.

 

To simplify the complex energy relationships between plants and animals in an ecosystem, scientists often illustrate the relationship as a pyramid, with the producers at the base of the pyramid and consumers above them. Green plants are called producers because they convert energy from sunlight into carbohydrates through the process of photosynthesis. Animals are called consumers because they eat the plants and other animals. Plankton are the marine producers. The component of the plankton comprising photosynthetic organisms is called phytoplankton. The other component of plankton, the zooplankton, comprises of small crustaceans, jellyfish and molluscs, together with the eggs and larvae of the many animal species inhabiting the marine environment. An estimated 90% of all photosynthesis and release of free oxygen takes place in the oceans. Marine phytoplankton is the first link in the vast aquatic food chain. The zooplankton, which feeds on the phytoplankton, is in turn consumed by larger animals such as fish and even by the largest mammal, the blue whale. 

 

Small pelagics such as Herrings are the next link in the food chain. Known as primary consumers, they consume plankton and in turn become a food source for larger predators such as Cod, Seals, Seabirds and humans as well.

 

Secondary consumers feed on smaller prey from the lower level of the pyramid. Species like Cod can occupy three levels in the pyramid, being zooplankton, maturing to primary consumers and then graduating to secondary consumers as they mature.

 

 

By targeting only mature fish by selective gears, pressure is passed through the ecology pyramid to its foundations. By removing a portion of secondary consumers from their environment pressure is eased on their prey, the primary consumers, allowing it to increase. This in return puts pressure on its food source, the producers, at the base of the pyramid.

From this point on the entire ecosystem starts to suffer, bringing a decline in the welfare of all dependents. This will manifest itself in reduced growth rates and a decline in numbers throughout the ecosystem.

 

In a wildlife program screened by the BBC on the same week as the much-acclaimed “Trawler men” series, the plight of Puffins, and the concerns of environmentalists regarding their decline were highlighted. The program stated that the Puffins preferred diet, Sandeels no longer contained sufficient nutrients to sustain the Puffin colonies in their former numbers. It attributed the reduced fat and oil content of Sandeels to a change in the plankton, which they feed on. The program continued to point out that environmental scientists are calling for a ban on Sandeel fishing to protect the remaining Puffin populations. Sandeels are commercially harvested by the Danish fishing industry. They are used to make Fishmeal for the aquaculture and agriculture industries. In recent times Danish fishermen have endured increasingly vociferous  calls to cease this practice, being cited as destructive and irresponsible.

 

An episode of the BBC documentary “Coast” also recently highlighted the plight of “Kittiwakes” along the Northumberland coastline. These birds spend six months of the year at sea, returning to the coast to breed. The decline in their numbers was also noted. It was pointed out that these birds were being seen nesting further inland each year rather than their more usual locations on the cliffs along the shoreline. Birdwatchers attributed this phenomena to the species increasing need to scavage for food in the streets of our cities in order to feed their young.

 

The above examples highlight a common anomaly. The ecological pyramid has been turned upside down. The dependents are more numerous than their food supply. Science, in its efforts to explain this phenomena, have turned their attentions to studying climate change, stating that the habitats appear to be becoming less suitable to the inhabitants. Although they state a gradual change in climate, the decline in these populations is taking place in the relative short period of a couple of generations.

 

This period coincides with the time the fishing industry were forced to increase the size mesh in their nets, along with substantial reductions in the numbers of vessels in the European fleets. Measures called for by scientists to protect the marine ecosystem.

 

Fishing is regarded as destructive and has no positive role to play in the recovery of fish stocks or their dependents. Populations thrive or decline on the availability of food. Prior to the days when the myth of over fishing surfaced, fishing engaged the use of small mesh nets. These nets sampled the various sizes and species of fish prevalent in the area of use at that time. In doing this the diversity balance between species remained unaltered. The balance between consumer groups also remained unaltered. However the balance between producer group and consumer groups was tilted in favour of the producer group. This meant that there was more food available to the consumer groups, stimulating increased growth. This practice, when maintained for a sustained number of years, will result in species, which are larger and more concentrated in number than would reasonably be expected if left to their own means.          

 

 Conservationists and their supporters have missed the mark. In their well-intentioned endeavours they have created and exacerbated a condition that did not previously exist. By taking the view that mankind was not native to our seas, and seeking evidence to support their notion that his influence has no constructive contribution to make, they have championed the decline in cod stocks around our coasts. They use every opportunity available to them to influence public and political opinion. In an example of this GREENPEACE carried a meter long model of a cod in the form of a coffin carried by pall bearers and with a floral tribute across London to DEFRA, s offices to represent “the last cod” on the Monday prior to the fisheries council. They stated, “Enforcement of “zero catch” for cod would not go far enough to protect “dwindling commercial fish stocks or the ocean environment”. As pointed out in the previous paragraphs, this is a distorted misrepresentation. The declines measured by scientists are a direct result of the changes recommended by them and implemented by politicians keen to be seen as considerate of the future generations. Their actions are having the opposite effect of that intended. The environmental, economic and social consequences will be catastrophic. The conditions, which lead to this situation, must be reversed urgently.  

It is time for fishery scientists to formulate a new hypothesis. In the interest of maintaining what is left of the Northern Irish industry. The cod recovery program should be abandoned immediately. Fishermen should be respected as they seek to work the seas. They should be looked upon as marine husbandmen, seeking to increase the marine harvests and other wildlife that also live of our seas.

 

How do we reverse these conditions?

 

1.     All restrictions to areas fished, types of gear used and time limits contained in the cod recovery program should be removed. These restrictions, although intended to protect cod, are counter productive. They concentrate activity in smaller areas and subject these areas to greater ecological disruption.

 

2.     Square mesh panels should no longer be required. These are designed to allow juvenile fish to escape from trawls in the hope they will mature for harvesting at a later date. These juvenile fish make up the ecology group known as the primary consumers. By targeting only secondary consumers and allowing the escape of their prey, the primary consumers, the ecological balance is manipulated. The proportional increase in the size of the primary consumer group will subject the producer group to increased predation. This will eventually work against the primary consumer group as this will ultimately lead to there being too many mouths to feed. We will then see reduced recruitment to the secondary consumer group, as poor growth rates will lead to increased mortality.

 

 

3.     Large mesh panels should no longer be an enforced requirement on all trawls.

 

4.     Catch composition rules should be removed. These rules serve no other purpose than to criminalize fishermen for doing their job.

 

5.     Minimum mesh size requirements should be removed. Mesh sizes are used to make trawls selective. They are also used by managers to denote different types of fisheries. For example in the Irish Sea a “whitefish boat” must use a mesh size greater than 100 mm in the cod end (rear end) of its net. A “prawn boat” is permitted to use 70 mm in its cod end. A vessel targeting Herring also has a different mesh size limit. This limit is used to exclude the majority of northern Irish vessels from targeting Herring. Prior to the days of the CFP (common fisheries policy) most Northern Irish vessels followed a seasonal pattern of fishing. In the spring of the year they pursued cod and other whitefish. They then changed to prawns and then to Herring. After the herring closure in the early 1980’s this fishery was limited in the number of vessels, which could take part. This immediately began to influence biodiversity. Herring have an unbreakable link with cod. Because these species spawn at opposite seasons of the year they are interdependent on one another for food. Herrings as primary consumers feed on plankton. Part of this plankton consists of cod larvae, which float near the surface before sinking to the bottom when they are about 2 cm long. Herring also make up a significant portion of a mature cods diet. By removing mesh size limits vessels will be able to target the most prevalent species at a particular season and thus maintain the natural ecological balance.

 

All the above measures are engineered to make fishing gears selective or restrict catches of a particular species while still targeting others from different consumer groups, in other words they influence biodiversity in favour of one species to the detriment of others.

 

Total allowable catch limits (TAC’s) should also be removed. These have no scientific justification for their existence. Quotas and their associated logbooks do not provide accurate data for analyses. By placing limits on amounts of a species which can be landed, the data suggests a smaller population than may be the case. If this is so other species may also go unharvested due to the presence of large volumes of a species for which the quota has been exhausted. Quota limits also force vessels into other areas where there are fewer returns even though there are abundant stocks in their preferred area of operation, but the quotas have been exhausted. Quotas also measure species by weigh, therefore stock abundance is masked. A lot of small fish will weight the same as a few large fish. This forces vessel operators to “high grade” to increase the returns on the amount of quota available. There is also a time lag in the processing of data. This masks the trend in stock fluctuations influencing scientists to call for cuts in quotas because they assume “the fish are not there or the fishermen would have caught them” or setting quotas much lower than stocks available because the particular species may have been of less importance to fishermen in the past. Quotas are also used by managers to restrict vessels from entering a fishery because they did not have a previous history of operating in that particular fishery, even though the fishery could support more vessels. 

 

Is there an environmental reason for allowing fishing to continue?

There are two ways to increase the health and welfare of a population or species. The first of these is to import an additional food source to a population, which is unable to attain it if left to its own devices. An example of this in the human population would be the Ethiopian famine relief effort of 1985. In the field of agriculture, fertilizers are used to enrich soil so as to promote growth. The second method of increasing health and welfare of a species is to reduce the size of the population in relation to the available food resource. In the field of horticulture husbandmen prune fruit plantations in order to attain maximum yield and superior quality. Even the leisure gardener uses this method to increase the quantity and quality of flowers and fruits they grow. In the marine environment fishing replicates this process. By removing a portion of the marine population from the sea, competition for the available food resource is reduced, stimulating enhanced growth.

 

Fish reproduce in vast numbers. A female cod, for example, lays between 4 and 7 million eggs in one spawning season. This means a few dozen fish have the potential to increase the population by hundreds of millions in a season. Competition for food is therefore fierce. By reducing this competition increased growth rates are achieved. The size of the population is increased both numerically and individually. If the process of thinning is reduced or ceases the population will decline and revert to its natural parameters. By promoting selective fishing and reducing the numbers of vessels engaged in the fishing industry, it is these declines which scientists are now measuring. If fishing is allowed to take place without regulatory interference, boats will predominately tend to target the dominant species creating an environment for the resurgence of less prevalent species.

 

Summary

 

The current management system is a total failure. (Page 2 paragraph 3)

 

Scientists have a distorted and bias view of the fishing industry. (Page 2,paragraph 6,page 3 paragraph 3)

 

Science has no understanding of how a fishing vessel operates. (Page 3 paragraph 4)

 

Science is working to an ill-conceived and unproven hypothesis. (Page 4,paragraph 1, page 5 paragraph 1)

 

Scientists have miscalculated their starting point. (Page 6 paragraph 2, page 9 paragraph 3)

 

There are wider and far-reaching consequences for a failing management plan. (Page 5 paragraph 2&3)

 

By maintaining and adhering to the minimum landing sizes, juvenile fish discarded at sea become a ready meal for sea birds. Through this avenue they are recycled into the base of the ecology pyramid.

 

The 2007 quota for cod in the Irish Sea is 1462 tonnes. Using 3kg as the average weight of a fish, this equates to 486846 fish, less than 10% of the spawning potential of one fish. 
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