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SW1P 3JR.

Dear Patrick,

DEFRA Consultation on measures to protect marine biodiversity in Lyme Bay from the impact of fishing with dredges and other towed gear: 

The response of SWIFA

1. For the purposes of our response to this consultation exercise the remarks that follow, unless otherwise stated, relate to the 60 square mile area (“the area”) that was delineated by English Nature (now Natural England) in May 2006.

2. SWIFA membership encompasses the entire fleet of trawlers and scallop dredgers that are currently eligible, under SFC rules, to work the area. 
3. The size of that fleet has been, for some time, capped by statutory regulations. The gear that is authorised has been limited also for some years. Growth in this sector is not an option under existing arrangements.

4. SWIFA is concerned that the consultation paper places excessive emphasis upon scallop dredging. Some of those consulted may be convinced, quite wrongly, that only scallop dredging would be prohibited. The truth is that the Wild Life Trusts and natural England are seeking the prohibition of all towed gear fishing in the area.
5. SWIFA is also concerned that the consultation does not include for each option a full social and economic impact assessment. The listed “benefits and costs” and the paragraph (25) describing impact on small business, amount only to statements of conjecture that lack supporting evidence. 

6. In all three options, the considerable costs would be carried entirely by the towed-gear sector of the fishing industry. There is no proof whatsoever that the options B or C would deliver benefits to biodiversity and the marine environment greater than those of option A already in place. 
7. SWIFA members are willing to co-operate with SFIA in a full social and economic appraisal of the changing values of the area and of other adjacent fisheries zones in order to provide credible evidence of the long-term impacts of MPAs.
8. It should come as no surprise that SWIFA supports fully Option A of the three options for the following reasons: 
9. “Buy-in” from fishermen who use towed fishing gear is complete only for option A.
10. In the interval since the Minister made his decision in August 2006, academic and scientific studies have been initiated that will, in time, present a better understanding of all aspects of the area; biology, physiology, commercial and recreational activities, etc. SWIFA members have been assisting with these studies and that rich vein of knowledge and co-operation may be lost forever if the industry is forced out of the area. (Quantification of epibenthic fauna in areas subjected to different regimes of scallop dredging activity in Lyme Bay, Devon. Project team: Dr Jan G. Hiddink, Prof. Michel J. Kaiser, Dr Hilmar Hinz, Ms Amy Ridgeway)

11. It would be a tragedy and a travesty if the Hiddink research were to be denied government and other funding to allow it to continue for a meaningful period. 

12. SWIFA has initiated the process leading to Marine Stewardship Council Accreditation for the inshore (within the 6-mile-limit) scallop fishery. 
13. A number of SWIFA members have already engaged with the SFIA to achieve the Responsible Fishing Scheme standard.

14. While the aforementioned processes continue, SWIFA does not think it appropriate for changes to the closed areas to be considered. 
15. Once completed and the findings of the studies have been subjected to peer review, there may be scope for considering other measures, including the application of restrictions to all forms of extraction activities that impact upon the biodiversity of this area. The extent of the existing closed-area agreement may also be amended, as and if required.
16. Biodiversity includes all marine organisms and we have noted that netters and divers are not also the subjects of the options under consideration. 
17. In particular, we noted the concerns expressed by Professor Mike Kaiser in his July 2007 article “How “Green” is diving for scallops”, in which he states, “Allowing commercial scallop diving to continue unchecked…..has the potential to kill the golden goose.”
18. The fishing industry has, for many decades exploited for commercial gain the rich mix of diverse mobile and sessile species that characterise the area. Such activities have always been regulated and controlled, but are much more now than ever before. 
19. The history of scallop dredging is much longer than the consultation suggests. SWIFA members come from families and communities that have exploited the scallop beds since at least the late 1960s. Trawlermen have been active in the area since the end of the War in 1945. There is evidence of trawling from Beer since the 1700s!
20. SWIFA notes the following comments: “The long-term nature of the fishery means that much of the damage caused to the seabed features may be irreversible.  Under such circumstances, a closure of these areas would have significant socio-economic effects on the local fishing fleet without any obvious conservation benefits.  Nevertheless, there has been a scallop fishery in this area for many years, and yet some of the special interest features clearly survive, suggesting that it is possible for fishing and conservation interests to co-exist in the area.” “Proposed closure of scallop grounds in Lyme Bay.” Dr. Julian Addison, CEFAS, July 2006.
21. SWIFA considers options B & C to be inequitable and disproportionate. The areas beyond the existing Agreement include considerable sediment substrata that are of minimal marine conservation interest (as sea fans require a stable attachment) and high commercial fishing value (i.e. high density of scallops).

22. Scallop dredging gear is already the subject of size, weight and number restrictions. Trawlers are size and power limited. Nets must conform to strict EU rules. SFC bylaws control access to the area. 
23. It is important to appreciate that only a very small proportion of the total commercial catch taken from the area is of the “pressure stocks” for which Total Allowable Catches (TACs) are set by the European Union, for example, Dover Sole, Plaice, Pollack and Cod. These species are taken as by-catch by the trawlers that operate in the area. Local netters target these stocks. 
24. The overwhelming majority of economic benefit derived from the area for local fishing communities is from non-TAC stocks. For decades, these stocks have been exploited with no evident depletion or loss of reproductive capacity. For examples, scallops, lemon soles, squid, red mullet, gurnard, cuttlefish, bass, crabs and lobsters. It appears that commercial fishing activity in the area and on these non-TAC stocks has been for decades conducted within safe biological limits. 
25. In the seas immediately adjacent to the area there are few, if any, habitats that support shellfish populations. Netting is the only regular activity and some trawling, for several miles outward from the boundary of the area. If the area is closed then scallopers not only lose all immediate economic benefits, but there would be no proximate benefits. (“…the surveys confirm that there are no grounds with commercial levels of scallops just offshore from the inshore grounds.”) (“… because there are no fishing areas close offshore from the proposed closure area, and…they (the scalloper fleet) would not be able to fish close to where the benefits would accrue.”) CEFAS, July 2006 (as above).
26. It is important in the analysis of predicted costs and benefits to take full account of all changes. Closing a valuable scallop bed and associated trawl fisheries would be bound to cause immediate financial loss. Whether or not those losses could be mitigated depends upon the proximity, state of health and exploitation status of other fisheries. 
27. As for the practicalities of making up that loss from other areas, the point that must not be missed is that the Channel scallop fishery is a "boom and bust" one that fluctuates. The Lyme Bay scallop beds may or may not be going naturally into a trough of production now or soon. The boats will, in time and as part of that cycle, go to other scallop bed areas and other trawl fisheries. However, when the cycle comes around again for Lyme Bay and the scallops are again ready to harvest, the beds would remain closed under the Options B and C proposals. The boats, therefore, would have to stay on depleted scallop beds elsewhere or on depleted trawl fisheries. There would be no natural cycle rest period and the downward spiral would accelerate.
28. There are only a few inshore scallop beds off the S Coast and they have to be "rotated" like crops on farms.
29. The nature and history of the many different towed-gear exploitation patterns within the area make it very difficult to determine with certainty the true value of these activities. Only for recent years has it been a legal requirement for the operators of vessels greater than 10m in length to record their non-TAC catches in logbooks. Those with smaller vessels are not obliged even today to keep such catch records. Fisheries dependency can be gauged only from knowledge of local employment levels in the fishing communities. Employment levels are also a proxy for economic viability and the sustainability of the exploited resources. 
30. Homarus Ltd have published a report on Lyme Bay for The Wildlife Trusts. The report claims to provide estimates of the likely economic value of different uses of a proposed conservation zone in Lyme Bay (the “area”): including static gear fishing, recreational fishing and diving. The report demonstrates erroneously that scalloping may provide a total income of between £162,000 and £187,000. By contrast, static commercial gear fishing (£177,000), angling (£247,000) and diving (£85,000) allegedly contribute a total of £509,000 to the region – more than double the amount for scalloping alone. These figures are nonsense.
31. One SWIFA member alone earned from the 60 square miles in the region of £200,000 in 2006.
32. SWIFA disputes utterly the findings of the Homarus Ltd Report to the Wild Life Trusts (May 2007). Analysis of the SWIFA membership would indicate annual total trawl and scallop income from the area in excess of £2 millions.
33. Regulation by the competent authorities (SFCs and DEFRA/ MaFA) and by SWIFA of members’ towed-gear activities, allows already for the “maintenance of the structure, productivity, function and diversity of the ecosystem upon which the fisheries depend”. The “zoned” management arrangements already put in place by SFCs, DEFRA/ MaFA are supported fully by SWIFA and ensure due regard for local, national and international laws. 
34. SWIFA is convinced of the integrity of the existing Voluntary Agreement, its extent and application. The biodiversity of Lyme Bay is protected now better than ever and any extension beyond the area of the 2006 Agreement will be resisted. Officers of the DSFC and SSFC have reported no incursions into the protected areas since the August 2006 Agreement. 
35. The loss of towed-gear grounds implied by options “B” and “C” would, inevitably, “increase fishing pressure on other scallop grounds and also divert effort into other fisheries, particularly trawling.” (CEFAS, July 2006, as above.)
36. SWIFA is, of course, aware that “there are practical difficulties in enforcing small closed areas that do not have the support of all parties”. However, we welcome legislation allied to suitable penalty to enact the present Voluntary Agreement. 
37. SWIFA has co-operated recently with the SFIA in developing a project that will test on member vessels technology to monitor position and improve enforcement. Together with Natural England, the partners are proposing to pilot a small vessel tracking system in SW England to demonstrate compliance with local management agreements. This system is in use for vessels harvesting cockles in the Solway Firth under a Regulating Order managed by the Solway Shellfish Management Association.   
38. SWIFA recognises also that, “Closure of the Lyme Bay fishery (60 square miles area) may well increase settlement and recruitment to the scallop fishery, and therefore the incentive to fish illegally in the area would be even greater”. The “loss of fishing” cost implications are greater for options “B” and “C”. 
39. We believe that the fishing activity in the area has sufficient history to be intrinsically part of the marine biodiversity. Removal of towed-gear operations from more area than is now the case might have knock-on implications that have yet to be considered, such as the loss of nutrients that would become “locked” in the sediment. 
40. We urge that the Minister accepts option “A” as the necessary extent of prohibition in Lyme Bay and that statutory enactment through Bylaw or Closure Order follows quickly in the wake of the consultation. In return, SWIFA members will continue to co-operate with the scientific work started by Hiddink at Bangor University. Furthermore, we will co-operate with SFIA in a full social and economic study of the values of the various fisheries in Lyme Bay and adjacent areas and we will co-operate with the SFIA in the study of suitable monitoring technology to be used by vessels engaged in the inshore zones.
41. We remind the Minister that, in May 2006, Defra stated in its response to the RCEP (Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution) report 'Turning the Tide', that:

"The protection of the marine environment is a critical part of UK fisheries policy", nevertheless, "the social and economic pillars of sustainable development also need to be integrated into our work" (p 6)  
 
"…highlight the importance of protecting the marine environment as part of our strategy to achieve a thriving fishing industry" (p 7). 
 
"...we do not believe that a blanket approach to banning activities in all sensitive areas would be consistent with our sustainable development objectives" (p.16). 
Jim Portus,

Secretary SWIFA.
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