NOTES FOR PILOT POT LIMITATION   MEETING 11 AUGUST 2020
HARRIS AND BENBECULA MEETINGS
Representatives from Marine Scotland, St Andrews University and the Outer

Hebrides Regional IFG attended a meeting in Harris Hotel on 27 Feb 2020.

The meeting was well attended by active fishermen who were all very

supportive of proposed measures to implement a pilot pot limitation project

from Loch Shell south to Barra. Fishermen were told that a limited amount of

tracking equipment would be available for installing aboard static gear vessels

and expressed their disappointment at the small number of vessels being

proposed. A number of fishermen present were supportive of paying for the

tracking equipment themselves. However, following the meeting it was agreed 

that the tracking devices would be available to 40 vessels for the duration of the

pilot. 

All those present reported increasing number of pots having to be used to

maintain catch, as catch rate per unit effort had declined significantly over past

years. They noted that despite a number of positive management measures

having been introduced over recent years, it had been disappointing that an

increasing number of vivier vessels where operating with no restrictions to the

West of the Hebrides. Whilst the initial restrictions had been proposed for the

nephrops pot fishery , it was now apparent that brown crab catches, in

particular, were under severe pressure with catches declining at an alarming

rate.

Mark James gave a presentation on the innovative work that St Andrew’s

University had coordinated with Marine Scotland, as part of the SIFIDS project
that had been investigating technology that would be appropriate for inshore
vessels. He highlighted the specific tracking devices that had been piloted on
inshore vessels to ascertain with a high level of accuracy of where vessels
fished, their fishing patterns and number of pots hauled per day.

St Andrews University, coordinated a Zoom meeting with on 2 July 2020 to 

enable fishermen in the Uists and Barra to participate in a similar meeting to that held in Harris.

All fishermen present were supportive of the need for urgent management measures to regulate pot numbers in all inshore waters around the areas where they fished.

Fishermen present voiced their concerns at the increasing levels of effort now being targeted at the close inshore area, by nomadic vivier crabbers from Ireland and elsewhere fishing with thousands of pots. 
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They highlighted that the grounds that had been well managed through increasing MLS to 90mm, decreasing the MaxLS for female lobsters and had had in excess of 8,000 v-notched lobsters were now being fished at unsustainable levels.
Reports of Irish vessels breaking up undersized brown crab for whelk bait and storing in freezers aboard, retaining v-notched and under 90 mm lobsters to land in the Republic of Ireland. Very little enforcement checks had been undertaken on the vessels due to Covid-19 and they had already decimated the grounds of the West of Islay and Mull.
Marine Scotland intended to wait for the results of the Pouter Hebrides pot limitation pilot before extending into additional areas. Those present did note that many vessels fishing west had still left their prawn gear in the Minches unattended for several weeks, preventing trawlers access to grounds, leading to possible conflict.

Further discussions would be considered at local level to see whether a pragmatic approach could be considered in the shorter term to consider sensible management of the inshore grounds during the periods when areas where open to creel fishing in the period from April – October.
Vessels that had signed up for tracking devices would be approached shortly once agreement had been reached with a local company to install equipment aboard local vessels.

A realistic date for the pilot to commence was 1 November 2020, coinciding with the date when all gear had been shifted from the grounds to the West of Uist and Barra North to Scarp, due to creel prohibition in force in waters inside 6 miles in those areas.

STATIC GEAR MARKING LEGISLATION 
The Marking of Creels (Scotland) Order came into force on 20 June 2020 and now  requires licensed fishermen to mark their creels with the PLN of the deploying registered fishing vessel. Vessels continue to report the presence of unmarked gear, in particular, in areas operated by scallop dredgers. In addition, skippers continue to make  reference to unmarked gear set by unlicensed/hobby fishermen and how those can be distinguished from gear belonging to licensed vessels. An increased presence of Marine Scotland Compliance vessels have been reported on inshore grounds checking marking on static gear buoys.

Definition of gear marking requirements to be included in permit conditions and consideration giving to how hobby fishermen’s gear should be marked, to distinguish from gear belonging to commercial fishermen and penalty consideration for gear not marked in accordance with legal requirements.
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MAXIMUM SIZE VIVIER VESSELS IN INSHORE WATERS
There has been wide spread support from around the West Coast of Scotland for some form of effort restriction on static gear in inshore waters.
At a recent meeting of the West Coast Regional IFG, Jim Watson, Marine Scotland, indicated that there would be no further consideration of pot restrictions until the findings from the Outer Hebrides pilot had been evaluated.

Marine Scotland had accepted that despite the introduction of a shellfish licence this had not reduced effort on inshore grounds and they were willing to consider measures that could be introduced relatively quickly and could protect inshore grounds from over-exploitation.

The main concern highlighted had been the effort increase in activity on close inshore crab and lobster grounds, to the west of the offshore islands from Islay, Mull and around the Outer Hebrides.  The specially built vivier vessels had been specially built to fish the more offshore grounds, rather than inshore grounds and spent usually up to a week at sea before landing to vivier lorries usually on mainland ports or into Ireland, with no benefit coming to the communities adjacent to those grounds. This additional pressure had forced local vessels to increase their pot numbers to mainland landings, with catch per unit effort declining rapidly.

After much discussion they was agreement that Marine Scotland should consider consulting on banning vivier crabbers over 14 metres from operating in Scottish inshore waters. Reference was made in particular as to where UK registered vivier crabbers fishing in the North Sea could operate if they did not have access to their current grounds following the UK withdrawal from the EU.

This proposal has not been considered yet by the Outer Hebrides Regional IFG but its expected that they would be support for such a proposal, as brown crab catches had been reducing at an alarming rate over the past 3 years due to the huge all year effort targeted by vivier vessels.
Marine Scotland will be managing waters out to 12 miles offshore and the consensus at the meeting was that vivier crabbers over 14 metres should be banned in Scottish inshore waters, as those vessels were built to be fishing further offshore.

The proposal has not been considered by the main West Coast Regional IFG and after submission to Marine Scotland would have to go through the formal statutory 3 month consultation process.

Members are asked to consider this proposal in the overall mix of effort control in inshore waters and currently would have no impact on vessels that are operating in the current pilot pot limitation geographical area.
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