NOTES FOR COCKLE   MEETING 16 FEBRUARY 2021
COCKLE REPORT UPDATE

Completion of the cockle report was delayed due to severe weather conditions which coincided with low tides, resulting in ferries being cancelled for several occasions which prevented contractors from getting to Uist and Barra. Following completion of the filed work the contractors were then furloughed which further delayed completion of the final report. Both Anne and Lynda provided significant assistance to the contractors in preparing the final report.

Anne and Lynda can update members on the main findings of the report in relation to the 4 beaches surveyed.  Comparisons with the  beaches, North Ford and Luskentyre  between the 2014 and 2019 indicate reduced biomass(tonnes) for cockles over 30 mm in 2019 at both locations compared to 2014.
Reports back from each location as follows:

Luskentyre:

Note attached of previous meeting in Harris, with previous photographic evidence having been supplied prior to the meeting that alleged mechanical night -time.

There has been no further discussions with WHT and they did not provide any further evidence to MS following the meeting regarding sharing their legal advice.

The WHT had been supported of management measures to sustain the fishery and will be invited to the virtual meeting, as will local Councillors, and other Community Groups in Harris plus harvesters and buyers.

North Ford:

Following discussions with MS Science and SNH it was agreed that the North Ford beach was sufficient distance from the North Uist SPA to enable commercial hand gathering cockle harvesting on the beach. 

It was agreed that the other beaches at Vallay. Traigh Ear and Vallaquie did not merit any further surveys due to close proximity to the SPA and lack of stock for commercial harvesting.

Although North Ford represents a large area for cockle harvesting there seems to have been little or no commercial harvesting there over the last number of years.
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South Ford:

According to the latest survey the South Ford beach seems to have a healthy distribution of various sized cockles, with significant quantities of 10 – 16mm sizes. In addition, the beach is showing most abundance of cockles in excess of 30mm.

The beach has been harvested regularly with around 6 harvesters mostly on a seasonal basis when the beach has an A Classification, although cockles have been sold with B Classifications accompanied with the relevant paperwork that depuration would occur at end destination. Kilbride Shellfish one of the main cockle buyers from this beach has indicated that returns of good sized cockles have been maintained over a number of years.

All local Councillors will be notified of the local virtual meetings as will Community Council in North Uist that had expressed an interest some time ago. All local harvesters and buyers will be notified of the local meeting.

The harvesting at the South Ford seems to have been sensibly managed at local level and there was general agreement with proposed management proposals, although many harvest on Sat and Sun to have fresher cockles which leave the area on the weekend vivier lorries.

Traigh Mhor:

This beach has been harvested commercially for the last 30 years with significant numbers of hand gatherers operating on an all year basis. A number of locals operated mechanical extraction there prior to the emergency order which prohibited mechanical extraction in Scotland. The beach took some time to recover following those mechanical operations, but still provide a steady return to local gatherers. 
A number of groups and individuals have raised concerns over the past 18 months with regard to over-exploitation on the beach with locals reporting diminishing returns with less than half being harvested and other locals ceasing harvesting.
Main concern from area has been the increasing presence of EU Nationals who have moved into Barra and view the harvesting of cockles being a means to subsidise their living standards. Locals report that they continue harvesting in groups for quantities that locals would not bother and that they harvest the beach at all times of the day and night.
Northbay Community Council has been the main organisation in touch with the RIFG but aware that they are in touch with local MSP. The MSP has been provided with a copy of the cockle report on the understanding that it has not been discussed outwith the RIFG and that it must not be circulated to any other party.
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Northbay Community Council were in agreement with some form of management being introduced and wanted the beach closed to all harvesting in the first instance. However, they are keen to have further discussions at community level to agree a way forward to manage the fishery.

A notice will be inserted in Guth Bharraidh, the local newspaper of the date for the Barra virtual meeting, Northbay Community Council will be informed. I will ensure that I will get contact details for the local harvesters including those EU Nationals so that they are aware of local concerns and any future management measures. All the cockle buyers will be invited as it has been alleged that some gatherers land cockles below the 30mm MLS.
POSSIBLE FUTURE MANAGEMENT MEASURES
Hand raking for cockles has been an integral part of life for some communities in the Outer Hebrides for the last 50 years. The emerging EU markets for live shellfish in the early eighties opened new marketing opportunities for cockles and offered  hand gatherers  a seasonal income by selling to the vivier lorries.
As many mainland cockle beds where coming under increased pressure and increased prices locals saw the opportunity for mechanical harvesting the beaches at Barra, North Uist, Seilibost in Harris and Tong in Lewis. The presence of tractors on beaches raised many local concerns with local stocks being over-exploited, resulting in a ban  on mechanical harvesting for cockles in Scotland.
After discussions throughout communities  it was agreed that some form of management must be introduced to ensure a better managed and sustainable fishery.  The main concerns having been the unrestricted access to the fishery with a minimum landing size being the only conservation measure. The communities which had commercially harvest beaches expressed support for the following management measures:
· Harvest ration of 20% of cockles larger than 30mm

· Cockle harvesting  to be prohibited between 1800 Friday and 0600 Monday

· Cockle harvesting to be prohibited each day on all beaches between 1800 and 0600
However, the OHRIFG must investigate how such measures could be accommodated within existing legislation which only covers a minimum landing size of 22mm in Scotland and 30mm in the Outer Hebrides and a prohibition on the use of mechanical harvesting. Those are both enforced by Marine Scotland Compliance.
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The recently launched Future Fisheries Management Strategy makes reference to permits being used in inshore fisheries and consideration should be given to the issuing of permits to all future commercial cockle gatherers who are selling their catch to a licensed shellfish buyer.

· Consideration for creating a permit scheme for cockle gatherers
MARINE SCOTLAND IT SYSTEMS FOR COCKLES
A weakness in the current recording system is that although all cockles in the Outer Hebrides are being landed to registered buyers the current IT system in Marine Scotland is unable to record those landings. Therefore, volumes of landings of cockles are escaping the current landing statistics and this must be addressed as a matter of urgency. Previously, Fishery Offices used to enter block group cockle landings and those were recorded in the official annual fisheries statistics for the whole of Scotland. Currently, Marine Scotland IT systems can only accommodate landings against a named and registered fishing vessel.

Should Marine Scotland introduce some form of licence or permit to those selling cockles to registered buyers, then it could be possible that the current IT system could be adapted to accept cockle entries. 

There seems to be little benefit in public resources being used to undertake cockle surveys when there is no system in place to record the volumes and values landed from this resource. Winkles which probably accounts for significantly more value is another local resource for which there are no recorded landings or value generated in the local economy.

Members are asked to consider the following:
· IT systems in Marine Scotland to be enhanced to allow entry for cockle landings
BORVE, BERNERAY WATER CLASSIFICATION FOR COCKLES
Roddy, NatureScot, has notified Outer Hebrides Regional IFG, that SNH has been approached for feedback on a application to Food Standards Scotland for a water classification request for cockle harvesting at Borve Beach, Berneray, North Uist. Borve beach has never previously been highlighted as a beach where there has been any cockle harvesting. As far as we are aware there had never been any surveys undertaken and there would have been no commercial harvesting, due to lack of water classification.

SNH had previously expressed concerns regarding cockle harvesting on beaches in North Uist and Roddy will indicate whether NatureScot has highlighted any concerns with this application.
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An invitation to attend the virtual meeting in Uist will be extended to whoever the applicants are for Borve Beach, so that they are fully aware of what future management measures are being proposed for cockle fisheries in the Outer Hebrides.

DATES FOR VIRTUAL MEETINGS IN HARRIS, UIST AND BARRA
Members are asked to consider suitable dates for Harris, Uist and Barra to ensure we achieve maximum participation from community, harvesters and shellfish buyers. The shellfish buyers usually return on Thursdays although most will have some other representatives who could attend a virtual meeting.

The local meetings should take no longer than 1.5 hours and will cover the recent survey and future management measures as above.
All those attending will be requested to register their interests and will be provide with Zoom password details for joining the meeting so that we are all aware of attendees in advance of meeting.
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