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1.
Welcome and Introductions

Alasdair MacLeod welcomed everyone to the meeting,in particular, Iain Kennedy who had replaced Pete Middleton,  Neil Robertson and Nina Valentine who were both attending their first meeting. 
2.
Minutes of meeting  21 April 2023   and matters arising
The minutes of the Executive Committee of 21 April 2023  were approved by Andrew Brown   and seconded by Donald MacLennan.
Vessels had been notified that MS Compliance would be enforcing 300mm SMP with details of suppliers having been circulated to industry.

Final report had been completed on the Outer Hebrides Pot Limitation.

CatchApp project had commenced following visit by representatives from St Andrew’s University.

Scottish Government had announced that after analysing consultation responses, they would not be proceeding with HPMAs. Scottish Government would engage with communities prior to introducing further designations.

Vessels had continued to avoid areas of high concentrations of spurdog due to lack of demand and poor prices.

MS Compliance fast RIB had visited Loch Roag, with positive feedback from skippers in the area, with higher catch returns in winter months than in previous years.

One young skipper had been successful in grant funding for first time vessel ownership through MFS, with eligibility criteria of 3 years experience from 18 years old having prevented some of the other younger fishermen from applying.

One Western Isles vessel had been awarded a licence to target Blue Fin Tuna, however, condition to land any caught in Stornoway had prevented vessel from targeting usual grounds to the West of the Hebrides. Vessel concentrated on fishing in the North Minch where tuna caught were in the 150 kilo range compared to larger fish caught West.

A local retired skipper had been appointed by Northland to liaise with inshore skippers fishing inshore waters to the West of Lewis. The surveying operations during the summer months had been completed in harmony with fishing operations.

The local company dealing with recycling marine litter had been successful in a funding application from CLLD and were in the process of locating a portacabin at Carloway Pier.
3.
Chairman Verbal Update  
Chairman had been at various meeting throughout the Western Isles seeking industry views on the recent consultation paper on various management measures within the inshore sector. There had been strong support at those meetings for continuation of the pot limitation pilot with positive feedback from all the participating vessels.
In Barra had visited Council staff involved in Developing the Young Workforce and visted the various processing factories in Barra, Uist and Lewis, where there had been relief that HPMAs were not proceeding.

He had been involved in the Islands Growth  Deal programme which had several Food and Drink Projects, throughout the area covering Infrastructure improvements and some local marketing initiatives. Good progress was made in spending budgets on identified projects that had good community support. The Growth Deal was worth £100M over 10 years for the Western Isles, Orkney and Shetland covering many large projects 
He had attended Chairs meetings in Edinburgh with the Minister  and various industry/MD online meetings in relation to the inshore.

4.
Evaluation of Regional Inshore Fisheries Groups

Chairman welcomed Kay Barclay, Analytical Unit, who was undertaking an evaluation of the Regional IFGs around Scotland. 

Kay had met the Chairs and would be interviewing a cross-section of Industry representatives and hoped to conclude the Project by the end of the summer.

The project would consider how effective are RIFGs delivering on its objectives, providing advice to Marine Scotland in sustaining stocks and communities, ensuring well managed stocks.

The project would look at whether the Network was fulfilling is role of providing  a Forum for Scottish Inshore fishers voice to be heard by Government.

The findings would be used to review the current approach and set up and determine if any changes were required to deliver on the objectives.
Members welcomed the evaluation process and provided a range of cross sector industry contact for participating in the evaluation process.

Over the years the Outer Hebrides Regional IFG had been proactive in introducing various local management projects which had led to improved inshore management. The pot limitation pilot having been discussed amongst the wider industry for over 20 years had clearly shown how co-management between Industry, Government and Independent Science could work together to enhance low cost  technology that could be used by smaller vessels to benefit stocks and future enforcement. 

Chairman thanked Kay for her presentation and hoped that their report would be available over the summer.
5.
Measures to Improve Inshore Fisheries in Outer Hebrides 
Chairman had attended meetings in Barra, Benbecula, Harris and Stornoway to consider the measures raised in the Marine Directorate, Scottish Government paper dated 2 February 2024.

At all meetings it was noted that considerable progress had already been made in the management of inshore shellfish stocks in the Outer Hebrides area and it was considered that many of the measures mentioned in the paper had already been addressed by the OHRIFG.
Concern was raised about considering management measures on stock assessments for lobster and crab covering a period from 2016-19 and  should be delayed until more recent data was available.

The main points noted on shellfish landings over the past 15 years are the following:

•
Brown crab landings reduced significantly over last 3 years

•
Velvet crab landings reduced over last 2 years

•
Lobster catches increasing over the last 5 years

The main reasons  for reduced brown crab landings was the increased effort by nomadic vivier vessels on offshore grounds fishing with thousands of pots

Reduced velvet catches due to negative impact treatments used in salmon farming on recruitment, lower velvet prices and higher bait costs reducing effort on stock. 
Lobster landings increasing despite reduced numbers landed due to increase in MLS, with management measures already in place over many years like increasing MLS, introduction of a MaxLS for females , prohibition on landing of crippled females, continuous v-notching lobster leading to better catch per unit effort and greater numbers of undersized on grounds.
Seasonal creel prohibition areas was also noted as a control measure that had benefited the fishery in areas to the West of the Hebrides.

The success of the pot limitation pilot had been welcomed by all fishermen, who stressed that the extension of must be extended to all other areas within the Outer Hebrides Regional Inshore Fisheries sea area out to 12 miles. Skippers had participated fully with St Andrews University in trialling additional equipment that could be used to benefit additional data which could be used for scientific, enforcement and economic purposes. The future development of the CatchApp. Bluetooth coins and scanning equipment to size, age and sex different species, seen as  additional information that would collate data to better understand condition of stocks.
However, it was agreed at all meetings that future management measures should consider all shellfish stocks in the area, as nephrops was the most important stock landed by value, therefore lobster and brown crab should not be considered in isolation. 

The Shellfish (Restriction on taking by unlicensed fishing boats) (Scotland) Order 2017 was  considered not  fit for purpose and must be strengthened to enforce activities by unlicensed vessels. As far as they were aware there had never been any cases in Scotland when enforcement officers had detained anyone for having retaining shellfish in excess of maximum numbers for lobster, nepohrops, any species of crab and scallops.

A maximum number of 5 tagged pots per hobby fisherman, similar to measures in place in Northumberland was considered to be more appropriate than current maximum numbers of shellfish. Any untagged pots should be confiscated and taken ashore.

After analysing shellfish landings over the last 15 years it was noted that brown crab landings had reduced significantly over the last 3 years, whilst velvet crab had reduced over the last 2 years , whilst lobsters catches had increased over the last 5 years.
Reasons noted for brown crab reductions relating to increased effort by nomadic vivier crabbers fishing with thosnads of pots over a prolonger number of years, velvet crab reduction related to negative impact of treatments used in salmon farming on recruitment, with lower prices and higher bait costs reducing effort.

Increased lobster landings despite increase in MLS, introduction of a reduced  MaxLS for females , prohibition on landing of crippled females, continuous v-notching lobster leading to better catch per unit effort and greater numbers of undersized on grounds.
Seasonal creel prohibition areas also noted as a control measure that had benefited the fishery in areas to the West of the Hebrides.

The success of the pot limitation pilot had been welcomed by all fishermen,. Skippers had participated fully with St Andrews University in trialling additional equipment that could be used to benefit additional data that could be used for scientific, enforcement and economic purposes. The future development of the CatchApp. Bluetooth coins and scanning equipment to size, age and sex different species, seen as  additional information that would collate data to better understand condition of stocks.

There was support for the following measures:

· Maximum annual days for static vessels from 200 – 240 days
· Maximum number of pots by any vessel operating in OHRIFG area

	


· Bluetooth coins fitted to fleets on vessels that fished close to  maximum limits

· Maximum lengths to be agreed between pots depending on target species 

· All vessels fitted with trackers with  similar functions to trackers  used in pilot

· Permits  withdrawn if in breach of permit conditions
· Current seasonal creel prohibition areas  be extended from 6 – 12 miles

· Tonnage and horsepower restrictions on nephrop trawlers 
· Introduction of a maximum number of 5 pots for hobby fishermen

· MS to produce a leaflet to highlight shellfish that can be legally bought by hotels and other catering outlets 

· Increased presence of MS Compliance fast RIBs in inshore waters 
There had been  no support for the following measures:

· Introduction of quota for additional shellfish stocks

· Voluntary measures not worth pursuing 

· Introduction of a ban on berried lobster

· Removal of latent capacity or unused entitlements 

Background to reasons not  to support measures:
Lobster stocks in the Outer Hebrides had improved significantly since over 8,000 v-notched lobster where released in inshore waters around the Western Isles, following the locally lead  successful  introduction of legislation which prevents fishermen from retaining aboard or offering for sale a v-notched lobster. Around the same time studies had been done to look at survival rates of eggs from large females compared to smaller lobster and it was clear that survival rate was much higher in eggs from larger female lobsters. This resulted in legislation being introduced in Scotland to ban the landing of a female lobster of more than 155mm. This was further reduced in the Western Isles to 145mm along with a ban on landing crippled female lobsters.

A ban on landing berried lobsters was in place in the sixties and early seventies and was rescinded due to scrubbing of lobsters and impossible to enforce, as eggs will grown on stored lobsters in tanks and would open up huge enforcement issues if caught in a storage tank on in a vivier lorry. The current management measures in place in the Outer Hebrides are easy to enforce and have contributed to enhancement in lobster stocks over a number of years and fishermen wish those to continue rather than introduction of additional measures that are difficult to enforce.
An initial early study into the age of vessel owners in the Western Isles had shown that only 7% of fishermen under 30 years old were in vessel ownership, whereas 30% of fishermen are over 60 years old are in vessel ownership. This study will look more closely at geographical distribution of age of vessel ownership and by method type. Early indication was  there should be no removal of latent capacity or licence entitlements.
After much discussion no members present highlighted any concerns with the matters that had been raised at the various meetings.
Chairman indicated that a further industry meeting would be held in Edinburgh shortly, when next steps for management mesures would be considered.
6.
Final Report Outer Hebrides Inshore Pot Pilot – Mark James

Chairman welcomed Mark James, St Andrews University, who had been leading on the Outer Hebrides Inshore Pot Pliot.

Mark sressed that the final report had been published on 20 Sep 2023 and was available on  Marine Scotland website.
Key Recommendations from the final report:
· Reassess and potentially further reduce the creel limits taking into account differences between Nephrops and crab/lobster creeling.
· Explore the potential to expand the pilot area to incorporate fishing grounds on the west coast of the Outer Hebrides.
· Up-to-date stock assessments are required for brown crab (Cancer pagurus) but also would be beneficial for velvet swimming crab (Necora puber) and European lobster (Homarus gammarus).
· Track all vessels operating within the CLP area.
· A more responsive approach to the policing of the creel limits by Marine Scotland to ensure fishing effort is reduced and conflict is mitigated.
· An overall cap on fishing effort within the pilot area should be considered to ensure that stocks are not over-exploited.
· Continued co-management of the fishery between the RIFG and MS, with additional intervention drafted in for matters beyond the local jurisdiction.
· Long-term monitoring of creel limitation through vessel tracking and catch and landings data to develop more dynamic management measures and provide an evidence base for fishers.

Mark noted the durability of the trackers aboard vessels during the reference period, coupled with the extensive data retained during the pilot period.

Donald MacLennan was lifting  half the pots he used in 2018, employing 5 in South Harris, now using less fuel , less bait, less conflict and catching better qualify with increase in catch per unit effort, all the back of vessels that used to  fish thousands of pots having left the area.

Bluetooth coins provide soak time which was critical for future management and provided further evidence that vessels with maximum pot numbers could be double hauling gear on a daily basis.
Shetland Industry had invested in the trackers used in the Outer Hebrides Pilot ,  to assist data collection in their fisheries and had reported back that the trackers were a valuable tool for management of their fisheries.

Trackers provided 97% accuracy of pot numbers used on a daily basis and was clearly excellent value for money, robust and easy to use and maintain.

Neil Robertson was extremely supportive of the benefits gained from the pilot and saw the urgent need for some effort pot  limitation being introduced in other areas.

Elaine highlighted reports of the decimation of brown crab stocks to the West of Islay and Mull, due to prolonged presence of nomadic super crabbers, with strong support from those areas to reduce pot numbers.

Members considered that Marine Directorate should ensure that recommendations in the report should be promoted as as good industry practices that should be applied to more inshore vessels, with cap in pot numbers being a priority for the whole of Scotland,

7.
CatchApp Update
Following the last visit from Mark James and other St Andrews University staff, tablets were issued to 6 local skippers to provide daily information on discards of various species, catch retained. The skippers were pleased with the process and were  finding  completing daily information required relatively easy to instal.
Mark demonstrated the wide range of information contained within  the App, showing the cumulative  value attributed to different areas of seabed depending where vessels fished on specific day.

This App could accurately identify the specific economic importance of where vessels fished and could map out the seabed to provide vessels detail of economic value, if required for any future economic development in any areas.
Mark  was hopeful that he could conclude most of his research work by the end of April and would arrange a further online meeting with the participating skippers. He had provided a presentation at previous events and those had been well received by policy officers.
Members were extremely impressed with information that was available through the  CatchApp, coupled with how valuable this information could be to industry as they map put the economic returns from specific sea areas.
8.
Acreditation options for West Coast Nephrops
Following representations from Open Seas for removal of   scampi from products sold by major retailers,  it was considered that accreditation of the nephrops fisheres was necessary to protect future scampi markets.
Andrew  highlighted the importance of accreditation to enable retailers to sell their products to customers. MSC was the main label recognized by retailers and ensured products were from  sustainable stocks, traceable, with ethical standards met for all crew, expensive to achieve and retain. MacDuff Shellfish had been actively involved  in Project UK facilitated by MSC, using MSC’s Fishery Improvement Project to identify areas for improvements within certain UK Fisheries. The current FIP was scheduled to end  in April resulting in the necessity for industry to progress with accreditation. Sweden already had MSC for nephrops and gave them the advantages in the market with quality assurances that opened new marketing opportunities for their product. Developing the FIP provided breathing space for industry with retailers whilst additional information was being gathered to be fully compliant with all requirements and may result in higher prices being paid to vessels.
Elaine highlighted additional chajlenges with MSC accreditiaton requiring   Functional Unit management, which in the case of the West Coast would be North Minch, South Minch. Clyde and Jura FUs. Those fisheries had been managed successfully over many years through the current recognized TACs set by the EU for the whole area V1 region. FU management could result in overfishing on area early in the calendar year, with smaller vessels restricted from travelling to other FU areas and could be tied up and lose out on the lucrative Xmas markets.
Neil noted that Torridon had its MSC accreditation  suspended as the catch per unit effort in the nephrops creel fishery had dropped by 50%  over a 3 -4 year period.

The North Minch trawl fishery  was unable to retain its MSC accreditiation around 20 years ago, due to skippers not willing to move to functional unit management, due to the North Minch FU being under threat from larger nomadic vessels on Inshore grounds.
Elaine had considered other accreditation schemes along with SFO and West of Scotland PO with Community Catch being considered as more  appropriate to the nephrops fishery. The Community Catch operated in other countries where small scale fisheries benefit with access to seafood markets for products which can demonstrate they are sourced from sustainable fisheries.

Finlay highlighted  the nephrop trawl fishery was a clean fishery , with little white fish by-catch, as gear design had improved to reduce headline and saw merit in further investigation being undertaken with Community Catch.
Members concluded that accreditation was necessary to ensure continued access to markets, with additional data on by catch, effort and discards required as part of the due diligence process.

9. Tangle and Gill Netting Meetings
Chairman had meetings in Barra, Uist, Harris and Lewis between officials from Marine Scotland and NatureScot to discuss future management of netting operations within various marine sites that had already been designated mostly as SPA for bird protection.

It was apparent that fishermen catching crawfish in nets had entered them as having been caught with pots and there was little data showing where tangle netting has been taking place.

Fishermen at each location provided details of where netting for crawfish using 250mm tangle nets had been taking place, as well as netting for spurdog and other white fish bottom species. Pelagic surface nets had been set on a seasonal basis to target pelagic species mainly for bait purposes.

Whilst NatureScot did provide diving depths for a range of bird species, it became evident that local fishermen had not been experiencing bird entanglement with their netting operation. Most of the evidence provided had been gathered in the South West of England and from Europe.
Fishermen had had observers aboard their vessels whilst netting for crawfish and spurdog a number of years previously and had no problem in taking observers to sea in future years. They did report the increasing number of incidents of white tailed sea eagles killing a number of birds on a daily basis at many locations throughout the Western Isles.

Marine Scotland and NatureScot would consider all the information that had been provided of netting within existing sites and would consider what future management options were possible to reduce impact on future fishing activities. Based on information provided detailing where surface nets had been set for herring, they saw no reason why that fishery should not continue.

Local skippers  had indicated that they would take observers aboard their vessels during netting operations and arrangements would be considered  to ensure that observers would be available for going to sea  aboard static netting vessels.
10. Additonal Quota Consultation 
Following discussions at the last OHRIFG regarding future allocations of additional quotas becoming available to the inshore sector. CNES did respond that they would welcome involvement in piloting a Community Quota Scheme within the Western Isles. This was based on their previous investment in purchasing mostly nephrops quota that was managed through the Orkney PO and the SFO.

Additional quota was clearly seen as having potential for diversification opportunities for vessels away from their high dependency on shellfish stocks and develop benefit from migratory stocks that appeared in local waters.

It was anticipated that a gradual approach could be considered to build the necessary infrastructure and market over a number of years.

CNES would  be meeting with officials from Marine Directorate to consider the possibility of CNES piloting a Community Quota Scheme for some of the additional quota that was becoming available to Scotland.

Donald Morrison would fit his vessel with jiggers if he could access any additional quota, as would Donald MacLennan, with creating a good market being necessary before they would invest in changes to vessels.
Smaller under 10 metre vessels had seen encouraging catches of haddock on jiggers during the summer months, with a few skippers keen to invest in such gear if sufficient quota was available on a seasonal basis. Local demand was evident for good quality seafood as was evident during Covid.

The Island Growth Deal could provide assistance towards groups willing to develop seafood hubs and develop new marketing opportunities for high quality seafood landed locally.
11. Innovation in Inshore Fishing – Electro Fishing for RazorsI 

Marine Scotland has recently published a report on the development of a scientific project to investigate the potential for a sustainable razor fish fishery around Scotland.
Conducted by the Scottish Government, the Health and Safety Executive and Food Standards Scotland, the trial began in 2018 and had now been extended to 31 January 2025.
The Outer Hebrides Regional IFG had been involved in the development stages of this project over a number of years and its encouraging that a sustainable fishery has been developed to date in  Broad Bay area. The vessel working in Broad Bay has been actively engaged with all the various Agencies in the development of the fishery, with Broad Bay yielding good returns  providing an all year income to 4 local fishermen.
Although 5 permits were originally allocated to vessels to operate at various designated sites in the Western isles, only 3 permits have been commercially active in the area, some for very limited periods of time.
At the moment water sampling had being undertaken at Loch Carnan area in South Uist, hoping that a further vessel will fish in that area creating another additional 4 jobs at sea, plus the number of onshore benefits to local transportation and other ancillary industries. Good feedback will be available on razors sizes and stock levels in an area that has not been fished for some time.
Vessels participating in the fishery would welcome an opportunity to zone areas in the Sound of Barra, that had been fished previously for razor fish. The identified areas was free from sea grass and they considered that similar zoning to that agreed with the operator in the Sound of Harris should be extended to the Sound of Barra, where 2 vessels could sustainably develop a commercial fishery that could easilty generate an additional £500,000 to the local economy.

Members welcomed the report and the management measures that had developed a sustainable inshore fishery, based on 110 days per year, 450kgs per day, and regular samples provided to Marine Lab, and regular sampling.
12. Developing Young Workforce within Schools 
The success of CNES Fisheries Investment Scheme, assisted by the Royal Bank of Scotland, Industry and latterly Marine Scotland  for first time vessel ownership had resulted in many  fishermen being very successful in developing their own fishing business. 

Over 200 fishermen had completed their Seafish Inshore Skippers Ticket, despite limited promotion of the industry being delivered in the main Secondary schools. 

A number of  successful young fishermen had been identified to develop  case studies of their success within the fishing industry and discussions have been held with DYW officials  to promote career opportunities in secondary schools  in Castlebay, Liniclate, Tarbert and Harris.
Both Alasdair MacLeod and Duncan MacInnes had  met  with the DYW Coordinator in Barra to discuss for a number of 15 year olds who are wanting a career in the fishing industry travelling to Stornoway for a 3 week introduction to Commercial Fishing Course before they leave school in summer.

An initial early study into the age of vessel owners in the Western Isles has shown that only 7% of fishermen under 30 years old are in vessel ownership, whereas 30% of fishermen are over 60 years old are in vessel ownership. Clearly, this indicates the urgent need for attracting younger fishermen into an industry that can provide them with good career opportunities to develop their own fishing business within their own community.
13. Northland N4 Devleopment 
A Scoping Report was issued recently for  Spiorad Na Mara offshore project for the proposed development off the West of Lewis for the construction of up to 60 fixed turbines.

The report was looking at an option of 3 sites where the array of cable will come ashore to a sub-station prior to the cable being buried over to Arnish, where a further sub-station will be required in addition to the large sub-station that SSEN -T will build near Arnish.
The cabling route between the N4 site and the shore will run through very prolific lobster grounds and depending on whether cables can be buried through the rocky seabed, it could have significant negative impact on the future fishing operations for the local static gear boats that currently operate in the area on a seasonal basis.

Industry will be looking as some form of compensation and mitigation for the loss of access to productive shellfish grounds and will be investigating funding for lobster stock enhancement projects in  v-notching and release of juvenile lobsters in the Loch Roag area. 
In addition, industry  will be considering the possibility of  a scallop hatchery in the Loch Roag area and   re-stocking  seed scallops in  Loch Roag area  develop alternative seasonal fisheries for displaced vessels to fish scallops with innovative traps fitted with lights that have been trialled  in other parts  of the UK.
Loch Roag used to have large stocks of callop stocks until the late sixties, when a large team of Australian divers  cleaned out the grounds. Whilst the Loch still provides scallop returns on a seasonal basis to 2 dive teams, stocks have declined since the introduction of large salmon farms in the area.

The Loch Roag area could be manged to ensure that scallops could be fished sustainable for future years, through a permit scheme that would have specific conditions attached to any licence.

Its considered vital that lasting community benefits are derived for future fishermen from offshore renewables to benefit them from being displaced from their traditional grounds and restocking of shellfish onto adjacent grounds is  the minimum  that any developer must  provide to fishermen long term benefits for loss of productive fishing grounds.
14.
AOCB

As there was no other business to discuss Chairman thanked everyone for their attendance and contributions and closed meeting at 1330.
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