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The North Sea Regional Advisory Council (NSRAC) was the first Regional Advisory Councils to be formed.  It held its first General Assembly in Edinburgh in November 2004.  This is the report to the sixth General Assembly, held in Ijmuiden in October 14th 2009.

General Assembly, October 29th 2008, York

The Chair of the General Assembly, Patrice Leduc, welcomed participants to the General Assembly of the North Sea Regional Advisory Council. This was the fifth year of the NSRAC. We were meeting in a magnificent medieval building and over its main door, written in French, were the words “God grant us good business”. He thought that if we amended this to “Cod grant us good business” then we would be assured of a successful meeting. The fishing industry was now recovering from the crises of the past. Fish resources were doing well, and markets were good. Against that we had a Common Fisheries Policy which was being managed for biology only.  Strong measures were still being imposed and were leading to the dumping of marketable fish. Who could possibly benefit from such policies?  

The guest speaker, Huw Irranca-Davies, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State in the UK Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, was especially interested in the challenges faced by the RACs. The UK had supported the stronger involvement of stakeholders in the CFP and the establishment of the RACs. It was now good to see them working, although he was aware of the funding difficulties that they faced. There were now important fisheries issues to be resolved, among them the problem of ensuring cod recovery.  We needed to protect fragile stocks while increasing the proportion of fish landed rather than discarded. He was determined to improve the efficacy of measures aimed at protecting cod.  The 2012 Review of the CFP was now fast approaching. Improvements were needed. There was a need for fundamental reform with strong emphasis on outcomes. We needed a more stable regulatory framework, based on long term management plans.

Hugo Andersson told the meeting that the Annual Report reflected the immense amount of work which had been done over the year. At the 2007 General Assembly in Aalborg we had accepted an offer from Aberdeenshire Council to host the NSRAC for a further 3 years. The Council plays an important role, not least as a banker as funding from the Commission was slow to arrive. The Commission’s rigid and inflexible rules were also difficult to handle and we needed to resolve these issues.

There had been several major initiatives during the year:

The Peterhead Conference on Control & Compliance

The Edinburgh Conference on Offshore Marine Protected Areas, and

The Nantes Seminar on Long Term Management Plans

All 3 meetings had proved a starting point for further activities.

At the last General Assembly the NSRAC had identified a series of priorities, including:

· Cod recovery and discard prevention

· Fuel prices and the future of the industry

· Achieving a more flexible and adaptable management regime

· Issues of governance

· The narrow margin of tolerance on the weighing of catches and landings

· Technical measures

· Improving the relationship between fishers and scientists

· Defining sustainable fisheries within the fish trade

· Marine protected areas, and

· Long-term development plans

A Strategic Plan for the NSRAC was presented. It proposed that the NSRAC should not advise on horizontal matters regarding the Common Fisheries Policy. It should concentrate its advisory effort on the development of long term management approaches; key issues of fishery policy; fishery issues of a regional nature; and other matters with an impact on the state of the resources. The NSRAC should refrain from preparing advice on short term matters.  During discussion, however, it became apparent that there was disagreement with some of the proposals in the plan. The NSRAC did need to represent North Sea interests with respect to some horizontal issues. The NSRAC would also need to discuss short term issues on occasions. 

The Directors of the NSRAC were proposing that as the RAC was now entering its fifth year of operation it should carry out a review of how it operated, its successes, things it could have done better and where it wanted to be in the future. To facilitate this review the Directors were suggesting that we should invite an external person to start the process.  as part of the review we should be telling fishermen what the RAC had achieved.

The Strategic Plan emphasised that the inflexibility of the funding rules for the RACs had led to only one RAC ever received its full annual budget. The RACs would work together to try and find an amicable solution to this serious problem.

Ann Bell introduced the Annual Work Plan of the NSRAC. We now had a series of standing Working Groups, a number of Development Groups pursuing particular topics like long term management plans, and several Focus Groups had been set up for one-off meetings to address specific issues. The work plan set out a number of issues to be dealt with in the coming year. They included:

· Mapping of areas important to fisheries

· Offshore Natura 2000 network

· Offshore wind-farms

· Science/fisheries partnerships

· Data workshops

· Cod avoidance

· Control regulations

· Workshops which will include stakeholders, consumers and retailers

· Technical measures & how to eliminate discards

· Review of CFP

· Carry out an internal review of our work/policies and plan future work

· Continued Inter-RAC co-operation

Several new priorities emerged from discussion:

· Fuel package measures for the North Sea

· Market issues for North Sea species

· New, unregulated fisheries

· Issues arising from the Marine Framework Directive

Strong emphasis was given to the need to give priority to the preparation of long term management plans.  It was also stressed that fishers must be at the core of the NSRAC’s priorities. The NSRAC must not create multiple layers like those within the Commission itself.

Executive Committee, October 29th & 30th 2008, York
At a short, closed, preliminary meeting of the ExCom a proposal was discussed which would go forward to the Commission suggesting that the NSRAC should establish a company limited by guarantee in order to handle income from sources outside the Commission. A paper explaining the proposal was circulated to the open meeting, together with details of the NSRAC budget up until August 2008, and the draft budget for 2009.

The Demersal Working Group reported that ambitions for 2009 would include:

· Long-term management plans

· Cod avoidance

· Implementation of discards policy

· Selectivity/Technical Conservation Regulation

· Control Regulation

· TACs and Quotas

· CFP after 2012

The Skagerrak and Kattegat Working Group had been unable to gain agreement with the Commission on an effort management scheme. The group had discussed the ICES assessments for cod in the Kattegat and had considered measures for the protection of cod. Swedish proposals had come forward for a closed area in the Kattegat but the status of the proposal had been uncertain and fishers were strongly sceptical of the measures.  The Working Group would be developing its own plans for the future of those fisheries.

Several meetings had been held on spatial planning issues during the year. In particular, the Commission had held a meeting in September on the offshore Natura 2000 network which had brought us up to date on where the different Member States had got to. With respect to the UK proposals; during December–March the UK would consult on the Dogger Bank proposals. The JNCC for the UK had asked how the NSRAC could be consulted. The Spatial Planning WG would meet early in the New Year to discuss the proposals.

During 2009 the Socio-economic Development Group would build on the Defra funded research project carried out by the North Sea Women’s Network by developing model case studies in the North Sea area using the data-frame approach. 

The report from the Nantes Seminar on long term management plans had emphasised that long term management plans were needed for the key fisheries in the North Sea. Because of lack of resources the development groups had not been able to meet to take forward the plans. There were essentially two problems: we needed to be able to bring scientists into the planning process, and we needed to hold additional meetings to bring fishers themselves into the process.  It was suggested and agreed that the NSRAC should concentrate on preparing a long term management plan for the Nephrops fishery. 

Following a focus group meeting in London, two papers had been produced on discards. The first was a draft position paper on the 2009 fishery for cod in the North Sea and opportunities to reduce discards. The second was a draft response to the Commission’s proposal for a Council Regulation concerning the conservation of fisheries resources through technical measures.

On cod, a Scottish proposal had been adopted which was focused on ways to transfer catches from discards to landings, through an increase in the human consumption TAC, balanced by additional measures in the fishery to ensure that total fishing mortality would fall to a greater extent than with a low TAC and associated discards. The elements of this approach would be an increase in the TAC through which cod, currently discarded, could be landed legally. This would be accompanied by additional measures such as a reduction in days at sea, and cod avoidance measures such as real time closures and cod avoidance plans and technical measures, that would make a significant contribution to the reduction of cod mortality.

Cod avoidance measures could include:

· Conservation Credits/Real Time Closures to protect aggregations of juvenile and spawning cod

· Individual Vessel Cod Avoidance Plans

· Technical Measures such as the eliminator trawl, which allows effective fishing for haddock and whiting whilst eliminating cod from the catch.

Following discussions both within and outside the meeting a text was agreed on measures for cod for circulation to the Commission and Member States.  The draft NSRAC position paper on the Commission’s proposal for a Council Regulation concerning the conservation of fisheries resources through technical measures was held back for discussion at the next Demersal Working Group.

A review on the functioning of the RACs had been conducted by the Commission.  The main conclusion was that action to improve the RACs could be taken without the need to change the original Decision to establish them. Actions would include:

· Proposed guidelines on procedures, based on best practice

· Guidelines on financial management

· An improved consultation process

· Benchmarks to improve the consistency of RAC advice

· Annual debriefing with individual RACs

· Improved RAC visibility

· Encouragement to stakeholder participation

The Commission would await comments from the RACs themselves.

Demersal Working Group, November 25th 2008, Brussels
The Demersal Working Group expressed its profound sorrow over the death of Flemming Kristensen of the Danish Fishermen’s Association, who had contributed greatly to the work of the NSRAC.

An earlier round of EU/Norway talks had taken place in Bergen and further talks were taking place in Brussels.  The focus of Norway had been the introduction of more selective fishing practices, aimed at avoiding discards.  The EU response had been that it was moving towards reducing discards but could not commit to a discard ban, although the reforms proposed to the CFP might change that position.  It was looking to introduce a ban on high-grading for cod.  The EU did not currently have the legislation to allow all fish caught in the Norwegian zone to be landed.  The various quota systems in Community member states also made it difficult for the Community to supply information on quotas of vessels entering Norwegian waters in the way that Norway had requested.  The Community was intending to move on the issue of real time closures and seasonal closures. These EU/Norway talks could lead to new proposals on TACs and quotas.  It was not necessary this year for the NSRAC to produce a position paper on TACs and quotas.

A NSRAC Focus Group had produced a draft response to the Council Regulation on Technical Conservation Measures.  Now, a non-paper had emerged from the Commission on measures for the North Sea. It was agreed that a revision of the paper would be produced on the Council Regulation to reflect the views expressed within the NSRAC.  A new text would also be produced in response to the non paper on North Sea measures.  The NSRAC welcomed the move to simplification, and consolidation and members were pleased with the regional provisions. However, there were several specific queries and comments which needed to be addressed.

Michael Park would chair the development group preparing a Long Term Management Plan for the Nephrops fishery.  Currently, Nephrops was assessed for the North Sea as a whole, but it was evident that the fisheries took place in a number of different areas which might have their own separate stocks. Some switching of effort was taking place between smaller areas within a larger management area. Regulation of the smaller spatial units might be necessary. There were problems in ageing individuals, growth rates were variable, and there were difficulties in setting reference points. However, Nephrops stocks themselves had proved quite resilient, in part because females were less susceptible to capture. One of the important factors to be considered was whether there were discards in the fisheries. How could the discarding of other species, including whitefish, be reduced?

Martin Pastoors, Vice-chair of the ICES Advisory Committee, gave a presentation on JAKFISH – a research project intended to involve stakeholders in decision-making on fisheries policy.  Members said that it was not always clear what the RAC was expected to deliver to such projects. We also had only limited time and resources.  It was agreed that the NSRAC would gain from the involvement of JAKFISH in the preparation of a long term management plan for Nephrops.
Mark Tasker spoke about the latest UK proposals for offshore Natura 2000 sites as part of the 2008-09 offshore SAC consultation by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (the UK agency which advises on nature conservation for UK offshore waters).  Two offshore SACs had been identified for public consultation starting in December 2008: the Dogger Bank & North West Rockall.  The current proposal would go out for formal consultation on scientific aspects in December 2008, for eventual submission to the Commission in August 2009.  Fishers had a number of concerns about the proposals and contended that the Natura 2000 procedures were fundamentally flawed.  How were the boundaries to designated areas being defined? What would happen to the diverted fishing effort and what would be the impact if fishers were diverted into high discard areas?

Inter-RACs Coordination Meeting, 11th December, Brussels

Discussion of administrative matters. Report available on Commission website.

Spatial Planning Working Group, February 16th 2009, Berlin
The meeting had been convened to discuss the proposal for a Natura 2000 site on the Dogger Bank.  The meeting built upon the pre- consultation on the Dogger Bank proposal by the JNCC with the Demersal Working Group in Brussels on November 25, 2008.  There were two other sites also being designated for the Dogger Bank, within the EEZs of Germany and the Netherlands. The NSRAC was perhaps the only transnational body in which the overall picture could be grasped and discussed, and resolution of fisheries management issues across EEZ boundaries facilitated.

In addition to these Natura 2000 proposals, the UK Crown Estate had also announced its third licensing round for offshore wind-farm development, and one of the areas for which tenders by developers were invited was the northern part of the Dogger Bank being designated as a SAC. A Strategic Environmental Assessment was being performed.

Fishers were invited to provide information to the JNCC on the types and location of fishing activities on the Dogger Bank, in order to enable an impact assessment to be carried out and a fisheries management regime planned.  A much better understanding of the Dogger Bank features (including the wide range of substrates) was needed for designation of the site. Fishers were invited to send in any information they had on seabed types.  It was agreed that the NSRAC now had to look in greater detail at what information on fishing activities might be produced for this and other proposals. Once the period of consultation started there would only be three months to assemble and provide data. The question of the NSRAC’s role with respect to coordination of Natura 2000 issues between member states and to the provision of data-bases for the resolution of North Sea issues required further discussion.

Demersal Working Group, February 16th & 17th 2009, Berlin

The NSRAC had made very little headway with its aim of producing long term management plans for the key North Sea fisheries, both because of lack of scientific advice and lack of resources to hold meetings. It had been decided that the NSRAC should concentrate initially on producing a plan for the Nephrops fishery. A joint ICES/STECF meeting had been held in January to discuss long term management plans, and had been attended by NSRAC representatives. The meeting had broken new ground in terms of accepting the need to integrate biology and economics and also in terms of incorporating stakeholder input. Lessons from the NSRAC Edinburgh Workshop on Long Term Management Plans had been learned.  Two main points had emerged from the meeting. Management plans needed to be iterative; going back and forth between biology and economics. There also had to be scope for feedback and for resolving disagreements between the involved parties.  On Nephrops, it had been the NSRAC’s intention to run a meeting in parallel with the ICES Benchmark Working Group. However, there had been resistance from ICES to integrating the two. Instead, a separate meeting would be held in April/May.

The NSRAC’s main comments prior to the Council meeting and EU/Norway discussions had been concerned with cod recovery. The NSRAC had given advice on a new cod recovery plan and had drawn attention to the need to incentivise cod avoidance.  A new plan from the Commission had introduced reductions in both quotas and fishing activity on cod stocks. The proposal also introduced a system of effort limitations for cod fisheries measured by kilowatt-day ceilings instead of the former 'days-at-sea' system. An intake of young fish in the North Sea had led ICES to forecast an increase in spawning stock in its latest advice.  However, the recent high level of young cod taken as by-catch and discarded in this fishery remained a major problem. The revised recovery plan allowed greater flexibility in adjustments to fishing activity, while encouraging more selective fishing methods. For the North Sea stock, the EU agreed with Norway to a 30% increase in TAC, accompanied by a ban on high-grading, incentives for more selective gear, and a commitment to work towards eliminating discards as part of the 2012 Reform of the CFP.

The provisions for buying back days at sea through the adoption of cod avoidance measures were discussed. In Scotland the reduction in cod mortality was being sought through real time area closures (RTCs). Significant reductions in cod mortality had been achieved through such measures in 2008. However this year there would be improvements to the arrangements.  VMS data, cross referenced with log book entries, would be used to indicate where cod were being caught.  A 5% cod by-catch threshold would be used to trigger 21 day closures. In addition there would be seasonal closures for longer periods.

Following its meeting in Vigo, the NSRAC had prepared and submitted advice on the

Commission’s approach to discards, and had endorsed a fishery by fishery approach. It was still not clear, however, what the Commission intended to do about discards and whether it would pursue these ideas further.  Consideration was now being given to the implementation of a discard ban. There was a particular wish to ban high-grading and this had been discussed at the EU/Norway talks. Emphasis had been placed on the importance of not discarding fish if the vessel had the quota to land it.  Fishers pointed out that there was clearly a problem because conformity with catch composition rules and other CFP regulatory requirements demanded that discarding take place. It would be a pity if the Commission’s previous paper on discards were to be abandoned.

ICES had responded to criticisms from the RACs and others by attempting reforms to the system for providing advice. ICES had arranged separate Benchmark Workshops to review the assessments on gadoids and on flatfish. The cod/whiting meeting had taken place in January, and the flatfish meeting had taken place in February. These meetings represented a breakthrough and lessons had already been learned. From a stakeholder standpoint the meetings were too long.  Dialogue had been good on the first two days and the scientists had been receptive to stakeholders’ comments. Subsequently the scientists had concentrated on their own interests.

A Green Paper on the reform of the CFP had been promised for April 2009 in preparation for the review due to take place by 2012. A Commission Working Document had been produced entitled ‘Reflections on further reform of the Common Fisheries Policy’. A draft response had been produced for the NSRAC to comment upon and refine.  It was agreed the paper took an informed view. It made important points which would be of value to the Commission.  Following the meeting the paper would be re-written, agreed by written procedure and sent to the Commission.

It was also suggested that the NSRAC needed to develop its ideas on self-regulation within an over-arching audited framework, as proposed in the first draft of the NSRAC paper. A specific focus group would be convened to discuss and develop ideas on this topic.

A NSRAC Focus Group had prepared a paper responding on the Council Regulation on Technical Conservation Measures and it had been presented at the last meeting. It had been revised to reflect the views expressed by the Working Group, circulated again for comment, and then sent to the Commission. A new text had also been produced in response to the Commission’s non paper on North Sea measures and that had also been circulated to members and then sent to the Commission.

A Commission’s non-paper set out a new approach for stocks subject to less scientific advice. About 60% of stocks fell within this category. The document set out a possible new approach concerning the setting of TACs in such cases.  The NSRAC welcomed this recognition of the problem of setting TACs with inadequate information. However, the NSRAC wished to draw attention to the need for a more differentiated approach. For some stocks the information was poor, for others it was good. Some were in a vulnerable state while others were not.  Fishers argued that the present situation was unsatisfactory. In some cases additional information could be sought from the fisheries themselves, to assist with the assessments. In other cases CPUE might be used as a proxy for abundance. However, there were many reasons why stock assessments might be considered unsatisfactory. What might seem sensible for megrims might not be satisfactory for Nephrops.  The NSRAC would produce a short note on this topic, agree it by written procedure, and forward it to the Commission.

A new Control Regulation was being prepared by the Commission.  The Regulation appeared to have been greatly influenced by the report of the European Court of Auditors, which had strongly criticised control under the CFP. The draft was quite a backward looking document (one member described it as disgraceful), which emphasised electronic monitoring and more controls for the Commission. It was advocating a top-down approach and recent developments in terms of a more participative approach had passed it by.  It was pointed out that no lessons had been learned from the Symposium on Control and Compliance organised by the NSRAC and the new Community Control Agency in 2008. There, strong emphasis had been placed on achieving ‘a culture of compliance’ and the need to involve fishers in designing an effective and equitable system of control. However, there had been no further engagement by the Commission with the NSRAC over control issues.  A drafting group would meet in London in March to draft a response from the NSRAC.

Executive Committee, February 17th & 18th 2009, Berlin

Two reviews had recently been carried out by the Commission; one on ACFA and the other on the functioning of the RACs.  The Commission was now awaiting comments from the RACs themselves.  The NSRAC had planned to deal with these questions at this ExCom and had proposed that a small drafting group should meet beforehand to draft a response.  In the event, that had not happened.  There were a number of topics on which members wished to express their views; one of them being the provision of scientific advice to the RACs.  However, the subject of a review had now broadened as a Green paper would shortly be produced on reforms to the CFP, and the NSRAC would also wish to comment on the RACs in its response to that.

Ton Ijlstra, project leader on fisheries in MPAs, Netherlands Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality, Fisheries Department, gave a presentation on Netherlands projects on MPA’s in the North Sea.  Proposals for N2000 sites were still at an early stage, and the Ministry wanted to involve the RACs in discussions on these areas.  They were currently considering two areas within 12 miles; one close to the Voordelta – the Vlakte van der Raan - and the other in the North Sea coastal zone.  There were also three areas in the Dutch EEZ; the Dutch part of the Dogger Bank, the Klaverbank and the Frisian Front area which would be designated a protected area for birds.  A key question was how to involve stakeholders whose participation was necessary to provide and to improve of the quality of the data.  Consultation was also necessary to gain a solid view of fishing practices.  Moreover, stakeholders might have alternative views or favour solutions that may generate the same protection.  A Dutch FIMPAS project was now under way: entitled ‘Fisheries Measures for Marine Protected Areas in the North Sea’.  ICES would organise the process of acquiring the necessary knowledge.  It would bring together the relevant stakeholders and report within a specified time limit.  The end product would go to the EU in 2011/2012.  It was pointed out that the NSRAC had now received separate presentations on MPAs from the UK, Netherlands and Germany.  The NSRAC seemed to be the only link between these proposals.  However, the RAC had neither the resources nor manpower to deal with all of them.  There was a need for greater coordination between member states as currently many different parties were currently involved in considering separate proposals.

The Demersal WG had taken forward proposals for a response to the Commission’s proposal for a Council Regulation concerning the conservation of fisheries resources through technical measures.  A position paper had been produced and submitted to the Commission.  An additional position paper had also been prepared on the specific measures proposed for the North Sea.  The Working Group had been especially concerned at the proposal that in future lower level decisions would be will be taken by the Commission using a procedure established under the Lisbon Treaty and known as "comitology". Committees would be established as forums for discussion, consisting of representatives from Member States and chaired by the Commission. The committees would enable the Commission to establish dialogue with national administrations before implementing measures.  The conclusion of the NSRAC was that ‘comitology’ on its own was not acceptable.  Nevertheless the NSRAC had given its support to the general approach of consolidation, clarification, simplification and regionalisation of technical measures.  It had also welcomed the simplification of minimum landing sizes, but with some resistance to the removal of MLS for some species.  The NSRAC had expressed our reservations about the catch composition approach which it believed would not help to reduce discards.

A report was provided on the outcomes of the December Council, which had largely been driven by the EU/Norway talks. The NSRAC’s comments beforehand had mainly had been concerned with cod recovery.  The NSRAC had given advice on a new cod recovery plan and had drawn attention to the need to incentivise cod avoidance.  A new plan from the Commission had introduced reductions in both quotas and fishing activity on cod stocks. The proposal also introduced a system of effort limitations for cod fisheries measured by kilowatt-day ceilings instead of the former 'days-at-sea' system.  An intake of young fish into the North Sea had led ICES to forecast an increase in spawning stock in its latest advice. However, the recent high level of young cod taken as by-catch and discarded in this fishery remained a major problem. The revised recovery plan allowed greater flexibility in adjustments to fishing activity, while encouraging cod avoidance. For the North Sea stock, the EU agreed with Norway to a 30% increase in TAC, but this was to be accompanied by a ban on high grading, incentives for more selective gear, and a commitment to eliminating discards.  A facility would be made available through which member states could “buy back” days at sea for its fleets through various cod avoidance measures.  Member states had until May 1st to report to the Commission on how buy-back mechanisms would operate.

Discussions with the Commission had focussed on the NSRAC budget and on the formation of a sister company.  The Commission had queried the budget and it was still not agreed.  A second budget had now been presented.  Subject to several queries being answered on the budgetary year, the presentation, and the commitment by Aberdeenshire Council, the budget was now likely to receive approval.  In the future a small budgetary committee will be set up to prepare the annual work plan and budget.  

The Skagerrak and Kattegat Working Group reported that there had been no further meeting since the York ExCom, but the proposal for a closer area in the Kattegat had gone one stage further.  The Swedish & Danish governments were closing one of the most important fishing grounds in the Kattegat, as a cod spawning area.  The NSRAC had sent a letter to both governments, but had not yet received the courtesy of a reply.  

A report had been received from the Socio-Economic Development Group.  Discussions were to take place with the Commission on the status of the Data Collection Regulation with regard to potential amendments.  This would enable the Development Group to determine the type of qualitative socio-economic data that might be acceptable and useful to DG Mare, and to start the research process in collaboration with other EU member states to agree how such data might be collected.

Drafting Group, 13th March 2009, London

A drafting group meeting was held to consider the papers prepared by members on the new Control Regulation and merge them into a paper from the NSRAC.  A paper was sent out to ExCom Members; approved; and sent to the Commission.  

Inter-RACs Coordination Meeting, 22nd March, Brussels

The function of the Inter-RAC Committee is to share experiences and provide support on administrative issues.  It is not a formal body.  Discussion mainly concerned administrative matters including relations between ICES and the RACs.

Report available on Commission Website.

Inter-RAC and ACFA meeting on Control, 10th April, Brussels

The meeting considered inspection and control arrangements in relation to the critical Report of the Court of Auditors and in the context of reform of the Control Regulation.

Report available on Commission website.

Nephrops Long Term Management Plan Development Group, 14th April 2009, Edinburgh

The Nephrops development group first looked at the function of a long term management plan.  There were two main drivers for change to long term planning.  The Council of Ministers wanted to get away from the annual debate on management measures.  They wanted to see a multi-annual approach.  Moreover, the Commission and Member States were committed to the Johannesburg Accord to maintain or restore stocks to levels that can produce the Maximum Sustainable Yield by not later than 2015.  The commitment to LTMPs by the Commission was already being followed up and we already had plans for haddock, saithe and some pelagic stocks.  However, these particular plans amounted to little more than the adoption of simple harvest control rules.  Moreover, they had been developed and approved with almost no involvement from the industry.

The NSRAC’s Edinburgh workshop on long term management planning had concluded that:

· Better governance was a pre-condition for the development of long term management plans

· The process must be ‘bottom-up’ not ‘top-down’

· The RACs should formulate their own plans, with help from the Commission & Member States

· First, the key fisheries would need to be defined

· Expert advice would then be required to set out the options

· It would be especially important for fishers & other stakeholders to choose the options and set the objectives

· Above all there would have to be extensive engagement with those who would be affected by the plans.

With this guidance in mind the development group discussed the main elements of a Nephrops LTMP, resulting in the preparation of a draft LTMP for North Sea Nephrops for further consideration by the NSRAC.

NSRAC Focus Group on Self-Management, 11th May 2009, Brussels
The focus group had been set up by the Demersal Working Group to look at prospects for self-management under the CFP.  A Green Paper from the Commission on reform of the CFP had opened discussion on the transfer of responsibilities to the regions, member states and the fishing industry, with central rules determined by the Commission, Council and Parliament, perhaps with RAC involvement.  Presentations on results-based-management were given by Poul Degnbol of the Commission and Doug Wilson of the University of Aalborg.

There was general agreement that the NSRAC would not be able to come to grips fully with self-management until it had considered examples of how it might work in practice. What were the advantages and disadvantages? The main concern would be how to explain these proposals to fishers themselves. There were already a series of questions posed within the Green Paper and the NSRAC would need to address those questions and build up clear ideas from there, so that it could gain the consent of the fishing industry to go ahead.  A starting point might be the long term management plans for different fisheries which the NSRAC and the other RACs had already started to develop.  It would also be useful to look at fishery management plans for other fisheries in different part of the world and to consider the outline of a typical plan.  The NSRAC needed to discuss with the Commission what might be included in such a plan and how auditing and monitoring might be achieved. The NSRAC had to anticipate the questions that ordinary fishers might ask and seek to answer them. Such plans had to be achievable, not theoretical, bringing simple results quickly, operating on a 3-5 year timescale.

The meeting produced a draft response to the proposals for self-management in the

Green Paper for further consideration by the NSRAC Demersal WG.  There was cautious support from the NSRAC for the proposals for self-management put forward in the Green Paper. There was a strong wish to move away from the current top-down system of micromanagement by the Commission and support for the transfer of responsibilities to the regions, member states and the fishing industry, with only central rules determined by the Commission.  Enthusiasm for self-management was tempered by concern that the Commission simply wished to ‘pass the buck’. That the

Commission did not really intend to convey new powers to stakeholders, but was seeking to pass responsibility for the failure of its own management system on to others.  There was particular concern over the costs of self-management to the fishing industry. A system was envisaged where it would be the responsibility of stakeholders to prepare their own fishery management plans, obtain their own advice from scientists and economists, and take responsibility for monitoring and auditing the performance of their fishery. The fishing industry could not duplicate or replace the resources available to the Commission and member states, which currently performed these tasks.  Removal of relative stability was also of concern to the fisheries sector.  The system for allocating catches within the Community was of long standing and was perhaps the only feature of the CFP which had been successful and stood the test of time. Access to fishing had been divided up between member states, and within countries the rights to access had now been allocated to particular fishers or groups of fishers.

Considerable progress might be made if each fishery or area could initially be given the option of coming up with a self-management proposal to be considered by the Commission as a pilot scheme. Individual fisheries or areas with mixed fisheries might present their plans for more detailed consideration.  North Sea fisheries and areas for which operational fishery management plans might be developed might include:

· Different components of the Nephrops fishery

· The mixed 120mm mesh fisheries in the northern North Sea

· The flatfish fisheries in the southern North Sea

· The Crangon fishery in the Waddenzee

· The mixed fisheries in the Skagerrak/Kattegat

Executive Committee, June 29th & 30th 2009, Gothenburg
The meeting began with a morning devoted to reviewing the NSRAC, facilitated by Doug Wilson.  The report of the discussions would be considered in more detail by the ExCom and the Board of Directors and then forwarded to the General Assembly for comment.

A drafting group had prepared an opinion for the NSRAC on the review which had recently been carried out by the Commission on the functioning of the RACs.  The opinion had been circulated and had been sent to the Commission.  The opinion had taken into account comments from the other RACs.  It had welcomed the designation of the RACs as bodies pursuing an aim of European interest.  It had supported the Commission’s views on composition of the RACs and the suggestion that ‘women’s’ networks’ could be included in the ‘others’ grouping.  It had drawn attention to the need to have more defined criteria for evaluating applications to join the RAC and had confirmed that the NSRAC was content with an ExCom of 24 members.  The paper had agreed that the MOU between the Commission and ICES had been helpful but suggested that more flexibility was needed in relation to the timing of requests for scientific assistance. The definition of ‘scientists’ should be broadened to include other relevant experts.  Moving NSRAC meetings from one place to another had been adopted to ensure wider participation but there was still a problem in promoting participation from stakeholder at the grassroots level.  The paper had supported the NWWRAC in calling for more flexibility over financial support for the RACs and pointed out that for some organisations, belonging to several RACs, there was a heavy financial burden.  The Commission tends to seek unanimity in advice from the RACs and the paper pointed out that though consensus is sometimes possible it cannot be taken for granted.  There will be occasions when opinions differ.

A drafting group had also been established to consider the papers prepared by members on the new Control Regulation and merge them into a paper from the NSRAC.  The group had met in London on 13th March and a paper had then been sent out to ExCom Members; approved; and sent to the Commission.  The NSRAC had now received a response from the Commission and that would be considered in detail at the Demersal WG in July in Aberdeen.

An Interim Report and an Interim Work Plan had been produced and seen by the ExCom.  There were no substantive comments on either document, and it would now go forward to the Commission.  

There was currently an issue with the Commission over the fee paid to the Chairman of the ExCom.  The Chairman had been elected in October 2007 and had a three year contract with the NSRAC.  The Commission had drawn attention to procurement rules which required the post of the Chairman to go out to tender.   It was agreed that the Secretariat would produce a tender document for the post of Chairman and send it out to the ExCom for agreement.  The tender would then be issued and applications would then be invited from members of the ExCom.  Following negotiations with the applicants the best candidate would be selected.  The NSRAC Rules of Procedure would have to be modified to conform to this new arrangement, the changes agreed by the General Assembly and then agreed with the Commission.

The Commission had also pointed out that arrangements for the reimbursement of costs to Aberdeenshire Council did not conform with Community rules.  Representatives of Aberdeenshire Council were seeking a meeting with the Commission to find a solution to this problem.

A background paper was presented on the work of the Spatial Planning Working Group.  There had been a lot of activity concerning the Dogger Bank. Responses had been invited to the UK’s Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) consultation on its Round 3 licensing for wind farm development in the North Sea, including the Dogger Bank.  There were also proposals from 4 Member States for Natura 2000 sites on the Dogger Bank.  On wind farms, an analysis by IFREMER of VMS data had indicated that socio-economic impact was very dependent on where a wind farm was placed.  This emphasised the need for fishers to come forward with information on fishing activities in different areas by the various fleets.  An analysis of commercial fishing on Dogger Bank by Danish vessels had observed that the Dogger Bank was important to the Danish fleet in general but especially so for sandeel fishing.  Given that sandeel catch rates on the Dogger were twice as high as for other sandeel grounds in the North Sea, a closure of the Dogger Bank would mean that much more bottom would have to be fished elsewhere in the North Sea to achieve the same catches.  The NSRAC had received the results of the Lot 7 study of fishing activity by the Dutch and English fleets.  The paper would be available for discussion at the Demersal WG in July with a view to validation by the sector.

Germany had apparently not declared its intentions regarding the Dogger Bank.  There was still a lack of coordination on proposals for the area. It was agreed that the Demersal Working Group would consider any questions the NSRAC might have concerning coordination of the Dogger Bank proposals and the secretariat would write to the Member States concerned.

The Skagerrak and Kattegat WG had met in March, with a participant from Norway.  There had been no representative from the Swedish Board of Fisheries.  The WG had looked again at Real Time Closures for the Kattegat.  The WG had preferred such closures to the bilateral agreement on closed areas between Sweden and Denmark, which effectively prohibited fishing in some areas.  The whole process for establishing those closed areas had been unsatisfactory and had involved no communication with the Working Group or the NSRAC.  The Commission had also presented a proposal on technical conservation measures for the North Sea, including the Skagerrak and Kattegat. The proposal differed in its approach compared to the present regime and the Commission’s intention was to have the same rules applying in the Skagerrak and the Kattegat as the rest of the North Sea.  The Working Group did not believe this was realistic.  The fisheries in the Skagerrak and Kattegat had their own characteristics.  The NSRAC was asked to endorse a joint Swedish/Danish proposal set out by the working group.  It was agreed that that a further meeting of the Working Group should be held to discuss these proposals in more detail.  

The Self-Management Focus Group, which had met in Brussels on the 11th May.  had agreed that self-management of the fisheries by fishers as part of the reforms to the CFP had its attractions.  The report of the focus group would be considered in more detail at the forthcoming meeting of the Demersal Working Group.

The secretariat would liaise with the other RACs in organising a symposium on CFP Reform, to be held in November.

Demersal Working Group, July 14th & 15th 2009, Aberdeen
The draft Long Term Management Plan for North Sea Nephrops was presented to the working group.  It followed the recommendations from the Edinburgh workshop and the MRAG guidelines in its framework and set out the various issues. The NSRAC now needed to fill in the details. Objectives for the plan, including economic, social and biological objectives, needed to be defined. Then management options could be developed and offered to stakeholders for their consideration.

A European funded project – JAKFISH (Judgement and Knowledge in Fisheries involving Stakeholders) was looking for case studies in the Mediterranean, Baltic and North Sea. For the North Sea the steering committee had selected Nephrops to focus upon. In terms of developing LTMPs, they saw the NSRAC’s job as defining the management types and objectives, whereas the scientists might use biological, fisheries and socio-economic models to evaluate the potential of the management options. There would need to be dialogue between both groups.  One area of concern was that already identified by the NSRAC; the problem of managing the North Sea Nephrops fishery as a whole whilst safeguarding the smaller functional units. It was possible that those units might need to be broken down into finer elements. Moreover, only 4 of the 7 functional units currently had UWTV surveys.  Those stocks without surveys would be considered by ICES next year, using trends in the fishery data.

The JAKFISH team had identified problems which the RAC would face, viz:

· Defining “stable TACs”

· Coping with regional issues

· Considering how landings/effort might be distributed

· Deciding how to implement ‘of which no more than’ clauses in practice

· Define mechanisms for protection of ‘local fisheries’

· Setting the economic objectives

It was agreed that a small group would now meet to take the development of the LTMP for Nephrops to the next stage. It would meet on September 25th and would involve fishers, NGOs, scientists and economists working together to consider where the fishery should go and how it should get there.

The working group discussed the cod recovery plan and whether it was working. A number of measures had been introduced at the instigation of fishers themselves, including Real Time Closure, cod avoidance, gear modifications and other measures. The ICES advice, based on 2008, was that Fishing Mortality (F) for North Sea cod was around 0.4, but this increased to 0.8 if discards were introduced. Had the introduction of new measures over the last year changed that? The EU and Norway had now agreed a new basis for implementing RTCs, not only for cod but also for haddock, whiting and saithe. This would come into force in September. How would that fit in with the cod recovery plan? The advice from ICES was now for a further reduction of F.  It was reported that the cod recovery plan had been evaluated by ICES in March. The only cod stock which passed the test of conforming to the precautionary approach was the North Sea stock. However, there were concerns over the level of discards in 2008. The stock is rebuilding but F must be kept down and discarding avoided. To rapidly rebuild cod and reach Bpa by 2015, which the recovery plan required, F would need to be less than 0.1. That would require further cod avoidance and a reduction in discards.  The working group concluded that it would be sensible for the NSRAC to produce a mid-year review of the cod recovery plan. 

The 2009 Fishers’ Survey had begun and a data entry system was online for submitting data from the different fleets. The survey was being coordinated for the NSRAC by the North Atlantic Marine Centre in Shetland.

Chris Darby, the Chair of the ICES North Sea Review Group, summarised the ICES advice for TACs and quotas in 2010. The process had begun with an assessment of the status of the fish stocks involving scientists from the North Sea countries. The assessments had then been reviewed by experts not involved with the assessments. Draft advice was then developed based on this reviewed assessment by scientists from the North Sea countries and the reviewers.

A Communication from the Commission on Fishing Opportunities for 2010 was presented to the working group and discussed.  It was agreed that a paper would be prepared for further comment by participants, taking account of the points made in the discussion.  

The NSRAC had submitted a comprehensive set of comments to the Commission on the new Control regulation. Few of these comments had been taken into account by the Commission in its reply to the NSRAC.  After discussion it was agreed that a small drafting group would convene after the WG meeting to prepare a further response on the Control Regulation, summarising the views expressed. It would be in the form of a letter stating the priority issues, seeking a meeting with the Swedish Presidency, which could also be sent to member states.

There had been little progress by the Commission in developing its proposals on discards. The NSRAC had responded favourably to the Commission’s original suggestions and had welcomed the move towards a results-based-management approach. What was happening now? The Commission had said it would take a fishery by fishery approach to discarding. However, it was now being suggested that there is a need for a complete discard ban in the near future, with a ban on high-grading in all areas in the meantime. Discussion was taking place on how to implement such a ban.  It was agreed that the Secretariat would write to the Commission restating the position of the NSRAC and contrasting it with the political posturing over the introduction of an ill-defined discard ban, on which there had been no discussions with the industry. The catch composition rules imposed by the Commission resulted directly in discarding.

As part of its contribution to the Green Paper the NSRAC had submitted its general views on reform of the CFP to the Commission. That paper had been well received. The NSRAC had also established a Focus Group to develop ideas on Self-Management. The report from that group had been circulated together with a draft paper setting out the initial views of the group. It was agreed that the paper was a valuable contribution to the debate on the reforms to the CFP, and that it should now be submitted to the Commission.

Sophie Leonardi of CRPMEM gave a presentation on the SELECMER project, which was aimed at improving the selectivity of trawlers fishing for whiting.

It had been suggested that the NSRAC, NWWRAC, Pelagic RAC, Baltic RAC, and perhaps the SWWRAC should join together to convene a conference on ‘Decision making within a Reformed CFP’. There was support from the Scottish Government for this proposal and the conference might be held in Edinburgh in November 2009.  A Steering Group should be established to organise the conference, and members should try to obtain funding for the conference from their own Member States. The NSRAC would also need to develop its ideas further through a supplementary meeting of the Demersal WG to take place in October, immediately before the General Assembly & Executive Committee.

There was a need to get the relevant member states together to coordinate their proposals for Natura 2000 sites on the Dogger Bank.  The Secretariat would consult with the member states concerned, and with the Commission, to see what can be done.

Position and Advice Papers prepared and submitted during the year

1. Strategic Plan for the NSRAC; October 2009

2. Annual Work Plan of the NSRAC: October 2009

3. Position Paper on the 2009 fishery for cod in the North Sea and opportunities to reduce discards: October 2009

4. Response to the Commission’s proposal for a Council Regulation concerning the conservation of fisheries resources through technical measures: January 2009

5. Response to the Commission’s non-paper on specific technical measures for the North Sea:  January 2009

6. The Common Fisheries Policy After 2012: A paper prepared by the NSRAC for consideration by the Commission before the Green Paper is finalised: February 2009

7. Advice of the NSRAC on the Commission’s Non-Paper on Managing Fish Stocks without Catch Option Tables:  March 2009

8. Comments of the NSRAC on the proposed Control Regulation: March 2009

9. NSRAC Initial Opinion on the Communication from The Commission to the Council And The European Parliament:  The Review Of The Functioning Of The Regional Advisory Councils Com(2008) 364:  April 2009
10. NSRAC Internal Review, June 29th 2009, Facilitator’s Report by Doug Wilson, Innovative Fisheries Management: June 2009

11. Rapporteur’s Report on the NSRAC Internal Review: June 2009

12. First response to the Commission on proposals for self-management in the Green Paper on reform of the CFP: August 2009

13. A Draft Long Term Management Plan for North Sea Nephrops: August 2009
14. Further comments from the NSRAC on the proposals for reform of the Control Policy: August 2009

15. In-year Review of the Cod Recovery Plan: August 2009

16. Response from the NSRAC to the Communication from the Commission on Fishing Opportunities for 2010: August 2009

17. 2009 Fishers’ Survey:  August 2009

Membership of the Executive Committee of the North Sea Regional Advisory Council (October 2009)

Fisheries sector


Danmarks Fiskeriforening; Michael Andersen; Flemming Kristensen 


Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij; Nathalie Steins; Willem de Boer


Scottish Fishermen’s Federation; Michael Park


National Federation of Fishermen’s Organisations; Barrie Deas 


Rederscentrale, Belgium; Emiel Brouckaert 


Deutscher Fischerei Verband; Peter Breckling


Sveriges Fiskares Riksforbund; Henrik Svenberg

Comité National des Pêches Maritimes et des Elevages Marins; Pierre George Dachicourt

Union des Armateurs á la Pêche de France; Patrice Leduc


Federación Española de Organizaciones Pesqueras; Javier Garat Pérez

Polish North Atlantic Producers Association; Jarek Zielinski;  


European Organisation for Fish Traders; Guus Pastoor


European Association of Fishing Ports and Auctions; Pim Visser


European Transport Worker’s Federation; Karsten Kristensen

Other interests


Seas at Risk; Christien Absil


World Wide Fund for Nature; Giles Bartlett


BirdLife International; Euan Dunn


European Anglers’ Alliance; Jan Willem Wijnstroom 


North Sea Women’s Network; Nicki Holmyard

European Bureau for Conservation & Development; Konstantinos Kalamantis


EUCC -The Coastal Union; Matthew Gianni


Membership of the General Assembly of the North Sea Regional Advisory Council (October 2009)


Bundesverband der Deutschen Fischindustrie; Dr Matthias Keller


Cooperative Maritime Etaploise: Dominique Thomas


Federatie van Visserijverenigingen; Ben Daalder


From Nord; Thierry Missonnier


Living Sea; Knud Andersen


International Sport Fishing Federation (FIPS-M); Pierre Biever


Nederlandse Vissersbond; Derk Jan Berends


NESFO; Robert Stevenson


SDVO; Luc Corbisier


Seafood Choices Alliance; Elisabeth Vallet


Union Nationale des Syndicats Marins-Pecheurs; Bruno Dachicourt


Aberdeen Fish Producers’ Association Ltd; David Anderson

Chairman
Hugo Andersson

Secretary
Ann Bell

Rapporteur
Anthony Hawkins
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