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Make Change Make a Difference
This particular moment in time provides a unique opportunity for fishermen, fishing leaders and Governments to join hands in the promotion of an enlightened and progressive alternative to the current management regime. I believe it is  possible to create a  regime that provides greater opportunities in terms of  economic resilience and increased profitability,  reduces discards and waste, removes the requirement for what is a  very complex set of regulations, assists regional development in a significant way, and provides more stable and secure stock levels with better science.
We are currently in the second quarter of reform of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP); a reform that I fear may deliver little in terms of significant, meaningful change to fishers unless we make a convincing argument in favour   of a seismic shift in approach. 
Europe’s fish stocks are managed on a single species basis where Member States (MS) are allocated annually, a wide range of Total Allowable Catches (TAC’s) based on benchmarked historical activity (Relative Stability). These allocations reflect the weight of fish a MS may allow its fleets to retain onboard and land to market. This approach lacks the necessary security that managers require to safeguard against stock depletion hence the development over years of a very complex and prescriptive set of regulations. 
The often quoted observation by the European Commission that “too many vessels are still chasing too few fish” is a very general assessment of the current poor economic resilience and performance of the fleet when matched against the available resource. There is also a clear inference that additional pressures on the stocks are, in part, a result of these external economic pressures. I acknowledge this link although it could be argued that, in many cases, such a statement is a crude overgeneralization.  Undoubtedly, some of Europe’s fishing fleets would be more profitable if there were fewer vessels, but in some cases, such as the North Sea, they would be equally more profitable were they not forced by regulation to discard sizeable quality fish that the system agreed would be removed from the sea in any case.
 Discards are not an unforeseen element of fishing activity, the International Council for Exploration of the Seas (ICES) predicts quite clearly what levels of associated discards will be. For example, in 2010 ICES predicted that in landing 33,500 tonnes of North Sea Cod, a further 22,500 tonnes would be discarded.  If 56,000 tonnes is the predicted catch aligned to an agreed level of fleet activity, it seems perverse to allocate only a portion of that for human consumption, especially as we now know that the vast majority of discards in species such as North Sea cod are large mature fish.
Developing a new system of management where fishermen are awarded control over what they remove from the sea rather than just the part they retain for the market, and where they are given the opportunity to convert all of their allocation for human consumption, rather than discarding a large part of it, has to make a huge amount of sense.
There is an obvious and immediate economic gain for fishers in moving from the current regime to catch quotas   where the vast majority of discards are mature fish, and there is enormous potential for similar immediate gains in fisheries where the discard element is predominantly juvenile fish.  Fishermen are businessmen and respond well to economic drivers, within a short timeframe the same fishermen would deploy more selective gears so that all the fish they were bringing aboard could be landed to the market. This economic driver is missing from the current regime.
Moving to catch quotas, or rather, developing the current system to provide catch quotas as an option   need not be a complicated nor timely affair.  The current TAC and Quota regulation is more than capable of accommodating a provision that gives MS’s access to their relative share of removals, the 56,000 tonnes rather than the 33,500 tonnes, whilst running the current regime in tandem; not all MS’s or fisheries are in a position to benefit from such a change.
This progressive approach can only work if an assurance is given that limits will not be exceeded, the change in approach provides significant additional economic opportunity to fishers but those opportunities can only be provided where rigid accountability is assured.  

In a similar vein, the approach will only work with stocks where ICES has both the supporting data and confidence to provide catch estimates; main species such as North Sea cod, haddock, whiting, saithe and plaice currently fall within that bracket.  The success or otherwise of this approach is largely dependent on the quality of the science; the additional information that flows from the regime will help provide additional stock information; essentially, every vessel will become a research platform.  
The current regime is heavily reliant on both output (TAC’s) and input controls (restrictions on days out of port).  Within my suggested route there is clearly little need to limit the time a vessel spends out of port.  The effort regime has an inherent built-in weakness anyhow given that no account is taken of technical creep which is currently running at between three to four percent annually.  Within a catch quota system, where removals are strictly monitored and reported, the issue of technical creep becomes a structural issue for fishers to resolve not a problem for fisheries managers to worry about.
The additional resource delivered by moving to a catch quota system would provide an ideal platform for creating a degree of flexibility between single species quotas.  Flexibility comes at a cost and there is linear relationship between the extent of flexibility and the level of quota that needs to be retained to accommodate that flexibility. The application of Flexible Single Species Allocations (FSSA’s) is largely dependent on the introduction of a catch quota system. Fishers are unlikely to find flexibility a palatable option if accompanied by a decrease in the level of quota available. The allocation of catches rather than landings which, in most cases provides a significant increase in opportunities, allows fishers to pay for the price of flexibility without feeling the pain. 

It is possible to provide more resource for the fleet and to deliver a degree of   flexibility between species in the process. It is also possible, to remove much of the prescriptive elements of the current regime by replacing it with a system where monitoring is focused on what comes out of  the oceans rather than what is landed to market;  secondary safe guards such as cessation of fishing where resource limits are reached should be delivered at the regional level. Robust monitoring and detailed reporting would provide very useful additional information to the scientific community. Success of catch quotas and robust catch forecasting runs hand in hand. Profitability and economic stability of the catching sector would improve greatly and discards, which remains the single largest inefficiency that currently plagues our industry, would be phased out. 
If we are going to support change then it needs to be change that makes a difference. More of the same, in terms of how we manage our fisheries, is not an option that we, as industry leaders, should be willing to contemplate or accommodate. 
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