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1 Background 
On 23 September, ICES released its annual advice on cod (Gadus morhua) for the North Sea, 
West of Scotland, eastern English Channel, and Skagerrak. The headline advice recommends 
that, when applying the maximum sustainable yield (MSY) approach together with the 
precautionary considerations, there should be zero catch in 2026 for all cod substocks. ICES 
further advises that, when the MSY approach is applied without precautionary considerations 
to the Northwestern and Viking substocks, and with precautionary considerations to the 
Southern substock, catches in 2026 should not exceed 8670 tonnes, 3610 tonnes, and 0 
tonnes, respectively. 
 
The NSAC provided its recurrent advice on 2026 fishing opportunities for other North Sea 
stocks1 earlier in August. As the release of the cod advice, crucial for North Sea fisheries, was 
postponed due to unresolved discussions on mixed-stock guidelines, the NSAC’s 
corresponding advice has likewise been delayed and is presented here. 

 

2 The NSAC review of the ICES advice  

The NSAC has reviewed ICES’s advice on Northern Shelf cod with some concerns. Members 
question not only the recommendation of zero TAC but also the underlying rationale 
suggesting that, in order to protect the southern sub-stock, all Northern Shelf Cod fishing 
activity should cease, even in areas where sub-stocks remain in healthier condition. ICES 
rationale for their recommendation appears to rely on two main assumptions: 

• Sub-stock mixing: It is assumed that all sub-stocks mix fully outside the Q1 spawning 
season, implying a high risk of catching southern cod in northern areas 

 
1 https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/16-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-2026-Fishing-
Opportunities.pdf 

https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Cod_i_Gadus_morhua_i_in_Subarea_4_divisions_6_a_and_7_d_and_Subdivision_20_North_Sea_West_of_Scotland_eastern_English_Channel_and_Skagerrak_/27202566
https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/16-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-2026-Fishing-Opportunities.pdf
https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/16-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-2026-Fishing-Opportunities.pdf
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• Recovery potential: It is further assumed that a zero TAC would allow the southern 
component to rebuild above a historical reference point.  

However, the NSAC notes that:  

• The assumption of mixing is based on limited data, as tagging studies to date have 
shown only minimal mixing between sub-stocks.  

• The assumption that the southern component can rebuild ignores that rising sea 
temperatures, shifting plankton dynamics, and habitat changes have resulted in a 
decline in cod survival in the southern North Sea and eastern Channel. Given ongoing 
ocean warming, temperatures there now frequently exceed the species’ physiological 
tolerance range. The recovery of the southern cod sub-stock to historical levels 
appears therefore unlikely (see NSAC advice (January 2025) on climate-informed 
management of North Sea cod2). 

Current stock assessments and management models do not adequately account for these 
climate-driven effects. The NSAC therefore reiterates its previous advice on climate-informed 
management of North Sea cod2, highlighting the importance of integrating climate and 
ecosystem considerations into fisheries advice, strengthening real-time environmental 
monitoring, and promoting cross-disciplinary scientific collaboration to move beyond a purely 
model-based approach. 

Focus should be on realistic recovery objectives, the sustainable use of healthier northern 
stocks, and advancing scientific research to better understand stock mixing (e.g., via 
tagging/genetic studies) and assess the effectiveness of current spatial measures. Without 
such evidence-based adaptation, there is a risk of implementing management actions driven 
more by political considerations than by scientific evidence. 

In line with ICES assessment, the NSAC acknowledges that cod catch rates in the Northern 
North Sea indicate lower abundance than in the two previous years. However, if quota 
reductions are disproportionally larger than the actual decline in abundance, a choke effect 
will prevent the sustainable exploitation of other stocks that are currently in good condition. 
Some of these stocks (such as whiting) may even exert negative ecological pressure on cod 
recruitment. 

 

3 NSAC Advice on the Northern Shelf Cod 
3.1 TAC Setting for 2026 
With the aim to strike a balance between conservation objectives and socio-economic viability, 
the NSAC proposes a 25% reduction in the TAC for Northern Shelf Cod in 2026.  

This is in line with the recommendation from the Northern Fishery Alliance (NFA), where 
fishers and scientist from UK, Norway and the EU are working together for a sustainable 
management of the northern shelf cod. This recommendation is based on the previously 
applied EU cod management plan, that used such stability clause.  

 
2 https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/05-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-climate-change-and-NS-
cod.pdf  

https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/05-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-climate-change-and-NS-cod.pdf
https://www.nsrac.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/05-2425-NSAC-Advice-on-climate-change-and-NS-cod.pdf
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3.2 Additional measures in respect of the southern sub-stock 
Acknowledging the current status of the southern sub-stock, the NSAC recommends the 
introduction of targeted additional measures to help protect this more vulnerable component, 
including: 

• A real time closure (RTC) mechanism for cod in areas south of 56° N that could be 
similar to the UK system (cf. 6.4.1 EU-NO-UK joint WG report on Northern Shelf Cod 
Management Measures)  

• Quota being used for bycatches for cod south of 56° N  

Furthermore, to ensure that effective actions are implemented, we believe that a collaborative 
approach among fishers, scientists, and managers represents the most constructive way 
forward to assess existing measures and to develop new ones. Accordingly, the NSAC 
members reaffirm their readiness to work closely with managers on the development of these 
measures. 

3.3 Seasonal closures concerns 

As discussions open on revising the current seasonal closure for cod, we would like to highlight 
that, in relation to the ecosystem changes described earlier in this paper, we believe that a 
RTC mechanism in the southern part of the North Sea is much more appropriate than seasonal 
closures. RTCs respond to the actual presence and abundance of cod in the water and can 
also help confirm distributional changes. 

We welcome the discussion on assessing the current management measures and believe that 
the two existing seasonal closures in the southern North Sea are not achieving their intended 
goals and strongly penalize demersal fishing activity in the area. Implementing RTCs and a 
bycatch quota would provide more targeted protection of the southern sub-stock while 
maintaining important fishing activities. Regarding seasonal closures in the northern part of 
the North Sea, the members recognize the need to review their locations and will therefore 
initiate discussions with their UK and Norwegian counterparts to jointly propose a revision of 
the current northern seasonal closures. 

 

4 Conclusion  
The proposed 25% TAC reduction, combined with targeted cod protective measures (RTC 
management) in Subdivision 4c (and in 7d, though outside the NSAC area), would reduce 
overall catches and ensure appropriate protection measures without undermining the viability 
of fishing operations or placing excessive strain on fishing communities. This approach 
maintains protection for at-risk components while avoiding overly restrictive measures on 
healthier stocks, thus achieving a balanced compromise between conservation and economic 
sustainability. 

The NSAC is committed to using and promoting best-available science and observations for 
the management of North Sea stocks. We thank the EU Commission and North Sea Member 
States, but also ICES, for considering this position paper in their further deliberations. Should 
you have further questions or comments regarding the topic, don’t hesitate to contact the 
NSAC Secretariat. 
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