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NSRAC pushes for self-regulation 

The North Sea Regional Advisory Council (NSRAC) has heavily criticised a new Control Regulation emerging from the European Commission (EC), questioning: “should the police write the laws?”
The NSRAC believes the Regulation, currently in the discussion phase, is “a backward looking document”, emphasising electronic monitoring and more controls for the EC. 
It is described as advocating a top-down approach, ignoring recent developments which encouraged a more participative approach. 

At a meeting of the NSRAC’s Demersal Working Group in Berlin, members said it appeared to have been written by a control specialist, without regard for wider interests. 
There was particular anger over the narrowing of the margin of tolerance for weighing catches to less than 5%. 

The NSRAC has repeatedly written to the EC expressing concern that a margin of 8% was insufficient, and believes the 5% rule could not be complied with. 

“Implementation of the regulation as it stands would be a disaster for the industry,” said chairman of the NSRAC’s Demersal Working Group, Barrie Deas. 

“At a time when the new Green Paper into reform of the Common Fisheries Policy might put a case for more self-regulation within an overall audited framework, this new regulation is visiting the past. 
“It is too prescriptive and sets out complex rules which are impossible to understand and are unenforceable.

“We would need to develop our own, more participatory approach and to flesh out solutions based on self-regulation and industry involvement. 

“The core policy issue is achieving sustainable fisheries, not enforcing rigid rules.”

The control of North Sea shrimpers was cited as an example of the perversity of the regulation – this fleet would be controlled by four different electronic systems. But there are no quotas, no closed areas and no effort limitations applying to the fleet – the only rule they could break would be to fail to have their tracking systems in good order. 

It was also felt by the working group that derogations for small vessels are not fit for purpose and a new derogation is needed to exclude them. 
An alternative point of view, expressed by an environmental non-governmental organisation, was that small vessels should welcome greater control as it might help them prove they are fishing in a sustainable way, for accreditation purposes. 

Others thought the small vessels would much prefer self-regulation, with no need to be regulated as extensively and formally as the larger-scale fisheries. 

Recreational fishers had been surprised by part of the Regulation which would impose measures upon recreational fisheries, the working group heard. There was general agreement that such measures, if required, would be better discussed as part of reforms to the Common Fisheries Policy. (CFP)

The Demersal Working Group expressed concern that no lessons appear to have been learned from the Symposium on Control and Compliance organised by the NSRAC and the new Community Control Agency in Peterhead in 2008, attended by EU Commisssioner Joe Borg. 
There, strong emphasis was placed on achieving a “culture of compliance” and the need to involve fishers in designing an effective and equitable system of control. 

Following that, there has been no further engagement by the EC with the NSRAC over control issues, leading to comments by those around the table at the working group that the Regulation is a knee-jerk reaction to a recent adverse report by the European Court of Auditors, which strongly criticized control under the CFP. 
The Demersal Working Group has now convened a drafting group to formalize a coherent response to the regulation, including views expressed by the National Federation of Fishermen’s Organisations, the Scottish Government and French fishermen. 

The drafting group will also look at inviting expert presentations on self-regulation and “reversing the burden of proof”, though the discussion phase of the new control regulation has been prolonged, and it is not yet clear what the timetable will be. 
The NSRAC is the formal channel for stakeholders to provide suggestions and advice to the EC and the Council of Ministers on fishing in the North Sea. 

The Regional Advisory Councils, of which there are six operational, are a key element of the 2002 reform of the CFP. 

They aim for better engagement of the people the policy affects and for more regionally-focused fisheries management.
-Ends-
Notes to editors: 

Countries involved in the NSRAC are: Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the UK. 

These stakeholder-led forums give fishermen and other interested parties, including environmental organisations and consumer groups, a say in the way the CFP operates. They are the formal channel through which stakeholders can give suggestions and advice to the European Commission and the Council of Ministers.
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