Interesting results from sector’s own discards study are reason for further studies 
Commissioned by the Dutch Fish Product Board, Productschap Vis, Imares analysed the discards data that were collected by the sector during 2004, 2005 and 2006. The sector data appear to differ significantly from the data Imares collected during its own discards journeys onboard fishery ships.  Fenneke Tjallingii of Productschap Vis reports on the results.
Since 2004, some 29 ships have made more than 1,500 observations in relation to plaice discards.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     When all data are taken together, the total average discards percentages (in volume), as gathered by the sector are 29% for 2004, 28% for 2005, and 39% for 2006. The journeys made by Imares onboard commercial fishery ships produced figures of 35% (2004), 44% (2005), and 55% (2006), respectively. 

The plaice data were analysed in a statistical model, which was used to study the effect of various factors on the discards percentage. The three most influential factors were the fishing area, the fishing period, and the number of tickler chains used for fishing. Mesh size cannot be considered separately from the area – with narrower mesh sizes in the south than in the north. The model could not make this distinction, but that does not mean to say that these other factors are not important.

The model demonstrated that the discards percentage in the catch become smaller when fishing takes place further away from the coast (figure 1). It is also noticeable that the percentages are lower southwest of the province of Zeeland. There is also a clear seasonal pattern of higher discards percentages during September and low percentages during December (figure 2). The results from the model were confirmed by the fishermen’s observations. 

If the above-mentioned total average percentages for plaice from the sector data and from the Imares data are corrected for these spatial and seasonal patterns and the fishing gear used, they still differ substantially from each other. The Imares results remain higher than the sector ones. The Imares scientists have tried various ways to discover what causes this difference. The impression is that the difference is in the onboard working methods of Imares and the sector. Length data demonstrate that the sector misses many of the 0 and 1-year old plaice in the sampling, compared with the Imares data,  which could lead to lower total average percentages. Also the way the total catch per haul is estimated in the DCR programme might lead to differences in outcomes. By inviting Imares surveyors onboard with the participants and by sampling the discards in accordance with both methods, we can compare the working methods and obtain clarity on the causes of these differences.

Cod
Only a limited number of data were collected and returned for cod. Catches with few or little undersized cod are probably not recorded. As there were few data, Imares tried to calculate the discards percentage in different ways. The data based on weight produced a discards percentage of 7.4%, those based on measurements in litres (volume) produced 6.5%, whilst data based on length measurements suggested that 18.3% of cod was sent overboard. These figures represent major differences and, partly due to the limited data, they are only a first indication of the cod discards. More data will need to be collected if we want more certainty on cod. This is extremely important, as the cod recovery plan with the days-at-sea scheme is still in force.
Conclusions
The report concludes that the sector data provide an important insight into the discards percentages for plaice and, to a lesser extent, for cod, and into the factors that influence the percentages. The differences between the sector and the Imares sampling programmes are reason for a critical evaluation of both study programmes. The sector data are a reference point against which the regular Imares discards data can be calibrated and tested. The participants and the Imares surveyors will meet soon to take a close look at the sampling methods. When it becomes clear what causes the differences and when these differences have been remedied, the sector data can also be used in stock assessments and in international fishery management.
Fishery managers have shown a great deal of interest in our studies. The data were discussed at a recent meeting of STECF, the European Commission’s Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries. The scientists considered the sector study to be most valuable. On 22 January 2008, Productschap Vis has a meeting with the European Commission to discuss the results. The figures will also be presented to NSRAC. It is important that correct figures are available on discards for fishery management and for discussions on certification. Each fisherman should be able to provide his own data, and should not hide behind the information gathered each week by the participants. The cutter consultative body (“kotteroverleg”  of the Dutch Fish Product Board) congratulates all skippers and crew who make time to collect discards data and calls on all other ships to report to their PO. Special congratulations are due to the UK 45, a most loyal participant in all projects where fishermen collect data on stocks, which has been rewarded with a nomination for the Responsible Fish Award for its efforts.
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Figure 1: Figure 1: Model predictions of plaice discards and their spatial distribution based on sector discards data. This model prediction assumes a standard beam trawler with 8 tickler chains in June. The figure represents the results of model predictions. It does not show the actual discards percentages at that time, at that place, but provide an impression of the quantity of discards you may expect on the basis of the various factors (area, time, and fishing gear).  
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Figure 2:  Model predictions of plaice discards and their distribution in time based on sector discards data. This model prediction assumes a standard beam trawler with 8 tickler chains at a specific location in the North Sea, 540 N and 40 E. The figure represents the results of model predictions. It does not show the actual discards percentages at that time, at that place, but provide an impression of the quantity of discards you may expect on the basis of the various factors (area, time, and fishing gear).  
