Towards sustainable catch of Cod by significant reduction of uncertainties in stock assessment.
The problem

The steady increase of the Cod stock in the North Sea has lead to higher catches of Cod. Despite the implementation of technical measures, these catches are unavoidable. The current level of the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) does not enable the fishermen to legally land all catches, which causes the surplus of Cod caught, to be regarded as by-catch, which in compliance with catch regulations, is discarded. With regard to size and quality, the main part of these fish is perfectly marketable. It is a tremendous waste to be destroying significant quantities of such a valuable product.
Fisheries scientists make predictions of the total Fishing Mortality (F), which includes targeted catch plus discards. Due to rapid changes in the ecosystem there is great uncertainty in these predictions. Recent ICES advice estimated that the unaccounted Fishing Mortality (unrecorded catches, i.e. the discards) is 60 % of the total. The prediction of the total Fishing Mortality forms an essential part of the prediction model which is used to predict the size of the Spawning Stock Biomass (SSB). Which in turn is the most important parameter that is used in stock management. 
It is in the interest of fisheries scientist as well as of the industry to be able to make a more precise estimation of the actual total Fishing Mortality (F), in order to make a better estimate of SSB. This would probably make the Cod Recovery Plan (version II) more effective.
Proposal

The Dutch fishing sector is proposes the following procedure to be implemented. The Dutch industry asks for the support from the NSRAC, the fisheries organizations from other North Sea countries, the fisheries scientists and the NGO’s. 

· By-caught Cod should no longer be discarded, but;
· All catches should be registered in the logbook and brought to the market;
· All catches that can be landed legally while sufficient quota are available, are sold directly by the fishermen;   
· All catches outside the quota should be handed over to the Producers Organization (PO), which:
- hand over fish that are not suitable for the market to national research organizations, to be destroyed after being researched; 

- sell the marketable fish after careful registration of quantity and sizes.

The PO should compensate fishermen with an amount of 20% of the minimum price as a contribution in the costs for cleaning, sorting and transporting the Cod. This low level of compensation should prevent fishermen from targeting Cod. Possible direct costs involved in the sale of the Cod should be paid by the PO. 

Obtained revenue for the PO through the sale of the by-catch Cod should be transferred to the national authorities of the member state to build a fund from which additional scientific research could be finances. E.g. research to support stock assessment, research on discards, or research to develop technical innovations etc. The extra data that is collected would be used by the fisheries scientists for a more precise stock assessment, so that more accurate management decisions can be taken.

Joint responsibilities

This requires the following from all parties involved:

· Fishermen should completely abstain from discarding any Cod and should allow making this controllable.

· Scientists should immediately start using the information for better assessment and fishermen should be involved / advised in the development of new models for stock data. 
· Managers show braveness and confidence by setting a Total Allowance of Sold Cod Discards (TASCD) on top of the regular TAC.
· Alternatively, the regular TAC in increased to reflect the expected total of removals, which would now completely be landed. In practice, this might not be a feasible solution. 

The results of the proposed procedure above would be:

1. To quickly obtaining a more precise estimate of the actual total removals.
2. To obtain better insight in the age structure of the spawning stock.
3. To obtain more information in order to estimate the level of MSY, to support the transition to sustainability.

4. To facilitate a stronger relationship build on confidence between fishermen and scientists. 

5. To facilitate a better dialogue between NGO’s and fisheries organizations.

6. To end the senseless destruction of valuable seafood and sea live, caused by rules which are definitely not there for that aim. 

Temporary discards ban on Cod
This proposal to set a temporary discards ban on (North Sea) Cod, does not mean that we are considering such a discards ban system in regular. For Cod a temporary discards ban is currently justified because of the current situation of uncertainty in ICES estimates for status of the stock. This temporary discards ban must be viewed as a part of the Cod Recovery Plan and should be reviewed when the stock has recovered. Before introducing it for all fisheries in the North Sea it is possible to consider starting with a pilot project with at least two types of fisheries.
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