Report of the Preliminary Meeting of the Executive Committee of the North Sea Regional Advisory Council (NSRAC)
The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh

5th November 2004 

Introduction & Election of Chairs

The Interim Chairman Hugo Andersson welcomed members to the preliminary meeting of the Executive Committee, which had been convened to deal with immediate issues.  The first meeting of the Executive Committee would take place in France early in 2005.

The Vice Chairman of the General Assembly, Patrice Leduc, introduced the nominees to the posts of Chair and Vice Chair of the NSRAC.  Hugo Andersson was confirmed as Chairman and Helen Davies & Gerard van Balsfoort confirmed as the two Vice Chairs.  Hugo Andersson thanked the Executive Committee on behalf of all the newly appointed chairs.

Future interaction between the NSRAC and the Commission

The work of the Executive Committee began with a presentation on the European Commission's workplan for 2005 concerning fisheries given by Ernesto Penas of DG Fish.  The Commission had a number of initiatives planned for the coming year.  Some would be of interest to the NSRAC while others would not. One important initiative was the revision of the Shetland box and the plaice box.  Article 19 of the basic regulation (2371/2002) required a review of access arrangements.  The Commission had received a scientific report on both boxes and would be producing a report for discussion which would review the arguments both in favour and against the retention of the boxes.  A decision on the issue could not be made until the new Commission was in place.

Amongst other issues the Commission would be looking at the parameters for measuring fishing effort.  There would also be a regulation on the measurement of fishing vessels and a communication on fishing licences.  The annual report on the fishing fleet would be produced and of course there would be a discussion of the TACs and quotas for 2006.  Of particular interest to the NSRAC would be a planned communication on long term management plans.  Participants in the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002 had agreed to maintain or restore stocks to levels that can produce the maximum sustainable yield with the aim of achieving these goals for depleted stocks on an urgent basis and where possible not later than 2015.  (Rapporteur’s note: maximum sustainable yield is the largest average catch that can be taken continuously from a stock under particular environmental conditions). At the Johannesburg Summit the national governments of the Member States of the European Union had made a commitment to this approach
The intention of the Commission was to present, early in 2005, a Communication on implementing methods to achieve this aim including the implementation of long term management plans. This Communication will form the basis for discussions with Member States, stakeholders and RACs. Meanwhile, the Johannesburg political commitment would be borne in mind while developing TAC proposals and recovery plans. 
A regulation on management plans would also be discussed.  Currently we had switched between recovery plans and management plans from one year to the next, depending on the scientific advice.  We needed a system for long term management which would be less dependent upon the annual ICES assessments.

Members of the fishing industry commented that the European Union had managed through several years of struggle to introduce the precautionary approach.  Would this now be abandoned in favour of the MSY approach?  Such a change in direction would be very significant, especially with respect to the economic impact upon fishing fleets, and the implications of such a change would need to be discussed thoroughly.  There was a need to integrate these profound changes in management with the new Fisheries Fund.  The latter was intended to alleviate the adverse impact of any removal of fishing prospects which might result from changes in the management regime.  Later in the meeting the North Sea Women’s Network also pointed out that we needed to address socio-economic problems through new investment in local communities.  Fishery management measures had a major impact upon those communities.  The Commission could ensure that the new Fisheries Fund directed help to those who most needed it.

In reply, Ernesto Penas pointed out that we were already moving to a longer term MSY approach.  The current recovery plans were aimed at increasing the numbers of mature fish to a more sustainable level.  We needed a debate on the best way to achieve this.  There is a strong linkage between this management initiative and the new Fisheries Fund, and an important part of that fund would deal with the economic and social changes caused by changes in the fishing regime.  He believed that the timing of the two initiatives would allow common issues to be addressed.  In response to a query over the current position with respect to the new fund, and concern over the position of some member states, Mr Penas remarked that it had not yet been possible to assess any changes which might result from the appointment of the new Commissioner.  It might be necessary to look again at the position of artisanal fleets, to make conditions more favourable to them. 
The ICES Advice, TACs & Quotas

Kenneth Patterson from the Commission discussed the implications of the ICES advice.  Generally, there had been a further deterioration in the state of some stocks.  The current high levels of exploitation had made the fisheries increasingly dependent upon fewer and younger year classes, providing less stability at a time when the environment itself was changing.  For North Sea cod, fishing mortality was still above the limit reference point and further deterioration in the stock would most likely take place at this level of fishing.  The level of catch of  cod was uncertain, and it was estimated by ICES to have been around two and a half times  higher than the recorded landings.  ICES had classified the stock as suffering reduced reproductive capacity and as being harvested unsustainably. Spawning stock biomass in 2003 was estimated at 43 000 t and was expected to remain at that level in 2004. SSB was well below the Blim of 70 000 t and ICES had recommended the closure of the North Sea cod fishery. A reduction in F of about 55% was required to be in conformity with the cod recovery plan, but the Commission was considering implementing this through closed areas rather than further reductions in days-at-sea. The Commission has asked STECF to look into the precision of the estimates of unreported catches and of the estimate of the fishing mortality rate for 2003.
With North Sea haddock the spawning stock biomass was high, but the stock still consisted largely of a single year class.  The Scientific Technical & Economic Committee on Fisheries (STECF) had been asked to look at the future scenario for this year class.

The assessment of North Sea plaice had this year included data and assumptions on the levels of discards, based on information and sampling from the Dutch 80 mm beam trawl fleet.  STECF has been asked to look at  the methodology, assessment, reference points and forecast for this stock.
The effort restrictions applied in previous years and the recent increase in mesh size had had an effect, but the overall levels of fishing in the North Sea were still too high.  There was also deep concern over the level of unreported catches.

Members of the fishing industry concluded that this was a very depressing report.  In addition to the crisis in the stocks there had also been a crisis in management.  The imposition of severe measures had appeared to have had no beneficial effect.  We could not continue down this path.  We needed an urgent analysis of the measures which had been applied to determine why they had achieved the opposite to what had been intended.  However, the view was also expressed that if cod was taken out of the equation the position was not all black.  There was a still a good year class of haddock in the North Sea.  The plaice stock was not in as dire a state as had been imagined.  There were lots of whiting in the North Sea, although they could not be caught in northern waters because of the large mesh size imposed.  There was a problem with discards, but it was being dealt with and fishing effort within the United Kingdom and Denmark had already been greatly reduced.  Indeed a 60% reduction had probably been achieved through the measures already taken. Doubt was expressed over the high levels of F estimated by ICES.  It was pointed out that the current TAC for cod had only partially been taken.  Why would there be black landings at discounted prices if prices on the open market are high and there is quota available?
The rapporteur pointed out that at the Partnership’s Consultation meeting with ICES the ICES scientists, external experts and the industry had considered that the misreporting for cod estimated for 2003 by the Working Group was an overestimate, particularly when additional management measures, decommissioning, the ability to lease fish, and increased monitoring, control and surveillance were taken into account. The external experts noted that the simulation to test the method described in the WG report also showed an overestimation of misreporting in 2003, which might be indicative of a problem either in the method or in the coding. Moreover, the very high fishing mortality estimated for cod stood in contrast to the steep decline for haddock in the same fishery.  This difference required an explanation.
Kenneth Patterson considered that not all the measures imposed had been ineffective.  There had perhaps been a 20-30% reduction in effort on cod.  However, the fishing mortality on cod was still believed to be unacceptably high.  The high F would lead to the collapse of cod in the long term, and therefore further reductions in effort must be made.  ICES had estimated that 78,000 t of cod had been removed in 2003, much more than the TAC.  The TAC had not constrained the catches, leading to the recommendation by ICES that the fishery for cod in the North Sea be closed.
Sea angling interests asked why sandeels and norway pout had not been mentioned by the Commission.  The spawning stock biomass of both had fallen significantly. There was deep concern about the effects this might have upon the ecosystem as both these species formed important links in the food chain.  What measures did the Commission have in mind for these stocks?  
Kenneth Patterson pointed out that fishing mortality on these two species was not thought to be high.  Their decline was probably associated with environmental change.  However, caution was need with both stocks.  ICES had advised closure of the norway pout fishery and this recommendation carried particular weight because of concern about the impact the fishery had upon the juveniles of human consumption species.  For sandeels, additional information on recruitment was required. It might be necessary to begin the year with a low level of fishing, and then to decide whether the fishery could be increased once the level of recruitment was known 
The fishing industry agreed that norway pout stocks varied with environmental conditions.  Sometimes they were abundant and sometimes not.  The large number of predatory whiting in the northern North Sea might also have an impact upon norway pout.  There was agreement with the proposed adaptive management regime for sandeels.  A flexible approach was required.
The industry expressed strong reservations about the current management system for demersal species.  The assessments were poor as the catch data was degraded, corrupt and inadequate.  There was an over-reliance on scientific surveys.  Moreover, the impact of the management measures already taken could not be assessed.  It was evident that ICES, especially in their press releases, tended to take a bleaker view of the state of stocks than was necessary.  Their recommendation to close the cod fishery had to be rejected.  The validity of their stock assessments was in doubt, and a closure of the cod fishery was simply not possible as it would involve the closure of a mixed fishery at a time when other species like the haddock were abundant.  We needed to move towards real-time management.  We know that there has been a reduction in effort, with vessels taken out of operation and days at sea restrictions.  The current assessment methods had been unable to take these changes into account.
The representative of the Dutch industry pointed out that according to ACFM the plaice stock has a rather stable size of 195.000 tons since 1995 despite a yearly uptake between 75.000 and 80.0000 tons. Furthermore he disagreed with the estimate from ACFM that the landings of plaice in 2004 had been 25% above the actual TAC. This together led him to the conclusion that the TAC for 2005 could be above the 2004 level. Also he stressed the need for stability and perspective for an industry that is willing to adapt itself to new circumstances.
Kenneth Patterson agreed that there was a complication within the mixed fisheries.  Different fishing mortalities had been realised for cod and for haddock.  There was no doubt that more had to be done to reduce fishing mortality upon cod, although it was also clear that this would have economic implications.  To achieve a 55% reduction in F through a reduction in the number of days at sea would greatly reduce the ability of the fleet to catch other species.  The Commission was therefore looking again at area closures.  A seasonal closure had been shown in the past to be ineffective.  They were looking now at an all year closure of large parts of the North Sea, concentrating on areas were cod are found now, and also areas where they had been abundant in the past – to allow cod to recover in those areas.  The Commission already had data from an EU/Norway Working group on the distribution of cod and were asking STECF to update these.  The resultant maps would provide a basis for the area closures.
Fishing interests asked how realistic it was to expect cod to return to areas where they had once been present when environmental factors like climate change were probably responsible for cod vacating them.  In addition, the restrictions imposed upon fishing had greatly influenced the areas where fishermen now fished.  It was no longer possible to map properly the distribution of cod, based upon the current distribution of commercial catches.

The Contribution from the NSRAC
Ernesto Penas from the Commission was asked how he saw the NSRAC contributing to the work of the Commission.  In addition to commenting on the TACs and quotas and participating in the general debate on long term management measures there were five main areas where the advice of the RACs would be sought.

The first was the important question of how to go about achieving the recovery of depleted stocks.  It is evident that fishing effort has already been reduced and yet this has not been translated into a sufficient reduction in fishing mortality for cod.  What additional measures can be taken?  The cod recovery plan has to be pursued as a result of community law.  Further restrictions will have to be applied, but direct reductions in days at sea will be difficult for fishermen to accept.  It may be better to devise more effective alternative measures, like the area closures already mentioned.
It is of course true that ICES is always looking at the state of the stocks in the past.  Its assessments for 2003 were already out of date.  Circumstances changed substantially during 2004, and it is possible that the measures already adopted have reduced the fishing mortality on cod.  What evidence can the NSRAC provide on this issue?  Further, what can we do to limit the exploitation of cod without affecting the fisheries on haddock?

A second issue is that of illegal landings.  ICES concluded that the level of unreported landings is high and the Commission has asked STECF to assess the reliability of this assumption.  If under reporting is taking place, then control measures are not working well.  Poor compliance may make other measures necessary.  If the fishing industry wishes to avoid stronger measures in the future then it must accept these more severe measures, including a system of immediate sanctions upon offending fishermen.

A third issue is the state of the industrial fisheries.  No doubts have been expressed about the scientific advice on sandeels and Norway pout.  It is proposed that the norway pout fishery should be closed.  In the sandeel fishery a more adaptive approach is to be adopted, with level of effort determined by the results of recruitment surveys.  Is this the right approach? Are there any alternatives?
Fourthly, on the management of plaice fisheries, the scientific advice is not as restrictive as last year.  However, although the need for a recovery plan may have been averted we do need to develop a long term management plan.  What should the main features of that plan be?  In principle we could set a TAC level to achieve part of the necessary reduction in fishing mortality.  We could reduce the fishing effort by 20%.  We would then decide next year on any further reductions that might be necessary.  Plaice already fell within the provisions of Annex V, and a reduction in the number of days at sea should therefore be implemented.  What alternative measures might be adopted to ensure a reduction in the fishing mortality on plaice? 
A fifth issue was the position of angler fish (monkfish) in the North Sea.  The monk fishery was a candidate for future management with Norway. There is an increasingly important fishery for this species but the scientific advice is inconclusive.  The Commission has asked STECF to provide more specific advice, and any input that the NSRAC could provide on this issue would be welcomed. 
The French industry asked what the Commission proposed to do about the developing fisheries for new species in the southern North Sea, including those for red mullet and squid.  As some species had gone, so new species had come in.  We must not only concern ourselves with disappearing species.  On this question the Commission thought it was important to consider whether the fisheries for these new species could develop without affecting adversely the threatened species.  It was aware that the fisheries within the English Channel and the southern North Sea did not just depend upon the regulated species.  Following a request from the Commission to develop advice on these species, ICES is convening a Study Group to review the available scientific knowledge with the aim of producing advice on this issue.
The French fishing industry also wished to know whether there were lessons to be learned from the collapse of the Newfoundland fishery for cod.  What could that tell us about the steps to bring about a recovery?  Kenneth Patterson opined that some stocks do take a very long time to recover.  The Canadian cod was an example of a depleted stock not recovering within twelve years.  There were, however, examples of stocks recovering in the long term, including the Norwegian spring spawning herring and the Californian sardine but these stocks have taken thirty years or more to recover. The Canadian experience illustrates how difficult it is to manage a continuation of fishing at a low level on a resource which is at risk, which is what the Community and Norway are trying to do for the North Sea cod.
Representatives of fish traders were concerned about the interdependence between fisheries policies and the markets for fish.  A reluctance to buy a particular species develops if they are regarded as under threat.  The price then falls and fishers and fish traders are even more badly affected.  The way the fisheries advice is presented each year by ICES does have an effect upon the market, as do the very negative assumptions made about black fish landings and discards.  This point was raised again later in the meeting, when it was pointed out that large customers for fish were reacting adversely to advice and press releases from ICES.  As the main customer for the advice, the Commission should be framing its questions to ICES very carefully.  Both the Commission and the NSRAC needed to look at this market sensitivity and look for ways of reducing the impact of adverse advice.  Ernesto Penas agreed that we should all be doing what we could to ensure that shorter supplies of fish brought higher prices.  He thought that this was an important question for the NSRAC and the Commission to address.
Representatives from the fishing industry thanked the Commission for its willingness to engage in a dialogue.  It was significant that for the first time we were discussing these issues in Edinburgh rather than Brussels.  This change underlined the importance of the new NSRAC.  We now had the opportunity to adopt a new way of doing things.  We wanted a different approach.  The front-loading of the agenda adopted by the Council had been a step forward but we needed to go further.   The Commission had presented once again a series of technocratic proposals.  However, if we looked at good examples of fisheries management across the world it was clear that they had not achieved their success through adopting a technocratic approach.  Further progress would not be possible until the industry was brought into the management system.  The future institutional arrangement between the NSRAC and the Commission would be very important.  The RACs should play a central role within a much more inclusive system of management.  We needed to build on new fishery/scientist partnerships in order to improve the flow of data from the fishery.  It would also be important for the NSRAC to ensure that the new Fisheries Fund provided help for those fishers and communities which were badly affected by management decisions.  It was pointed out that help from the new Fisheries Fund might only be available if a recovery plan was triggered (Annexe V) or a long term management plan implemented (Annexe VI).  This limitation should be borne in mind if a more adaptive management approach was to be adopted.
The Commission agreed that we should be moving forward.  It wanted the RACs to work.  However, experience from other countries had shown that this takes time.  Circumstances would not change overnight.  The quality of the proposals coming from the RAC would need to be high if they were to be accepted by the Commission, and they needed to focus on the objective of achieving sustainable fisheries.  With respect to the new Fisheries Fund, if the RAC wished to ensure that sufficient funds were available to alleviate the effects of strong management measures then it would need to promote the message of not spending too much money on other things.
Industry members commented that there were likely to be strong differences in opinion over the objective of achieving maximum sustainable yield.  It would be important for the NSRAC to seek better alternative objectives for the mixed fisheries of the North Sea.  It would also be important for the Commission to keep the NSRAC informed of the questions it was putting to ICES and the STECF.  On many issues the NSRAC would also be able to provide important advice and information.  The Commission accepted the need to keep RACs informed of the questions being put to ICES.  It had only recently concluded a three year agreement with ICES, however, and though it was willing to make a copy of this available to the NSRAC (now available from the NSRAC Secretariat) it did not wish to put too many additional restrictions upon ICES.
Environmental members returned to the issue of adaptive management of the sandeel fishery.  They regarded the sandeel stock as being in a chronic state.  With an adaptive system of management would it be possible to reduce the level of fishing effort as a result of further information, as well as increase it?
In reply, the Commission stated that under the regime they were proposing it would not be possible to decrease effort still further in real time, only to increase it.  It was therefore important to an appropriate precautionary level of fishing effort at the start of the fishery.

Fishing industry members expressed concern over the perverse incentives available to fishermen, where by decreasing mesh size in some fisheries they could increase their allocation of days at sea.  A more constructive approach was required, where fishermen could acquire more days at sea for adopting conservation measures.

The Commission pointed out that it was necessary to look at the catch composition in a fishery before decided on the allocation of days at sea.  If the use of small meshes was to be penalised then it would adversely affect some fleets – for example the Nephrops fleet.  Should we really give less days at sea to Nephrops vessels than other demersal vessels?  The measures must be based on the contribution a particular fleet was making to cod mortality.  It was true however that Annex V relies on a level of control and enforcement of catch composition.  In allowing more days at sea to those using smaller meshes there is an assumption that they are not contributing greatly to fishing mortality on cod.  Currently, much depended on historic catch records.  Fishermen really needed to be able to make choices, and to receive incentives for fishing in a way which reduced cod mortality.  Although Annex V had been intended as a short term measure, the principle was here to stay.  The Commission would welcome the assistance of the NSRAC in looking for incentives for fishermen to fish sustainably.  Better control and enforcement of catch composition is clearly very important.  A system of spatial management measures may be able to assist with this.
The Commission representatives concluded their remarks by stressing the importance of moving towards a longer term approach to management.  The European Union would have to follow up the commitments made by heads of state at the Johannesburg Summit to restore fish stocks to levels able to provide Maximum Sustainable Yield.  The Commission wished to engage fishermen in the debate at the earliest possible opportunity.

Report from the Interim Flatfish Working Group

Nathalie Steins reported on progress in formulating advice from the NSRAC in formulating advice to the Commission and Member States on plaice and other flatfish.  Following the meeting of the Interim Executive Committee in Copenhagen, and the presentation of the non-paper from the Commission, the NSRAC had set up an interim working group which had met in the Netherlands.  She would be reporting on the work of that group.
Nathalie Steins emphasised that the request for advice from the Commission had been very vague.  Moreover, the working group had met before the ACFM advice had been published.  The advice was essentially based on last year’s position.  The group had started its work by discussing the preliminary stock assessments presented at the 2004 Consultation Meeting with ICES (rapporteur’s note; the reports of that consultation meeting and the interim executive committee meeting are available on www.northsea.org/fisheriespartnership).  Then, the different participants, who included representatives of the fisheries sector and other interests, had each given an inventory of the measures they favoured.  The collective conclusions had been displayed on-screen, and then commented upon, resulting in the preparation of a basic text for approval.
Since the meeting had been held the ACFM advice had been released.  The position of plaice was not as bad as was first feared and the plaice no longer fulfilled the criteria for a recovery stock.  Nevertheless, it was evident that there is a problem in the mixed flatfish fisheries with respect to discards, and that a multi-annual strategy is needed to return these fisheries to a sustainable condition. 

Nathalie Steins gave a brief overview of the draft report.  Firstly, the background to the advice:
· The request had been for advice “on the implementation of a recovery plan for NS place and a long-term management strategy for sole”.
· This request was broadly formulated, with no specific aspects or proposals selected for consideration.
· The NSRAC was not equipped with the biological and economic knowledge to provide a full response.
· The working group had decided to give non-quantified advice on the general principles for a flatfish management strategy.

Despite improvements, there were still uncertainties about the state of the plaice stock. The fishing mortality now lay between Fpa and Flim and overall it was still high. The spawning stock biomass lay between Bpa and Blim.  Blim had hitherto been used as the ‘threshold’ for stock recovery.
The advice from the working group was to implement a multi-annual management strategy over the next five years, closely tailored to the needs of the different fisheries.    Application of the principles of good governance meant that the NSRAC, biologists and economists should be closely involved in developing that strategy, including the definition of long term targets and harvest control rules.

On the stock assessments themselves:

· Only poor discard data had been available, for one plaice fishery.  This deficiency must be remedied.

· Survival of the discarded fish should be included, and new data were necessary on this.
· Opposite trends were evident in the outcomes of the assessment if the results of the BTS-survey and CPUE data were considered.
· There was evidence of changes in the distribution of fish which could lead to unintended extra fishing pressure.

To improve the stock assessments, the working group called for:
· A more active role by the industry in data collection.
· Expansion in the discard programmes, with data collected to high standards, from the whole range of flatfish fisheries.

· New measurements of the survival of discarded fish.
· New research into the effects on the assessments of changes in fish distribution growth, and the prevailing ocean climate.

A number of management proposal were agreed by the working group, including:

Effort reductions through decommissioning of part of the beam trawl fleet and self-regulation of days-at-sea reductions

Voluntary real time area closures


The development of spatial strategies

Work on alternative fishing gears

It had become clear, however, that there had been insufficient discussion and comment on these proposals by the full range of interested parties.  Environmental interests, although they were in agreement with some of the proposals, wished to include additional comments on three issues:
· Reductions in discarding; discarding was considered much too heavy
· The level of effort reduction to be aimed for.  
· The setting of multi-annual TACs

There was also concern by environmental interests over the poor availability of data for the assessments.  When data is poor and stock assessments uncertain then they believed that the precautionary approach must be especially rigorously applied.  There was great concern over the level of discarding, which pointed towards the need for a larger mesh size in the 80 mm beam trawl fishery, accompanied by an increase in minimum landing size for plaice.  The NGOs were also concerned that the effort reduction of 15% proposed by the Dutch industry is not enough to bring the plaice stock back to a less cautionary level

The Environmental NGOs stressed that there is a need for developing a protocol or set of working rules to ensure that participation and contributions and commitments made in working groups are not taken lightly.
The chairman, Hugo Andersson, thanked Nathalie Steins for her presentation.  He believed that the working group had reached agreement in a number of important areas.  However, further discussion of the advice was required.  
Angling interests asked what had become of the suggestion made in Copenhagen that the engine power of beam trawl vessels should be brought in line with the regulations.  Nathalie Steins replied that this measure was already under way.  The working group did not consider it appropriate to list this as a specific item within the working group advice.

Angling interests also asked if extra attention could be given to securing financial support for alternative stock assessments, as outlined in the working group proposal.

Overall, the fishing industry concerned accepted that there was a problem with discarding.  It was willing to suffer a reduction in fishing effort, and to adopt a new management approach, spread over several years, leading to a new point of balance of the plaice stock.  It was important, however, to obtain a better understanding of the stocks, and also to provide incentives to the industry to move towards a more sustainable policy.  ACFM had estimated unrealistically high landing levels.  In fact, the position of plaice stocks was currently fairly stable, and some fishermen (those with a low sole quota and high plaice quota) had been able to increase their catch per unit effort.  The stability in the stock had been confirmed by the scientific BTS survey.  Ideally, the package arrived at should provide stability over the next three years, during which new research could be carried out.

In terms of the additional research required to improve the assessments and investigate measures for reducing fishing mortality, Nathalie Steins made the point that the industry could not afford to fund such research by itself.  Would it be possible to use structural funds, or additional funding from the Commission and member states to carry out research in partnership with the industry? 

Other fishing interests also found it difficult to buy into the limited proposals being proposed for effort reduction in the 80 mm beam trawl fleet, and expressed their concern over the high levels of discards in this fishery.  Much lower levels of plaice discarding were found in the other North Sea fleets.   On the other hand, the Dutch 80mm fleet would like to see its proposed effort reductions extended to other member states' 80mm beam trawl fisheries.  On the problem of reducing discards, one possibility was to investigate whether there are areas of the North Sea where discarding is less likely to occur.

Fish trading interests pointed out that one element which had not been dealt with by the working group was the effect of low TACs and effort reductions on the price of plaice.  A perception that plaice was threatened could result in a fall in price.  It was also stressed that any increase in minimum landing size would create major logistical problems at the ports.

The Commission welcomed the ambitious presentation from the working group.  There had already been improvements in the proposals since the original dialogue in Copenhagen.  The Commission was very happy that fishermen were thinking in terms of a long term management plan.  However, more details were needed on the proposals to monitor and reduce discards.  On harvest control rules, the advice is to reduce fishing mortality by 55% to reach BPa.  We did not need to achieve this full reduction in one year.  It could be distributed over several years, provided the harvest control rules were clear.  However, the full reduction did need to be achieved in the long term, and a reduction of around 20% would be required in year one.  The Commission did not think the proposals were far away from that figure.
On mesh sizes, the Commission welcomed experiments on selectivity, but were concerned at the reluctance to move towards larger mesh sizes.  In the Western Channel sole fishery the fishing industry was willing to move to 90 mm.  Why was this possible in the Western Channel but not in the North Sea?  It was later pointed out that the real concern in the North Sea was over the loss of marketable sole, which formed a much larger component of the catch compared with the Western Channel. Moreover, it was clear for the Western Channel that an increase in mesh size would promote the recovery of the stock.
Any industry-led stoppages in fishing would represent a further step towards a reduction in effort.  Any lay-up without any attempt to recover the fishing time later would seem to fit with the principles of Annex V, and would give greater flexibility.  We would need to establish the difference in contribution between industry-led reductions and those imposed by the Commission.  On real-time area closures, it was not possible for the Commission to agree formally to closures within a few days.  The Commission was not opposed to voluntary actions by the industry but would need to be convinced that the whole industry was taking part.
The Commission pointed out that the North Sea plaice stock is shared with Norway.  Because the Norwegians were minor players they could afford to be conservation-minded.  They might not accept the proposals being put in front of them by the NSRAC.

The Commission also raised the question of whether  the industry wished to continue deploying a fishing effort in the plaice and sole fishery much in excess of that needed to take the highest yield, and if so, why ?

On the issue of observance of real-time area closures, Nathalie Steins pointed out that the European Association of Producer Organisations (EAPO) had agreed a framework for voluntary closures and had communicated this to their members.  Indeed, rules of procedure had been adopted and voluntary closures had already taken place.  Self management can be an effective way of operating.  What was lacking at the moment was the full co-operation of the member states in finding out whether any fishing was taking place in the closed area.  This knowledge was important in allowing internal sanctions to be taken against offenders.

In relation to proposals for self-managed reductions in days at sea, the Dutch industry insisted that it wished to achieve this within their quota co-management groups, audited by the national authorities, since they did not want to impose a self-regulatory scheme on others, which would be the case if days-at-sea reductions were implemented through Annexe V as the Commission suggested  
The Executive Committee agreed that the working group report should be developed further.   Scientific assistance would be required to translate the management actions proposed in the draft into quantitative reductions in fishing mortality on plaice.  Further dialogue also needed to take place between the industry and other interests to enable a wider range of comments to be included.  It would be important to revise the proposals quickly, as the EU/Norway talks were taking place soon.
It was considered important that the NSRAC should develop ways of presenting proposals where there were some points of agreement, but where the parties all wished to underscore their own positions.  Nathalie Steins was asked to revise the working group proposals with the help of others, highlighting the points of agreement.  These points of agreement would form the focus of the document, and would be presented in a positive way, as initiatives to be taken forward on behalf of the NSRAC.  This key section would be accompanied by notes expressing the disparate views of individual parties.  
It was agreed that press releases would not issue from the NSRAC unless they had been approved by all the member organisations.

Referring to this discussion on the plaice advice, the vice-chairman pointed at the role of the European Commission in the NSRAC. The Commission is an observer and one of the principal receivers of the NSRAC advice. Therefore it does not seem logical that the Commission is involved in the actual discussion that leads to the formulation of the final advice. He advised the chairman to put this issue on the agenda for the next meeting of the Executive Committee. 

The way forward for the NSRAC
In his summing up Hugo Andersson asked how the Executive could take its new responsibilities forward.  The Commission had been very clear in spelling out its own initiatives which required the participation of the NSRAC.  There were also initiatives of its own which the RAC would wish to pursue.  His first thought was that a working group was required to address the immediate issues.  Other, longer term or philosophical issues could be addressed following the first meeting of the Executive Committee in February.

It was agreed that Barrie Deas would convene a meeting of a Demersal working group to address the immediate issues, and to present the initial views of NSRAC.  Possible terms of reference are:

1. To investigate and present evidence to the Commission on the degree to which management measures already adopted have reduced the fishing mortality on cod in the North Sea.  

2. To consider options for the recovery of depleted stocks, especially cod, including proposals for a large scale closure of parts of the North Sea, and to present possible alternatives.  

3. To investigate and express a more informed view on the levels of unreported landings of critical species, including cod and plaice, within the North Sea.

4. To express the views of the NSRAC on the future management of Norway pout and sandeels in the North Sea.
5. To express the views of the NSRAC on the future management of monkfish (angler fish) in the North Sea.

The first three of these terms of reference should receive priority.  Later, when there was more time, the working group would look at the longer term issues outlined by the Commission.
The comments of NSRAC members on these provisional terms of reference should be sent directly to Barrie Deas (bdeas@nffo.org.uk) and copied to the rapporteur.(a.hawkins@btconnect.com).

It would be important for the working group to maintain contact with all the members of the NSRAC, and to ensure their agreement to any papers going forward to the Commission, as the Executive Committee itself will not be able to approve those papers formally.  It may be appropriate to have an informal meeting of Executive Committee members in Brussels prior to the Council Meeting to re-examine and proposals to be put forward on behalf of the NSRAC.
The first meeting of the Executive Committee of NSRAC will take place in Boulogne sur Mer, France, at the beginning of February (date to be arranged).

During this preliminary meeting of the Executive Committee, French fishermen’s representatives stressed the need for simultaneous translation into French.  It was pointed out that at the meeting of the Interim Executive Committee in Copenhagen it had been agreed by all parties that proceedings would be in English, with simultaneous translation only into the language of the host country where the meeting was taken place.  It would be necessary to return to this issue at the next meeting.
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