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Dear Mr. Andersson,

Thank you for sending me the NSRAC's views on cod recovery in your letter of 9th December. I will reply to the points you make in turn.

We agree with the perception that the implementation of the cod recovery plan has stalled. Although we may disagree with some of the causes of this situation, it is our view that according to ICES advice there has been no significant reduction in the mortality rate experienced by the cod. Although some sectors have substantially reduced their fishing effort, other sectors have deployed increased effort. STECF's analyses indicate that cod are widely distributed and caught by many fishing gears, and that the overall effort reduction in the North Sea has been 21% since 2000 and 15% since 2002. Compared with a scientific advice that implies that a reduction in fishing mortality from 1.2 in 2000 to  0.65 (i.e. a 46% reduction) would be needed to be within the precautionary fishing mortality, it is not surprising that no significant cod recovery has yet been detected.

The Commission shares your concern at the weak data available for assessments. The greatest uncertainty is that associated with reporting of commercial catch data, and here  the RAC could play a positive rôle in improving the accuracy of catch reporting.

Reductions in effort are, in principle, at the heart of the cod recovery programme.  The reason for this approach is that despite extensive scientific analysis it has not been possible to identify reliably fishing areas where cod are primarily distributed nor a cod-targeting sector of the fishing fleet. We must be aware, however, that the effort reductions required by the cod recovery plan were not agreed  by Council, and that an analysis by the Commission's inspection team concluded that the initial reference levels implied by the establishment of the days-at-sea scheme may have been higher than was intended. A number of derogations to the effort management systems will be looked at by STECF this year.

We note with interest the list of topics you consider important concerning cod recovery, however it does seem that these issues are matters which ICES is asked to keep under review when it prepares its advice.

The main new element is your suggestion of a mixed group of scientists, managers and stakeholders to consider cod recovery. The RAC can of course convene a meeting to review cod recovery on its own initiative, and if it does so my services will make every effort to contribute positively. 

There exists another option which the Commission is considering internally and that could be a helpful new initiative. The Commission might convene a group to review cod recovery issues with a wide-ranging remit. This group could meet in mid-June (after relevant STECF groups have met). We will come back to you at a later stage on the more precise ideas as to how to group will be constituted.  

In its first meeting this group would be a forum for an informal exchange of views to facilitate a frank and open discussion, and if successful it could be developed in a more substantive form and possibly incorporated into the NSRAC's formal activity.

I would be grateful to have your view on the constitution of such a group.

Notwithstanding these interesting initiatives, I can inform you that the Commission has decided to proceed with an internal reflection process on the part of the Commission services. A non-paper will be prepared by the Commission as a basis for consultation with stakeholders and the NSRAC will be invited for its comments in due course. If we do go ahead with a meeting of a new type, we will of course take account of  the results of that process when preparing  the Commission's non-paper.
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