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Reduction in Days at Sea for Whitefish Fishing Vessels
The Scottish Government has significantly reduced the number of days that some whitefish fishing vessels - including many of the Shetland fleet - will be allowed to fish during the remainder of 2010. 
Background
In 2009 the European Union implemented a ‘Cod Recovery Plan’ for the North Sea and adjacent areas. This plan requires the cod mortality rate (i.e. the proportion of the stock that is removed by fishing activities) to be reduced by 45% over three years, to allow the cod stock to increase in size. One of the principle means by which this is to be achieved is by reducing the amount of time that fishing vessels can spend fishing

The Scottish Government has implemented the Cod Recovery Plan through its Conservation Credits Scheme. Under this scheme it has reduced the number of days that vessels that catch cod are allowed to spend fishing (their ‘days at sea’), while providing - at least in principle - options for vessels to ‘buy back’ some additional days by adopting certain fishing practices or gear types that are believed to reduce catches of cod. 
Under the Conservation Credits scheme vessels have been able to choose either a fixed, ‘flat rate’ allocation of days, or a proportion of the average number of days they actually fished over the period from 2004 to 2006 (their ‘track record’). Vessels that did not have a track record during this period (e.g. new boats) have had to accept the ‘fixed rate’ allocation.

Vessels on the ‘flat-rate’ allocation received 160 days in 2009, and were originally allocated 140 days in 2010. Vessels on the ‘track record’ allocation received 85% of their track record in 2009 and 75% in 2010.

Reduction in Number of Days
The Scottish Government has announced (20th May) that the ‘flat rate’ allocation of days in 2010 is being reduced from 140 to 120 days, back-dated to the beginning of February. No change is being made to the track record allocation of days.

It appears that the Government is concerned that more vessels than expected are making use of the full 140 day allocation in 2010 (it had assumed that not all vessels would do so). The Government believes that the cut is required to prevent the Scottish fishing fleet exceeding its target level of fishing effort in 2010 (and thus failing to meet the target reduction in cod morality set by the Cod Recovery Plan).

Implications of the Reduction

The principal effect of the announcement is to substantially reduce the number of days that fishing vessels on the ‘fixed rate’ allocation will be allowed to fish during the remainder of 2010 (actually until 31st Jan 2011). 
For example, a fishing vessel that had opted for the ‘fixed rate’ allocation and that has already fished for 60 days this year would have expected to be able to fish for a further 80 days before the end of January 2011. Following the Government’s announcement, however, that vessel will now only be allowed to fish for 60 further days over the next seven months.
About two thirds of vessels in the Shetland whitefish fleet (17 of 25) are on the ‘flat rate’ allocation and will thus be affected by this cut. This includes most of the new vessels (many with younger crews) that have joined the fleet in recent years, and thus lack a track record.
This (further) reduction in days at sea is exacerbated for the Shetland whitefish fleet by the fact that most local vessels have been unable to take advantage of any of the ‘buy back’ options that are available under the Conservation Credits Scheme (due to the characteristics of the local fishery). Furthermore, the ability of vessels to lease additional days is much more limited this year than it was in 2009.

There are concerns within the local fishing industry that some vessels may not have sufficient fishing time left to catch their full quotas of some species.

Prospects for 2011
Under the Cod Recovery Plan further reductions in effort (days at sea) are planned in 2011. The exact size of these further cuts will not be known until the end of the year, but they are likely to similar in size to those from 2009 to 2010 (i.e. a further 20 days or 10% of track record).
Further Information
Please contact me if you have any queries or require any further information.
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