








www.sff.co.uk www.sff.co.uk 5

In its simplest or truest form, sustainability can be defined as 
meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet theirs.  This is the aim of the 
Scottish catching sector, and the guiding principle of this policy 
statement. 

To quote a more detailed definition: “In the context of marine 
ecosystems, sustainability is the characteristic of resources that 
are managed so that the natural capital stock is non-declining 
through time, while production opportunities are maintained for 
the future”.1 

We have become familiar with the use of the term “sustainability” 
in fisheries management as a shortened version of “sustainable 
development”. Sustainable development may then be defined as 

Sustainability
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the management and conservation of the natural resource base 
(the fish stocks and the ecosystem in which they exist) and the 
manipulation of technological and institutional change in such a 
manner as to ensure that the continued satisfaction of human 
needs for present and future generations is sustainable. 

Applied specifically to fishing activities: these will not cause 
or lead to undesirable changes in the biological and economic 
productivity, biological diversity, or structure and functioning of 
the ecosystem from one human generation to the next.2 

In terms of the catch or yield from a defined stock, the sustainable 
yield is the amount of biomass or the number of units that can be 
harvested currently in a fishery without compromising the ability 
of the population/ecosystem to regenerate itself.3

In its simplest or truest form, sustainability can be defined as meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet theirs.
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The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation’s 
Sustainability Pledge

The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation is committed to the 
achievement of sustainability in all fisheries in which it 

operates.  In pursuit of this goal, the supporting policy laid out 
in this document, and its continuous development, is an essential 
tool.

The following principles underpin it:

• Members of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation will take all 
necessary and appropriate measures to ensure that the fisheries 
and ecosystems in which they operate are accessed and managed 
responsibly, to preserve their sustainable use for current and 
future generations.

• The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation acknowledges that its 
fisheries are a shared resource at national and international level.  
It will cooperate with all relevant stakeholders and regulatory 
authorities directly and via organised councils, committees and 
forums, in pursuit of sustainable management.

• All reasonable efforts will be made to minimise unintended 
bycatch and discards which have a detrimental effect to the 
fisheries in which they operate and on the wider ecosystems of 
the marine environment.

• The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation promotes the participation 
in, equitable implementation of, and necessary positive 
development of the Common Fisheries Policy or its successor, as 
a means to apply and build upon the framework of the FAO Code 
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries.

• The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation takes full note of the ICES 
output as the basis of best scientific advice which will contribute 
to effective fisheries management.  Active Scottish Fishermen’s 
Federation cooperation and participation in supplying data and 
information is assured.

• Members are committed to maximising product quality through 
the application of best practice in all fishing activity, including the 
methods of fishing employed, the means of bringing the catch 
onboard, its storage conditions before and during discharge on 
arrival in port. 

• The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation will actively support and 
encourage training of personnel to achieve these objectives.
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Fishing Methods 

The Scottish industry is actively improving its sustainability 
by changing the way in which it fishes and by appropriate 

alterations to the gear used. All sectors of the industry are 
working closely with gear technologists and scientists; this 
close, vigorous and continuous co-operation is vital to success 
in designing and developing gears which will contribute to 
improved sustainability. 

In 2008, the Scottish Government, in conjunction with 
the Scottish fishing industry and WWF, introduced the 
“Conservation Credits Scheme” with the aim of reducing the 
mortality and discarding of cod. Further development of the 
scheme is explained on page 15.  An important benefit has been 
that action to reduce mortality and discarding of cod has also 
reduced discards of other species such as haddock and whiting.  
The scheme was initiated by government in consultation with 
the industry.  Its development has been an example of the tough 
and sometimes painful commitment and compromise necessary 
on all sides to produce genuinely innovative and ground-breaking 
progress.

The Pelagic Fleet

The pelagic fleet uses nets which, in normal operation, have no 
contact with the sea bed.  There is, therefore, only the most 
limited possibility of damage to seabed ecosystems. 

The pelagic fleet’s main issue of sustainability is the reduction 

How the Scottish Industry is 
Improving its Sustainability

of its impact on juvenile fish and unwanted fish species. Industry 
initiatives have led to the development of methods to limit this 
bycatch. 

Following best practice recommended by industry organisations, 
pelagic vessels will use hand lines or small-scale jigging machines 
to take a sample from a shoal, to determine the size of the fish 
before shooting their nets. By doing this the fishermen prevent 
the capture of small, unmarketable fish, ensuring that only the 
targeted size are taken. There is further work ongoing with the 
industry looking at using different methods to sample fish size 
when shoals of fish are encountered.

At sea, information on small fish gained in this way will 
immediately be shared with other boats in the area, regardless 
of nationality, to facilitate avoidance.  Recognising that juvenile 
fish are tomorrow’s spawning stock, there is industry-wide 
consensus on these preventative methods.  By avoiding shoals 
of small fish, the Scottish pelagic industry is helping to ensure 
a sustainable future for both the fish stocks and, in turn, the 
industry. 

The Whitefish Fleet  

The Scottish whitefish fleet fishes using demersal methods, 
which mean that the nets are in contact with the seabed to a 
greater or lesser degree depending on the type of gear used. As 
the majority of Scottish whitefish fisheries are mixed fisheries, 
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juveniles and unwanted species may be caught.
To combat this and to improve its selectivity, the Scottish 

fleet is subject to, and has initiated, a number of fishing gear 
regulations to mitigate these problems. It should be noted 
that in Scotland, to promote conservation, our fishermen use 
gears which have a larger mesh size and 
a smaller twine thickness than required 
by the European regulations.  Also, certain 
attachments or twine configurations 
which are still legally used by other EU 
fishing nations are banned.

Since 2001 the mesh size used by the 
whitefish fleet has increased from 100mm 
to 120mm.  This has benefited the fishery 
and the fleet.  Firstly, it has delayed the 
age of capture of many fish species, which 
means that significantly more fish go on 
to spawn than would have been the case 
with continued use of the smaller mesh.  
Secondly, many netted small fish are now 
allowed to escape, which has reduced the levels of discards and 
helps to improve the size and value of fish caught by the fleet. This 
is an example of effective gear regulation, demonstrating clear 
benefit to sustainability of the stocks and to the commercial 
efforts of the fleet.

There are a number of vessels in the Scottish fleet which 
use Scottish seine netting as their main fishing 
method. This is seen as one of the forms of 
demersal fishing with lowest impact due to 
the short distances the net travels, the 
lightness of the gear when compared 
to a traditional trawl and the fact than 
seine nets can only be used on clean 
(sandy) ground.  While they have 
their place, they are not universally 
suitable for demersal fishing.

The Shellfish Fleet

A number of measures have been 
introduced by the Scottish shellfish 
fleet to increase sustainability. In the 
Nephrops trawl section of the fleet, vessels 
must use a square mesh panel in their nets, 
designed to release juvenile fish. Current legislation 

states that panels have to be of a certain length (3m), be in a 
certain position from the end of the net (15-18m from the cod 
end) and be of a mesh size of 80mm (95mm in some fisheries). 
Significant numbers of the Scottish fleet voluntarily use square 
mesh panels with a mesh size of up to 120mm which helps a 
greater number of juvenile fish escape. Some Scottish skippers 
have even gone as far as putting in two square mesh panels in an 
effort to reduce their unwanted by-catch of juvenile fish. 

Scottish vessels use a thinner twine diameter in their nets than 
other countries involved in the same fisheries and are restricted 
to using 4mm single twine.  Other countries are allowed to use 
5mm diameter double or 8mm diameter single twine. By using 
smaller twine diameters the nets of the Scottish vessels are 
more selective and have a significantly reduced by-catch, as well 
as having less impact on the sea bed due to the reduced gear 
weight.

Some Scottish vessels use coverless trawls to fish for 
Nephrops. This gear has the top section of the net cut back, 
allowing the majority of fish species to avoid capture altogether, 
whilst still retaining the target catches of Nephrops.  At the time 
of writing, an enthusiastic programme is underway of innovation 

and development of this and several 
other net designs for the reduction of 
discards in the Nephrops fleets.

Use of creels is the predominant fishery 
method in the fleet targeting shellfish 
other than Nephrops. This technique 
is very “clean” in that it has little by-
catch of unwanted species or undersize 
target animals. As this is a passive form 
of fishing almost everything taken in the 
creels is recovered alive and will have a 
discard survival rate close to 100%.

Creel fisheries have strict minimum 
landing sizes to prevent juveniles being 
targeted; those taken in the creels are 

released unharmed.  In parts of the country fishermen have 
taken this one step further and have introduced restrictions 
on the landing of large female and male lobsters because these 
animals make a proportionally greater contribution to spawning.  
On release of any large female, her tail is “v-notched” to indicate 

that lobster has been caught and released.  If caught again 
it is immediately identifiable as a good breeding 

animal and will be returned. 
Similar schemes are in place which 
“v-notch” any berried (egg carrying) 

females caught, with these animals 
returned to the sea unharmed. In 
Scotland it is illegal for v-notched 
lobsters to be landed. Any 
fisherman caught doing so faces a 
hefty punishment.
In Orkney, fishermen have taken 

the further initiative of participating 
in the establishment of a lobster 

hatchery.  Fishermen donate egg 
laden female lobsters to the hatchery 

where the larvae are collected and 
carefully grown on to around 5cm in size 

before being released into the wild to help 
supplement the wild stocks.

The Scottish industry 
is actively improving its 
sustainability by changing 
the way in which it 
fishes and by appropriate 
alterations to the gear 
used. 
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Effective management of the wide spectrum of European 
fisheries, a large number of which involve mixed target 

species accessed internationally, is an exceedingly complex and 
difficult business.  Industry involvement in the development of 
rules and regulations will best ensure that these are realistic and 
fit for purpose. Better scientific knowledge of the fish stocks, the 
ecosystem in which they exist and the influences on them is the 
cornerstone of improved management.  The Federation and its 
sectoral focus groups work pro-actively to provide information, 
to innovate and to contribute in a consistent way to a better 
understanding of the fish stocks and their environment and 
to the development of a coherent framework of national and 
international fisheries management.

The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation is an active and 
enthusiastic participant in four of the Regional Advisory 
Committees: the Pelagic, North Sea, North Western Waters and 
Long Distance.  These broad-based stakeholder bodies, created 
as part of the first (2002) reform of the Common Fisheries 
Policy (CFP), address the complex and difficult management 
task associated with Europe’s fisheries in a regional way. These 
bodies, sponsored by the European Commission, are making an 
increasing contribution to fisheries management.  An ecosystem 

approach, based on the precautionary principle and committed 
to stable long-term management guides the direction of travel.  
In those areas where consensus can be built across the regional 
advisory council stakeholders (all sectors of the industry and 
the environmental NGOs), the advice offered by the regional 
advisory councils to the European Commission is largely 
accepted.  We look to the second reform of the CFP, to be in 
place by the end of 2012, to delegate much more responsibility 
to where it may best operate regionally.

Fisheries Management

The Federation and its sectoral focus groups work pro-actively to provide 
information, to innovate and to contribute in a consistent way to a better 
understanding of the fish stocks and their environment.
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It has long been recognised that responsible, successful fisheries 
policy and management requires sound scientific advice and 

data.  Perfect and complete knowledge is an unattainable goal 
but a realistic compromise requires all fisheries stakeholders to 
contribute what they can by way of information and support to 
meet the requirements of data gathering and research.

Such research will involve monitoring of the fish stocks for 
condition, size and distribution and observation of the marine 
habitat and wider ecosystem in which they live.  Data required will 
include those describing biological, oceanographic, meteorological 
and human activity, part of which will be the assessment of fishing 
methods used and the levels of effort applied. 

The value of such research is of particular importance when 
factors within the overall framework are likely to change in such 
a way as to influence the ecological balance of the fishery as a 
whole.  Climate change is an example of such a feature.

It is the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation view that such scientific 
study is an essential foundation for present and future sustainability 
of the fisheries in which it operates. It will cooperate and assist in 
the gathering of such scientific information, undertaking to:

• Participate in research and assessment programmes focussing 
on stock assessment, recruitment and fecundity of fish stocks.

• Participate in research and provide data to assess the levels of 
effort which are contributing to the exploitation of fisheries.

• Conduct research to assess new fishing gears, and promote new 
fishing gears and practices which are consistent with sustainable 
fishing practices.

Scientific Support
• Assist, initiate and participate in research programmes which 
support a better understanding of the environment and its 
protection.

The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation takes pride in a close 
working relationship with Marine Scotland Science based at the 
Marine Laboratory, Aberdeen, and may undertake further studies 
through cooperation with government, management and scientific 
programmes, international scientific institutes or through its own 
initiative with other co-funding partners. 

In 2007 the Scottish industry/science partnership project was 
launched and funded, to help promote closer co-operation 
between the industry and the scientific community.  The Scottish 
Fishermen’s Federation is a founder member and staunch 
supporter.

In 2008 the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation through its 
subsidiary SFF Services Limited and in partnership with the 
Scottish Government started an independent observer scheme.

The European Fisheries Fund supported scheme employs four 
full time observers and a data analyst who help support the 
work of the Conservation Credits Steering group by collecting 
and processing a range of fisheries data, taking part in various 
selective gear trials and providing information on vessels using 
such gear under incentive schemes. 

This resource is unique within Europe and shows the 
commitment of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation to the 
continuous improvement of the information needed to manage 
our fisheries.
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Fisheries management aimed at sustainable harvesting will fail 
if the rules are not adhered to.  Stakeholder compliance with 

national and international management regimes is therefore a 
fundamental component of sustainability and is a central part of 
the sustainability policy of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation.  
Recognising that the majority of fisheries are managed by 
Total Allowable Catches (TACs), quotas and effort control, the 
Scottish Fishermen’s Federation believes that such measures 
must be respected if the stocks are to remain healthy.

The monitoring of fishing activity is a self-evidently essential 
part of fisheries management.  The primary objectives of fishery 
monitoring programmes include:

• The collection of information on catch, by-catch, impact on 
protected species, discards and wider environmental factors, 
all of which is used for management and stock assessment 
purposes.

• The monitoring of adherence by the industry to regulations 
governing fishing activity and enforcement of these.

• The monitoring of fishing activity and effort to attain the best 
possible understanding of the operation of each fishery.

Well defined at-sea observer programmes offer the means of 
gathering independent, cost-effective data.  These may be used to 
reduce conflicts between stakeholders, allay concerns regarding 
over-exploitation and to provide a better understanding of 
the operation of individual fisheries. Whatever their primary 
aims, observer programmes should lead to the development of 

Monitoring and Compliance
management measures that encourage best fishing practice and 
promote both stock and fishery sustainability. To this end the 
Scottish Fishermen’s Federation will continue to actively support 
their use as a means to provide assurance and data, and will 
work with industry, government and the scientific community 
to provide and facilitate such programmes when appropriate. 

Members will facilitate, cooperate and comply with monitoring 
programmes put in place including those working with fishermen 
from other nations utilising stocks in the North East Atlantic 
region. Scottish Fishermen’s Federation member vessels already 
have strong relationships in this field with Marine Scotland 
Science and the Sea Mammal Research Unit at St Andrews 
University. It is recognised that monitoring programmes help to 
provide evidence and demonstrate compliance of conservation, 
mitigation and technical measures in place for the management 
of fisheries. When appropriate the Federation will help establish, 
in consultation with relevant regulatory agencies, industry 
groups and other bodies, effective monitoring systems to record 
and evaluate adherence to sustainability principles and practices. 

In Scotland, vessels may only land to buyers who are 
registered under the compliance regulations laid down by the 
Scottish Government.  In this scheme the buyers are obliged 
to keep records and be open to inspection by Marine Scotland 
Compliance at any time. This, added to the existing regulations 
covering the catching sector, extends control across the whole 
supply chain.  The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation welcomes 
this as an essential development to ensure total and uniform 
compliance with all fisheries management regulations. It is 
however essential that there is parity within the EU and for all 
third countries.
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As consumers become more aware of sustainability issues 
surrounding the food that they buy the more they will 

demand that food comes from certified sustainable 
sources. The most recognised accreditation 
body is the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC). The MSC is a charity which 
sets standards for sustainable fishing 
and seafood traceability. The MSC 
programme meets FAO guidelines 
that require assessments to be 
carried out by independent, 
third-party certifiers. 

The Scottish pelagic industry 
formed the Scottish Pelagic 
Sustainability Group (SPSG) in 
2007 to take forward a number 
of sustainability initiatives and has 
three of its main fisheries, North 
Sea herring (July 2008), Western 
mackerel (January 2009) and Atlanto-
Scandian herring (March 2010) certified 
as sustainable by the MSC. SPSG recently 
entered a fourth fishery, West of Scotland 
herring, into the MSC assessment process, with a 
timeline for completion of February 2012.    

The Scottish pelagic industry recognises the importance of 
fisheries being independently certified as sustainable which 
gives benefits to both the fish stocks and the industry. By 
having three of its main fisheries certified and another in the 
assessment process the Scottish pelagic industry is able to 

Accreditation
independently prove that its stocks are being fished sustainably.

Scottish pelagic fisheries are not alone in the accreditation 
process; the Scottish Fisheries Sustainability 

Accreditation Group currently has the North 
Sea haddock fishery certified by the MSC 

and the North Sea Nephrops fishery is 
under assessment.  

Once this is completed, the 
majority of Scottish fish by both 
value and weight will be MSC 
certified. 

Other types of accreditation 
have been embraced  by the 
fishing industry.  One of the 
most popular is the Responsible 
Fishing Scheme which was set up 
by Seafish in 2006 to help raise 

standards in the catching sector. 
The scheme individually audits and 

assesses vessels, with certified vessels 
being recognised as having standards 

which reflect best practice in fishing 
operations, vessel safety and hygiene, crew 

competence and environmental interactions. All 
segments of the fleet are covered from pelagic to shellfish 

with around 130 vessels in the Scottish fleet being certified.
The drive to achieve certification by the Scottish fishing 

fleets demonstrates the industry’s commitment to sustainable 
fishing and its clear recognition of the value of independent 
certification. 
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The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation supports the 
principle, laid down in the UK’s Marine Acts, of the 

creation of a network of Marine Protected Areas for the 
conservation of biodiversity and geodiversity features.  
Cooperation with UK Governments and with the statutory 
government conservation advisors - Scottish Natural 
Heritage (SNH), the Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC) and others - on the selection, proposal and approval 
of sites is high on our list of priorities. It is vitally important 
that the resulting network of Marine Protected Areas is 
constructed and managed in the most effective way possible, 
striking the essential balance between conservation and 
sustainable harvesting to meet the reasonable objectives of 
both.

Failure to do so will carry the heavy penalty of missing the 
marine ecosystem objectives while displacing sustainable 
activity.  

Happily, there is a track record of success on which to 
build: the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation worked closely 
with JNCC during the first tranche of “Special Areas of 
Conservation” consultations, where sensible compromise 
was reached in selecting several of the sites. This served 
both the conservation objectives of the sites and the 
coordinated continuation of nearby fishing activity.

Marine Protected Areas

A further example can be cited, where the Scottish 
Fishermen’s Federation worked closely with WWF over a 
proposal to protect coral on the west side of the Rockall 
Bank in the Atlantic west of the Scottish coast. Cooperation 
ensured suitable protection of the feature and again the 
continuation of sustainable fishing activity in the vicinity.

The trust and goodwill developed in these processes must 
continue to be utilised; this will ensure that conservation 
and sustainable harvesting aims are met together.  The 
strong commitment of  Scottish Fishermen’s Federation to 
this will continue. 

Working together helps to build trust between the fishing industry and the 
environmental community.
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The effect of fishing on the seabed

The effects of fishing on the seabed vary with gear and 
bottom composition. On soft and sandy sediments, the 

effect of fishing gear is often irrelevant in comparison with the 
natural disturbance of tide and storm.  

In other cases where ground contact is made fishing gear will 
have a topographical effect, but, drawing a parallel with land 
cultivation, cause no actual or lasting damage.  

In any case, continuous efforts are made by the industry in 
behaviour and gear design to minimise seabed interaction, 
assured by the desire to both do no harm and to reduce as far 

as possible the fuel expenditure and gear attrition of interaction.
Other types of fishing, such as trawling for pelagic species, have 

minimal impact as the nets used are designed to fish mid-water 
with no contact at all with the sea bed.

It would be wrong to assume that fishing makes contact with 
every part of the seabed around our coast. In fact, it takes place 
in relatively concentrated areas which are fished sustainably 
year on year.  

We might continue the parallel with land use, where it is entirely 
appropriate to cultivate suitable land, and also to protect areas 
such as the national parks.  So it is with the marine environment, 
where the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation will continue to 
pursue both sustainable harvesting and appropriate protection 
within the ecosystem. 

Many types of fishing have minimal 
impact as the nets used have little 
or no contact with the seabed.
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Fisheries Management 
and Conservation Group

In 2008, Scotland embarked upon an new way of managing 
its fisheries within the context of the EU management 

regime.  Under new EU regulation, Member States were given 
the opportunity to manage days at sea for their own vessels 
under a block allocation of kilowatt-days. Scotland as part 
of the UK chose to manage its fisheries in this way and in 
doing so was able to begin creating incentives for fishermen 
to engage in extra conservation measures. 

A cooperative management body was formed, known as 
the Conservation Credits Steering Group (CCSG) made up 
of government, scientists, environmental NGOs and industry. 
This group, along with sub-groups dealing with matters such as 
technical measures for more selective fishing gear, cooperate on 
the management of the Scottish fleet. 

Measures introduced by the CCSG include a programme 
of seasonal and real-time closed areas which help to protect 
aggregations of cod, various selective gear measures including 
the “Orkney trawl”, larger square mesh panels and larger mesh 
cod ends. As well as these measures, an observer programme 
managed by the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation in conjunction 
with the Scottish Government, comprising of four sea-going 
observers and a data analyst, provide around 500 days worth 
of fisheries data per year which helps to support the work of 

Marine Scotland Science as well as the CCSG.  
Conservation Credits has been an active group, advancing 

cooperation.  However, given that in its original form it deals 
with management of days at sea at a time of falling availability, 
it has become increasingly difficult to create incentives.  It has 
therefore been decided to build on the solid foundation created 
and expand the scope of the group to embrace the wider aspects 
of fisheries management. This will include a change in title to 
Fisheries Management and Conservation Group (FMAC).  

The Scottish Fishermen’s Federation will put its best efforts 
into cooperation in the revised grouping and will demand a new 
focus on influencing international management.

The Group promotes the use of selective gears.
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