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The practical gap that needs to be bridged
By Bertie Armstrong, chief executive, SFF
It seems that every year brings its own
set of new challenges for the Scottish
fishing industry and the coming 12
months looks set to continue this
established and unfortunate trend.
If I was to use one word to sum up what
lies ahead then it would be ‘uncertainty’.Yes,
the new Common Fisheries Policy has been
decided but rather than delivering stability
there are still as many questions as answers
as to what lies ahead.
In particular, there is the question of how
the implementation of the new Common
Fisheries Policy is actually going to work in
practice. In other words, the gap between
political decision-making and the practical
implementation of fisheries management
measures must be bridged.
In particular, this must relate to the EC plan
to ban discards in European fisheries, which
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will be phased in over the next few years.
There needs to be a common-sense and
flexible approach to the way that discards
are managed, because a complete elimination
of discards is simply not practicable in
the short-term, or indeed necessary. It
is much more important to focus policy
on sustainable fishing whilst reducing fish
mortality at the same time. Indeed, over the
last 10 years or so fishing pressure in the
north-east Atlantic has dramatically declined
and most stocks are now increasing in size –
and continuing to do so at a satisfactory rate.
The key is to continue with this downward
trend in discards whilst at the same time
ensuring that fishermen are able to operate
their businesses in a viable manner, and
not over-burdened with ill thought-out
regulation. Make no mistake, if the discards
question is to be solved in a rational and
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practical manner, then a key element in a
land-all obligation has to be an increase in
TACs, and this is something the SFF will be
pressing hard. The industry cannot keep on
sacrificing itself and now is the time for us
to be rewarded for all our efforts in ensuring
stock recovery and sustainable harvesting.
There needs to be a sensible approach,
which involves regional decision-making and
with flexibility at its very heart to take into
account dynamic situations.
And for this process to work (not just
for discards but in all areas of fisheries
management) there must be greater
stakeholder engagement between
Government and fishermen. There is no
use in setting up ‘talking shops’, instead there
needs to be the creation of a management
and engagement system that delivers real
and practical results.
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Saithe fishery
MSC certified
THE saithe fishery operated by
the Scottish Fisheries Sustainable
Accreditation Group (SFSAG)
has been MSC cer tified. The
certification is the second for the
group, whose haddock fishery was
MSC certified in 2010.
Fishing with bottom trawls, pair trawls
and Scottish seines, the fishery includes
around 230 Scottish vessels catching
around 10,000 tonnes of saithe each
year. As part of the certification, and
underlining the SFSAG’s commitment to
sustainability, the fishery has committed
to 10 further actions to improve
environmental performances from
current sustainable levels, to global best
practice. One of these actions will help
to protect a recently-discovered bed of
cold water corals by ensuring that the
fishing vessels continue to avoid the East
Mingulay Reefs area, currently proposed
as a Scottish Conservation Area.
Mike Park, Chair of SFSAG, said:“Whilst
the Scottish fleet continues to work
hard on its environmental credentials
and to demonstrate a firm commitment
to sustainability, we don’t always get the
acknowledgement we deserve. MSC
allows us to obtain recognition in a way
the consumer can grasp; they know their
choice is sustainable because of the MSC
logo.”
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First Minister Alex Salmond with past presidents of the SFF

First Minister pays tribute to SFF
as it celebrates 40th anniversary
T h e S F F m a r ke d 4 0 ye a r s o f
representing and promoting the
interests of Scotland’s fish catching
sector with a special celebration
dinner and dance in St Andrews in
June.
The significant milestone comes at a time
of great economic pressure for the Scottish
fleet combined with imminent regulatory
change on the horizon due to the reform
process of the Common Fisheries Policy
now completed.
Bertie Armstrong, SFF chief executive,
said: “For the last 40 years the SFF has been
at the forefront of representing Scotland’s
fishermen at every conceivable political level.
It has often been a bumpy ride but at every
juncture the determination and resilience
of our fishermen has ensured invaluable

support for Federation representatives
working hard to secure a sustainable and
profitable future for Scottish fishing.
“No-one should be in any doubt of the
importance of our industry in providing
a sustainable food resource that is much
valued around the world and which is of
huge economic importance to Scotland.”
Among the many attendees at the
celebration event in St Andrews was First
Minister Alex Salmond MSP.
He said: “It is a pleasure to pay tribute
to the work of the Scottish Fishermen’s
Federation in its 40th anniversary year.
I have now had 26 years of experience
representing north-east constituencies
at Westminster and at Holyrood, and I’m
well aware of the crucial work done by the
Federation throughout all of that time.”

Apply now for your free Personal Flotation Device!
There has been a strong level of
applications by fishermen so far
to obtain a free Personal Flotation
Device (PFD) under the SFF’s exciting
new safety initiative.
The SFF is now urging even more
fishermen to take advantage of the scheme
so as not to miss out on this important
safety opportunity. A key element of the
supply of the PFDs is that every qualified
licence holder who has applied will be
given the chance to participate in a free
instruction session for their crew on their
operation and use.These short instruction
sessions will be carried out mainly by the
RNLI and SFF but other project partners
will also be involved.
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These instruction sessions provide an
excellent and not to be missed opportunity
for fishing crews to get more information on
the equipment, the users’ responsibility and
why they should wear it.
The initiative is now rolling out throughout
Scotland and the next instruction sessions
are scheduled for Shetland and Orkney
towards the end of November.
Fishermen who have already submitted their
PFD applications will be contacted by the SFF
over the coming months about instruction
sessions in their area.The SFF which leads the
PFD safety initiative is supported by Marine
Scotland, RNLI, RNMDSF, Ocean Safety
and the MCA. Many of these organisations
provide real local knowledge around the

coastline of Scotland, which makes sense
to utilise when talking to local fishermen.
To be eligible for a free PFD the fishing boat
must have a fishing licence administrated
by Marine Scotland and the crew members
must have completed all 4 mandatory
safety training courses. Fishermen who
hold a certificate of competency or service,
and who have also completed the risk
assessment/safety awareness course for
experienced fishermen, will also be eligible
to receive a free PFD.
Fishermen can download application
forms for their free PFDs from the SFF
website at http://www.sff.co.uk/sites/
default/files/PFD_application_form_final_
v3.pdf
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Important new appointments for SFF Services
SFF Services Ltd, the commercial
division of the Scottish Fishermen’s
Federation, has made three important
senior management appointments that
places the company on a firm footing for
future growth.
Steven Alexander, formerly Director of
Marine Operations at SFF Services, has
been promoted to Director of Business
Development, enabling him to enhance
existing relationships with clients and take
the lead in the delivery of strategic objectives.
Two experienced former skippers, John
C Buchan and Peter West, have also been
promoted and will assume the positions of
Director of Marine Operations and Marine
Assurance Officer respectively, ensuring that
client requirements continue to be met.
Welcoming the new appointments, Bertie
Armstrong said: “I have been very impressed
by the performance of Steven, John and Peter
and they have, with the support of the strong
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and experienced wider team, demonstrated
an impressive commitment to continuous
improvement during a time of unprecedented
activity.
“This extraordinarily busy period has also
provided an opportunity for other staff in the

company to develop new skills and they have
certainly risen to the challenges presented.
These promotions are well-deserved and the
SFF Services team is now well positioned to
drive the business forward to the benefit of
the Scottish fishing industry.”

SFF President warns of potential consequences
of discards ban on fishing communities
There is little indication of how the
impending introduction of a discards
ban will work in practice and if badly
implemented the consequences could
lead to serious socio-economic difficulties
for fragile fishing communities, Alan
Coghill, president of the SFF, told guests
attending the SFF’s annual dinner held
on 2 October.
Mr Coghill told the event, which was attended
by Fisheries Minister Richard Lochhead, that
the gap between political decision-making
and the practical implementation of fisheries
management measures must be bridged.
“Discards are supported by nobody, least
of all the industry, but at the moment there
is absolutely no meat on the bones on how a
discards ban would be implemented and the
scientists have already begun to question the
validity and practicality of the exemptions and
the flexibility measures suggested,” he said.
“Efforts were made at an early stage to seek a
practical solution to achieve a much decreased
level of discards, but driven by the extreme
environmental lobby, who will ultimately have
responsibility for the final biological and socioeconomic consequences, government ministers,
the Commission and EU Parliament have
chosen the ultimate route which may well prove
unworkable for some fleets, however hard they
try to comply. From a Scottish perspective it is
likely to result in a much reduced fleet size with
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Scots Fisheries Minister Richard Lochhead meets skippers George West, James Stephen, David Milne, James
Reid, Mark Robertson and Sandy West at the SFF dinner.

resultant social and economic consequences
for already beleaguered fishing communities.”
Mr Coghill added that it is essential that
the Scottish Government works as closely as
possible with the fishing industry with regards
to the collation of data on fish stock trends
so as to ensure that as much information as
possible is fed into the assessment process.
Meanwhile, Bertie Armstrong also underlined
the importance of Government and industry in
engaging in a constructive way.
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“For this process to work – and not just
for discards implementation but in all areas
of fisheries management - there must be
continuous refinement of the engagement
between government and fishermen. There
needs to be ceaseless work by both the
government and industry to continuously
improve the communication and cooperation
system so as to deliver real and practical
results.”

Ministerial
reshuffle
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UK’s biggest MSC fishery client
achieves first recertification
In a milestone development, the Scottish
Pelagic Sustainability Group’s (SPSG)
North Sea herring fishery has been
recertified as a sustainable and wellmanaged fishery with the prestigious
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)
ecolabel.The recertification makes the
herring fishery the only Scottish fishery
currently recertified under the MSC
programme and industry leaders hope
that it will be the first of many SPSG
recertifications.

At a ceremony aboard the Peterhead herring
vessel Lunar Bow, Scots Fisheries Secretary
Richard Lochhead and MSC Chief Executive
Officer Rupert Howes, presented SPSG
Secretary Ian Gatt with the new certificate.
Under the MSC scheme, all fisheries must
undergo recertification every five years.
North Sea herring was the first SPSG
fishery to be certified in 2008 under the
MSC Environmental Standard for Sustainable
Fishing and three more have followed since.

A UK ministerial reshuffle that saw
Michael Moore, Secretary of State
for Scotland, and UK Fisheries
Minister Richard Benyon, leave
their posts and replaced by Alistair
Carmichael and George Eustice
respectively, has undoubtedly come
at a bad time for the Scottish
industry, given that we are in the
midst of the negotiating season
for fishing opportunity and
management for 2014.
Praising the outgoing Ministers, Bertie
Armstrong said: “Michael Moore has
fishing in his constituency and was a
consistently good friend to the Scottish
fishing industry.
“Similarly, we will also greatly miss
Richard Benyon, who has been an
impressive Fisheries Minister.
“We welcome Alistair Carmichael as
the new Secretary of State for Scotland,
who also has a good knowledge of the
fishing industry and with whom we
already have a working relationship.
“We also look forward to meeting
the new UK Fisheries Minister George
Eustice immediately and to work
closely with him as the vitally important
negotiating season for fishing opportunity
and management for 2014 and beyond
gets underway.”

Trials to return abandoned wellhead sites
back to fishing areas
During 2013 SFF Services chartered
two vessels - Favionus PD17 and Valhalla
FR268 - to conduct ‘overtrawlability’
trials at various abandoned wellhead
sites in the North Sea.
Fishermen currently avoid such locations
due to the uncertainty of what lies beneath
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an abandoned well location. It is therefore
the aim of this project to determine if these
sites are safe to trawl through, and return
these areas back to the fishermen.
Five major oil and gas operators approved
and supported the two charters and, in total,
21 different locations were trawl swept. Each
site was swept several times with Chain Mat
to assess for any snagging potential and also
to recover any debris within the area, before
the vessels deployed their trawl net to make
a final pass. Areas up to 500 metres around
the well location were then declared clear
or foul. More details on the results of the
trawl sweep operations can be found on the
SFF Services website, www.services.sff.co.uk/
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Call for a common-sense approach on cod
The North Sea cod stock is continuing
to increase according to the latest
advice from the International Council
of the Exploration of the Sea (ICES),
with the biomass now around three
times larger than it was in 2006.
A Marine Scotland Science briefing with the
fishing industry in Aberdeen to discuss the
latest ICES advice, revealed that the annual
increases in the size of the North Sea cod
stock are continuing at a good rate and that
fishing pressure (mortality) is well below
precautionary levels. The cod stock is now
at the same level as 1995 and ICES anticipate
that there could be a further significant
increase in the stock size next year.
There is, however, huge concern among
fishermen over ICES advice recommending
a 9% cut in the North Sea cod quota so as

to maintain a high momentum of recovery.
Such an approach would be madness because
given the abundance of cod, it would simply
lead to more discarding. The same ICES
advice also reveals that a 20% hike in quota
would still lead to a significant increase in
the stock in 2014.
The continuing increase in North Sea
cod is great news but there is a real and
urgent need to adopt a sensible long-term
approach to the management of the stock,
rather than short-term knee-jerk reactions
which would prove extremely damaging to
our fishing fleet.
The final TAC for cod will be set following
talks with Norway and a key focus of
these discussions will be the need for the
pragmatic long term management of cod
that recognises that the biomass is increasing,

fishing pressure is falling and that the stock
is being harvested sustainably.
A 20% increase in the cod catch seems an
eminently sensible approach to take as it will
ensure the continuation of sustainable fishing
whilst at the same time reducing discards.
The SFF will be strongly advocating this
approach at the forthcoming discussions to
set quota allocations for 2014.
Fishermen are also facing a 15% cut in
North Sea haddock, a mainstay of the
Scottish fleet, which the SFF will also fight
vigorously to try and achieve a more realistic
figure based on stock abundance. On the plus
front, a substantial hike in the hake quota
(+49%) is being recommended, as well as
good increases for megrim and North Sea
plaice, but the advice generally gives a range
of options rather than rigid choices.

Fishing and the independence referendum
By Bertie Armstrong

Over the next year we will have an
extra dimension to consider in the
Scottish industry, and that is the
balance of benefit and risk to our
international relationships should
constitutional change result from
the September 2014 referendum on
Scottish independence.
Inside the UK there is executive devolution
of fisheries management to the home nations;
the Scottish government therefore already
manages the industry within that framework.
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The central question to be answered is: would
the industry be better served in international
arrangements by our present EU Member State
(the UK) whose fisheries policy we influence by
right, or would a much smaller unit negotiating
only for our own interests be better?
If there is to be change, how difficult would
the journey be to the new place and what
would be the rules of the game? There have
already been over-simplified and superficial
arguments offered on all sides of the subject.
Let us put the topic aside while we work
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together over the negotiating period to
ensure we actually retain an industry to
consider. Thereafter, there is much work to
be done by both campaigns to illuminate the
issues. The SFF will be on the case; but the
one thing we can say with certainty is that
the industry will not tolerate any attempt at
political manipulation. In order that every
industry participant can make their own
properly informed choice, a clear, sober
picture of all the issues will be required. Let’s
Photo
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Mackerel stock is
in robust health
The latest scientific assessment of
mackerel abundance reveals that the
stock is in robust health.
The Total Allowable Catch advice for the
north-east Atlantic in 2013 was 542,000
tonnes but now the advice from the
International Council for the Exploration
(ICES) of the Sea is for an increase of 64%
to a catch limit of 889,886 tonnes for 2014.
The news gives a clear signal to consumers
that the stock is in good health.
ICES advice states that the stock has
increased in abundance which has led to
a change in summer feeding distribution.
The distributional change is a likely
reflection of increased stock size coupled
with changes in the physical environment
and the zooplankton concentration and
distribution.
However, the advice also states that
spawning distribution of mackerel has
remained remarkably inert at its core,
focused on the West of the Scotland and
Ireland and through the Bay of Biscay.
As SFF News went to press, the Coastal
States involved in the international
mackerel fishery were due to meet to
consider this latest ICES advice. The
Scottish Pelagic Fishermen’s Association
plans to hold talks with both Scots
Fisheries Minister Richard Lochhead and
new UK Fisheries Minister George Eustice
before this mackerel meeting.
Meanwhile, with EU sanctions now
imposed against the Faroese for their
over-fishing of Atlanto-Scandian herring,
there is still no sign of a compromise offer
being tabled.

Fishing for the Truth – SFF launches
new website to set the record straight
The SFF has launched a new website
that will provide a true reflection of
commercial fishing in Scotland and
counter the inaccurate and negative
portrayal of the industry that has
become prominent in recent years.
The website – www.fishingforthetruth.co.uk
– intends to provide a factual information
resource on fishing that, amongst other things,
will highlight the increasing size of the majority
of our stocks in the north-east Atlantic and
the numerous conservation initiatives
undertaken by the industry in recent years
that has heralded this remarkable recovery.
The website also underlines the importance
of fish and shellfish as a national food
resource that contributes greatly to our
health and well-being, and provides an
incredibly important source of economic
revenue through exports where Scottish
seafood is renowned around the world for
its quality and provenance.
Bertie Armstrong said: “Our hardworking

fishermen have an incredibly difficult and
often dangerous job in putting the seafood
on our tables, yet in recent years the
industry has come under totally inaccurate
and unwarranted criticism from doomsters
and self-appointed armchair ‘experts’ about
alleged overfishing, environmental impact and
declining stocks.
“The truth on fishing is, of course, very
different with the majority of fish stocks now
undergoing sustained recovery in the northeast Atlantic as verified by the independent
science.This has come at considerable cost to
the industry, with the size of the fleet having
shrunk considerably over the last decade
and the number of fishermen employed in
Scotland now at its lowest ever recorded
level and still declining.
“We hope that our new website will go
some way in helping to set the record straight
and highlight to the consumer the good news
about our fish stocks and the commitment of
our fishermen in their sustainable harvesting.”

Workshop provides a useful forum for development of new
management measures
The Fishing into the Future National
Workshop that was held in Brixham
this summer provided a useful forum
for the discussion and development
of practical fisheries management
measures for the coming years
Such measures may have particular
relevance for the future, given that the
regional control of fisheries will be at
the heart of the new Common Fisheries
Policy.

The workshop programme in Brixham
was initiated by The Prince’s International
Sustainability Unit (ISU) in collaboration
with Seafish. The SFF and a number of
constituent Associations attended and
made strong contributions to the two-anda-half day event called, “Charting a Course
to Sustainable UK Fisheries”.
Fed by a range of high quality presentations
delivered by prominent figures from all
components of seafood production and
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associated sectors, delegates spent an
intense two-and-a-half days exploring:
science and industr y collaboration;
efficiency and innovation in fisheries;
improving sustainability and profitability;
awareness raising and communicating with
consumers.
“The emphasis throughout was not
just on defining problems but crucially,
devising practical solutions,” stated Bertie
Armstrong, chief executive of the SFF.
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