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There can be few issues that have 
dominated fishing for so long as the 
landing obligation or discard ban as it is 
widely known. It has already come into 
operation for our pelagic fishermen 
and now the turn of the demersal 
fleet looms – and the challenges and 
timescales involved are daunting.

As a background, the whole process for 
setting out the detail and legislation for the 
demersal sector is being laid out by various 
regional groupings of member states. So, 
for example, for north western waters this 
involves the participation of the UK, Ireland, 
Holland, Spain, France and Belgium. The North 

Clock ticking away fast for 
decisions on discards

Sea group involves all these countries too, as 
well as Denmark and Germany.

These regional groups, which are comprised 
of government officials, are in turn fed 
technical and other advice from the Advisory 
Councils comprising industry stakeholders, 
including the SFF. 

So far, so good, but here comes the rub. The 
discard ban for the demersal fleet is to be 
phased-in from January 1 2016. But consider 
the timescale for this. For the discard ban to 
have any chance of working there needs to 
be a quota uplift agreed at the December 
Fish Council. This means a discard plan has to 
be available by the start of December 2015. 

However, the statutory two-month period of 
veto required by the European Parliament and 
the Council of Ministers moves this deadline 
forward to the end of September. But for this 
to happen, the plan has in reality to be agreed 
with the European Commission by the end of 
June, especially since the EC effectively closes 
down for holidays throughout August. And 
for it to be with the Commission by the end 
of June, for all practical intents and purposes 
it really needs to be completed by the end 
of May to enable time for final changes and 
consideration!

For this is be practicable, it looks like the first 
phase of the ban commencing on 1 January 

By Bertie Armstrong, Chief Executive, SFF
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SFF Services Limited (SFFSL), a 
commercial division of the Scottish 
Fishermen’s Federation (SFF), has passed 
the important milestone of having 
utilised 500 different fishing vessels 
since the turn of the millennium for its 
operations with other offshore industries. 

Although SFFSL was established by the SFF 
in 1986, the work stream provided for the 
Scottish fleet has proved particularly invaluable 
since 2001 – the year when tight restrictions 
on the number of days that fishing vessels can 
put to sea were introduced under the EU’s Cod 
Recovery Plan.

In the past two years, SFF Services has 
facilitated over 16,000 working days at sea 
for fishing vessels that they would otherwise 
not have had. To put this into perspective, this 
is equivalent to the average annual allocated 
fishing effort of 114 vessels. This work keeps 
fishing vessels viable without extending effort 

500 vessel milestone reached by 
fishermen’s services company

on fish stocks. 
Steven Alexander, Director of Business 

Development for SFFSL, said: “The Company 
is very much unique with regard to its vessel 
provision.  There is no doubt that from both 
an operational and overall management point 
of view, it would be much easier to operate 
with a smaller, full-time support vessel fleet, not 
engaged in fishing.  However, the SFF’s ethos 
has always been and is more pertinent than 
ever in the current climate, to try to spread 
these offshore work opportunities amongst 
the fleet.” 

He added: “We believe that the policy of 
spreading work opportunities amongst the 
fleet brings multiple associated benefits.  Over 
the years it has made a major contribution to 
minimising conflict by establishing and nurturing 
an excellent long term working relationship 
between the Scots fishing industry and the 
offshore oil and gas sector.”

2016 will have to involve one species per 
fishery. So, for example, a Scottish boat 
fishing for haddock off the West coast, 
this will be the species covered under the 
landing obligation, whilst a Spanish boat 
fishing further offshore, the species could 
well be hake. Then other species in these 
same or other fisheries would gradually 
be phased in until all principal species are 
covered by 2019.

Even this approach creates numerous 
problems, most noticeably how do you 
define a fishery, especially in the complex 
mixed fisheries that much of our fleet 
operates in? The most sensible option 
would be to let the fishermen do this 
themselves, but whether that would 
be acceptable to the powers that be is 
another matter altogether.

The issue of choke species closing 
down a fishery still looms large when 
the allocation of one type of fish is fully 
taken yet there is still abundant quota for 
other species. And how does this tie-in 
with boats working in the same area 
but targeting different species? A French 
boat fishing for saithe, a Scottish one for 
haddock, and an inshore vessel catching 
prawns all have their catching opportunity 
delivered under the principle of Relative 
Stability as enshrined by the Common 
Fisheries Policy. But a blanket discard 
ban would transform these into complex 
mixed fisheries with mind bogglingly 
difficult management issues.

The fishing industry is doing its best to 
develop plans and provide advice that 
work within the spirit of the landing 
obligation. But what is for sure is that the 
ban for the demersal sector has to be 
introduced on a piecemeal basis and that 
there needs to be considerable flexibility 
in its management, especially in the early 
years. If this doesn’t happen, then the 
consequences for fishing and the supply 
of a sustainable food resource could be 
devastating.

It is also imperative that the Scottish 
government , and indeed the UK 
government, works closely with the 
industry to ensure the development of a 
workable plan.
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The SFF is delighted that DNV GL Business 
Assurance has certified SFF Services Ltd as 
conforming to the OHSAS 18001 (Health 
and Safety) and ISO 14001 (Environmental) 
Management Standards, for the Provision of 
Marine Services to Offshore Industries.  Several 
months preparatory work, taking place during 
an already busy year of Vessel and Offshore 
Personnel projects, culminated in the successful 
certification audit in January 2015.  Certifying 
body DNV GL assessed the Company’s 
compliance with international standards 
and legislation using a risk based approach, 
and endorsed the management systems as 
effectively minimising risk to personnel and 
the environment.

Alongside this considerable achievement, 

SFF Services successful certification
the Company’s Quality Management System 
(QMS) has also been re-certified as continuing 
to meet the ISO 9001 standard.  In place since 
2012, the SFF Services QMS has developed into 
an efficient system utilised to maintain high 
levels of customer service to a wide range of 
oil and gas operators, renewables developers, 
installation contractors and seismic companies.

Chie f  Execut ive Ber t ie  Armstrong 
commented: “This major accomplishment 
required a great combined effort by the SFF 
Services team and reflects our commitment 
to continual improvement and to providing 
a professional and unique service to clients.  
Although very much a team effort, special 
mention is given to Derek Duthie, Sheryl Gove 
and Fiona Lord.”
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AN APP has been launched which will 
help make life safer for North Sea 
fishermen with help from the oil and gas 
industry, the Scottish Government and 
the European Fisheries Fund.

The FishSAFE Companion App gives 
information about oil and gas equipment 
on sea bed and surface – ranging from 
platforms to subsea pipelines – so fishermen 
can better understand what the object is.

It is designed to complement FishSAFE 
Information and the FishSAFE unit which 
are already used by hundreds of skippers 
who fish in the North Sea and provides 
them with detailed information about oil 
and gas-related potential hazards in UK 
waters.

The new f ree  app prov ides  extra 
information about objects such as subsea 
wel lheads , p ipe l ines  and protect ive 
structures. The size of equipment is 
indicated by a scale representation using 
easily-recognisable objects. Users can 
also type in their own notes in case, for 
example, the item has moved.

Niall Scott, FLTC Services Ltd Chairman, 
said the new app will give fishermen more 
information about potential hazards shown 
in the FishSAFE Information data and the 
FishSAFE unit.

He said: “We all want our fishing fleet 
to be as safe as possible. The additional 
information in the FishSAFE Companion 
App is presented in a really easy-to-access 
way.

“We are really pleased with the app as it 
provides information on people’s tablets 
so they don’t have to buy or maintain an 
extra piece of kit – it’s there in their hands 

Making our seas safer
New app launched with support from oil & gas sector, Scottish 
Government and European Fisheries Fund

when they need it.”
Fishermen can download the app while 

onshore or at sea and the information is 
permanently stored on their tablet so they 
can easily view it.

The FishSAFE Companion App, FishSAFE 
Information, the FishSAFE Unit and the 
FishSAFE website are provided by FLTC 
Services, and are all supported by grants 
awarded by the Scottish Government and 
the European Fisheries Fund. FLTC Group 
is a joint venture between SFF, NFFO and 
Oil & Gas UK.

John Watt, former skipper and Director 
of Marine Operations at SFF Services Ltd, 
said: “Making use of modern technology the 
FishSAFE Companion App complements 
the existing FishSAFE system, providing 
fishermen with a greater perspective 
of the scale and design of subsea 

oil and gas infrastructure on the seabed 
within their traditional fishing grounds.”

Fisheries Minister Richard Lochhead said: 
“I am delighted to have supported the 
FishSAFE initiative and the development 
of this new app, I am certain it will make 
a positive contribution to the collective 
future safety of those working in these 
valuable Scottish-based industries.”

The App can be downloaded for Android 
tablet devices via the Google Play Store. 
Just Search for “FishSafe” in the app stores 
and hit the download button. A version 
for Apple devices is available in the Apple 
App store.
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Niall Scott of FLTC Services, with John Watt of SFF Services and Mick Borwell, Environment Director at Oil & Gas UK.

The app will help fishermen 
by giving them more 
information about 
potential hazards.
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Like other parts of the catching 
sector, the pelagic fishing industry 
has its fair share of challenges and 
the recent fire at the Northbay 
processing facility in Peterhead was 
a cause of real concern.

However, the industry is delighted that 
the factory will be rebuilt and hopes that 
the operational capacity there will be back 
to normal as soon as possible. 

Indeed, it is essential that Scotland has 
a strong indigenous processing sector for 
our pelagic fish, especially at a time when 
marketing conditions are challenging. The 
Russian import ban has, of course, created 
difficulties, but perhaps equally as worrying 
is the turmoil in the Ukraine. The Ukrainian 
economy is suffering tremendously from 
the conflict and this in turn has resulted 
in difficulties in exporting to the country. 

Our challenge is to find new markets for 
Scottish herring and mackerel, and we are 
to some degree achieving successes here. 

The discard ban, or landing obligation, 
came into operation for pelagic fishermen 
on 1 January 2015. So far there have been 
no major issues, but the industry will be 
watching closely how its implementation 
affects the fleet. Special vigilance is needed 
to ensure the control regime is operated 
on a level playing field with other nations 
participating in the fishery.

The Scottish Pelagic Fishermen’s 
Association is currently working with 
other international stakeholders on a long-
term management strategy for mackerel 
that will help ensure the stock remains in 
a buoyant state by developing a sustainable 
framework for the fishery in the years to 
come.

Iceland, of course, still remains outwith 
formal participation in the Coastal States 
management of the mackerel stock. This 
made it all the more disappointing that 
Norway recently adopted a similar stance 
with regards to blue whiting by unilaterally 
increasing its quota for this stock. It is 
an important fishery for Scotland and 
discussions are ongoing to try and resolve 
the situation.

Challenges for 
pelagic sector

 The SFF will once again sponsor the 
Skipper Expo Int. Aberdeen fishing 
show, which will be held this year 
on 29 & 30 May at the Aberdeen 
Exhibition & Conference Centre.

The main theme of this year’s expo 
will be ‘Fishing for the Future’, which 
will include a focus on the new initiative 
to encourage youngsters to consider 
a career in commercial fishing that is 
being launched in secondary schools in 
Aberdeenshire (see story page 5).

The SFF team will be on hand on its 
stand to discuss a whole range of other 
initiatives including safety at sea issues. 

SFF throws its support behind 
Skipper Expo Int. Aberdeen 2015

We look forward to seeing you at the 
show!

More information at www.maramedia.ie
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The annual spring meeting of FISH 
Platform came to Iceland for the 
first time in March. FISH Platform 
was formed in 2012 to improve the 
health and safety of fishermen, to 
reduce accidents in the industry, and 
to harmonise EU fishing training and 
certification.

The group spent two days onboard the 
training vessel Saebjorg in Reykjavik discussing 
several safety and training projects that FISH 
Platform is spearheading. One specific item on 
the agenda that will have a huge affect on all 
European fishermen is the introduction of the 
STCW-F requirements. This is an international 
requirement which at the moment UK 
regulations don’t cover. 

The partners of the platform, some of 
which have implemented STCW-F, all believe 
that having the standardisation across 
fishermen’s training will help the improvement 
of fishermen’s training and in turn improve 
fishing safety. Over the last two years the 
Platform members have been constructing 
three courses that are now required under 
STCW-F.  The future for this work is positive 
but it follows the desire of the members of 
FISH platform to see change in fishermen’s 
training from the bottom up instead of the 
traditional method of the top down.  

The training vessel moored in Reykjavik 
was the ideal place to come and learn from 
the Icelandic fishermen representatives. On 
both days courses were running onboard 
the training vessel in basic sea survival and 

Fishing Industry Safety and Health 
(FISH) Platform in Reykjavik
By Derek Cardno, SFF Safety Officer

advance fire fighting. Since 2008 Iceland has 
sadly lost six fishermen, with three lives lost 
at the one time onboard a fishing vessel that 
wasn’t even fishing but just being delivered 
to new owners in Norway. However, Iceland 
has had three recent years with zero deaths 
in an industry that ranges from 7m vessels 
and upwards. 

Our Icelandic host shared some of the 
background and the hard work that has gone 
into fishermen’s training over the last 20 years 
but the message was clear. Specific training 
that is well-designed and well-delivered 
reduces deaths and injuries on fishing vessels 
regardless of the working environment – even 
in the stormy waters around Iceland.  

The two days included several guest speakers 
from other sectors involved in fishing. In some 
cases they were looking for guidance on 
specific fishing safety issues.  FISH Platform 
brings unique fishing safety knowledge to the 
table. Its stature and membership continues to 
grow – and there is now even interest from 
North America to be involved in the group.
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A ground-breaking new initiative to 
encourage youngsters to consider a 
career in commercial fishing is being 
launched in secondary schools in 
Aberdeenshire.

The pilot scheme led by the Scottish 
Fishermen’s Federation aims to secure the 
future of Scottish fishing by encouraging a 
new generation of fishermen or women to go 

With the General Election looming, 
and a result that is likely to be too 
close to call, there is the possibility 
that the final outcome could 
ultimately have a large bearing on 
the future direction of fishing – 
albeit indirectly.

This revolves an outcome that results in 
a move to reform our relationship with 
the EU and a possible move towards even 
great regional control. What this means 
for fishing is too early to say – but it is a 
situation that the SFF will be monitoring 
closely.

General 
Election looms

to sea. Fishing is worth around £430m to the 
Scottish economy and also supports a wide 
range of associated industries.

Under the initiative, school-leavers in 
Aberdeenshire will be offered the opportunity 
to undertake a three week introductory and 
safety course in fishing at the Scottish Maritime 
Academy (SMA) in Peterhead followed by a 
two-month work placement aboard a working 
f i s h i n g  v e s s e l . 
Participants who 
enjoy the experience 
and decide that 
fishing is their career 
of choice, will then 
have the opportunity 
to apply for a two 
y e a r  M o d e r n 
A p p re n t i c e s h i p 
course leading to a 
qualified deckhand 
certification. On completion of this, those 
looking for further advancement can join 
defined career pathway training for navigation 
officer or marine engineering qualifications. 
Such qualifications are transferable and can 
be used for careers in other marine sectors.

As well as the SFF, the scheme is supported 
by Aberdeenshire Council, Skills Development 
Scotland and the Sea Fish Industry Authority.

Derek Cardno, Safety & Training Officer 
for the SFF, said: “We are delighted to launch 
this pilot scheme in Aberdeenshire, which if 
successful, can hopefully be rolled out to other 
parts of the country. Fishing is an exciting and 
challenging career that can offer real rewards 

New training scheme launched to encourage 
youngsters to embark upon a career in fishing

Ross Dougal, President of the Scottish Fishermen’s Federation, Deputy Provost of Aberdeenshire, Councillor Norman Smith, and Linda Hope, Centre Manager of the 
Scottish Maritime Academy, at the launch of the new initiative.

in terms of job satisfaction and personal 
progression.

“Fishing is one of Scotland’s most iconic and 
traditional industries and it is vital that there 
is a continual flow of new entrants coming 
into the sector.”

Chairman of Aberdeenshire Council’s Policy 
and Resources Committee, Councillor Jim 
Gifford, said: “The commercial fishing sector 

offers rewarding career 
opportunities for our 
young people and this 
scheme is a perfect 
opportunity for them 
to receive mentoring, 
practical experience 
and to discover what 
working in the industry 
is like.”

Linda Hope, Scottish 
Mar i t ime Academy 

Manager, said: “The three week course will 
include Seafish mandatory safety courses and 
shore-based training covering gear and catch 
handling, net mending, rope work, navigation 
and boat handling.”

Safety will be a key underlying theme of the 
initial three week onshore induction course 
and two month work experience at sea. 
The course will also provide youngsters the 
opportunity to experience other sectors of the 
industry such as fish processing and net making. 

The seagoing element will be overseen by 
working skippers who have signed-up to the 
initiative. Places for the new pilot scheme are 
limited but fully funded. 

The seagoing element 
will be overseen by 
working skippers who 
have signed-up to the 
initiative. 
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A joint Scottish fishing industry /Marine 
Scotland initiative that helps ensure 
fisheries management decisions are 
based upon informed advice is set 
to undergo a major expansion in the 
amount of data collected and used.

There will be a significant increase this 
year in the quantity of fish catch information 
collected by the Scottish Fishermen’s 
Federation Onboard Observer Scheme and 
used by Marine Scotland Science (MSS) as part 
of the international stock assessment process.

The utilisation of such independent fisheries 
information from fishing boats over a 
broad sweep of inshore and offshore areas 
complements Marine Scotland’s own sampling 
work and ensures the provision of much 
more comprehensive stock data than would 
otherwise be possible. This in turn leads 
to better informed fisheries management 
decisions and is particularly important for 
stocks where data was previously limited. 
Under current Common Fisheries Policy 
regulations, data limited stocks often undergo 
annual catch reductions, despite the fact that 
they could be in a healthy state.

First launched in 2008 as part of the 

Innovative Scottish fishing industry 
observer scheme delivers net benefits

management and control mechanism for the 
EU’s Cod Recovery Plan, the EFF (European 
Fisheries Fund) funded Onboard Observer 
Scheme has now been developed and 
expanded to the extent that it makes a major 
contribution in the overall stock assessment 
process.

Kenny Coull, SFF Marine Policy Officer, 
said: “The major plus point of the Onboard 
Observer Scheme is that it covers a huge area 
of our seas, both inshore and offshore, and 
provides a much more comprehensive data 
source than was previously possible. Such 

Threats to our inshore fisheries
Our inshore sector is vitally important 
element of the Scottish fleet – but 
in recent months it has come under 
some potentially severe pressures, 
which threatens jobs in our coastal 
communities.

One of the most prominent of these was the 
publication of  the GRID report commissioned 
by Marine Scotland examining the potential 
impact of mobile gear prohibitions within one 
and three miles from the shore. The study, 
which we believe is ill-informed, suggests that 
there could be net benefits to Scotland from 
such restrictions, although it concedes that 
these would be outside the fisheries sector.

However, Marine Scotland does describe 
this study as a ‘methodological framework’ 
rather than a report, and that the outputs 
from it are only as good as the inputs. With 

information will be particularly crucial this 
year because of the impending introduction 
of the discard ban for our demersal fleets.”  

Nick Bailey, MSS Programme Manager of 
Sea Fisheries, said: “One of the challenges 
in providing information for fish stock 
assessments is making sure that adequate 
unbiased sampling takes place in order 
to provide confidence in the assessment 
outcomes. The expansion of observer 
coverage provided by this joint initiative 
represents a very positive step towards 
improving the underpinning of information.”

this in mind, the SFF will be responding 
vigorously to its content and highlighting the 
undeniable benefits that commercial fishing 
brings to our country.

Also of concern is an attempt by the 
Sustainable Inshore Fisheries 
Trust (SIFT) to impose a 
regulating order in the 
Firth of Clyde. Our 
constituent member, 
the Clyde Fishermen’s 
A s s o c i a t i o n , i s 
expressing concern 
that SIFT’s methods 
of engagement and 
consultation have 
been questionable 
and they don’t appear 
to be taking on board the 

views of commercial fishermen.
A recent meeting of the Inshore Fisheries 

Management & Conservation Group also 
revealed little support for the proposal for 
a regulating order (not only in the Clyde, 

but all Scottish regions). We are, of 
course, open to partnership 

and collaboration with 
any wi l l ing par tners 

to improve fisheries 
a n d  t h e  o v e r a l l 
Clyde ecosystem, 
particularly through 
the route of the Clyde 
2020 initiative. But 
this has to be achieved 

through consensus and 
by working together.
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