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Dear Member 

While we all harboured hope that Brexit would allow us to circumnavigate full 
implementation of the Landings Obligation in 2019, the proposal of a two-year ‘status 
quo’ transition period seems to have extinguished any chance of that. Instead, 
assuming we don’t crash out with no deal on the 29th of March next year (big 
assumption admittedly), all stocks subject to TAC will be under the rules of CFP article 
15 from the 1st of January 2019 until the end of 2020 at the very earliest. And its next 
year when the real problems start – West Coast cod and whiting are major concerns, so 
much so that earlier this week Marine Scotland issued a discussion paper outlining 
possible approaches for dealing with both stocks when the current by-catch 
allowances will no longer be compatible with the Landings Obligation. For cod, the 
paper suggests we are faced with a stark choice; either we a) try and negotiate a TAC in 
line with current catches, which will be extremely difficult given that Marine Scotland 
believe current Scottish catches of West Coast cod are around 1,300 tonnes while the 
latest available ICES advice suggests a TAC in line with FMSY would be less than 500 
tonnes for the entire area, or b) prohibit landings of West Coast cod and remove it from 
the TAC and quota regulation altogether. Neither of those options sound particularly 
appealing and given the current political landscape I don’t envisage the Commission 
will be too charitable in their willingness to deviate from their MSY principles. But even 
if they did, and agreed to set a TAC above MSY at ‘Flim’ which is the exploitation rate 
that leads to the lowest acceptable Spawning Stock Biomass (SSB) from a 
sustainability point of view, we would still be faced with a 25% reduction in fishing 
activity on the West Coast. The paper also suggests that, whichever route we choose to 
go down, it is likely that the Commission will look for a package of accompanying 
measures, potentially including cameras, effort control, open and closed areas, and 
increased VMS monitoring to ensure that mortality is kept in check. Overall the paper 
makes for depressing reading, and we find ourselves trying to figure out what will be 
the least-worst outcome.  

But hold on a minute. All of the above is predicated on the assumption that the 
scientific advice on West Coast cod is fact – it should be taken as gospel. However, our 
recent experience of significant errors in the North Sea herring and cod stock 
assessments, which, by the way, are leading to real world supply and accreditation 
issues, tell us that we should not necessarily assume ICES advice to be sacrosanct – 
after all, no one model is perfect and even scientists specialising in fish stock 
assessment can be prone to human error from time to time. ICES advice for West Coast 
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cod is led by Marine Scotland Science, so it would appear they are, in effect, ICES in this 
instance. They estimate that the SSB for West Coast cod in 2019 based on FMSY catches 
in 2018 will be approximately 4,650 tonnes. Industry have struggled to believe the 
science on this stock for some time now, particularly as many of our members have 
been reporting bigger and bigger marks of cod on the West Coast that are increasingly 
difficult to avoid. Of course, it’s one thing industry bemoaning the science, but it’s quite 
another thing altogether when you have an Ex-Marine Scotland Science chief casting 
serious doubt over the validity of the biological model used to forecast the abundance 
of the West Coast cod stock in the first place. Professor Robin Cook, now at Strathclyde 
University, met with a delegation from Scottish industry just last week to give his own 
views on the science for the West of Scotland cod stock. Paul Macdonald, our in-house 
science guru, reports that Prof. Cook genuinely believes some of the assumptions 
underpinning the current advice may be inaccurate, resulting in a considerable over-
estimation of fishing mortality and under-estimation of SSB. Prof. Cook has developed 
his own model scenarios and, without boring you with the detail, his work suggests 
that the West Coast cod stock is currently sitting with a significantly higher SSB 
(around 4 times higher based on one particular model output we’ve had sight of) than 
the 4650 tonnes reported within the current ICES advice - which everything in the 
Marine Scotland paper is based on. Now you don’t need to be a rocket scientist, or even 
that good at maths, to figure out that should Prof. Cook’s modelling work be closer to 
the reality than the existing advice, it changes the complexion of the West Coast cod 
problem significantly. Rather than talking about prohibiting landings or accepting a 
significant cut in effort, it could well be possible to set a workable TAC within the MSY 
framework and maintain current fishing patterns. Clearly it is now difficult to support 
such draconian measures when the credibility of the science that underpins the 
analysis has been called into serious question by an impartial expert.  

Finally, the Organisation would like to express sincere condolences to the family, 
friends and colleagues of William Ironside, crew member of the Sunbeam FR 487. Our 
thoughts are with all who knew William at this most difficult of times.  

September’s direction is enclosed 

Yours sincerely 

 
 
JOHN ANDERSON 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE 
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