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Public Consultation - Net Fishing Management

This response to the Southern IFCA consultation is made on behalf of the Wild Trout Trust (WTT), a national, membership-based registered charity whose aims and objectives are the protection of wild trout, including sea trout, and their habitat.
The WTT has an interest in all coastal netting activities with respect to their adverse impacts on the sustainability of UK sea trout stocks. The WTT has been working in partnership with the Environment Agency to raise the profile of south coast sea trout, through their jointly published South Coast Sea Trout Action Plan.

The geographical area outlined in the Southern IFCA Consultation document is of critical importance to sea trout populations that migrate in and out of rivers and streams right across the region. It is hoped that this Consultation will encourage the IFCA to introduce additional protection measures for vulnerable fish stocks in sensitive coastal zones. Given the vulnerability of southern salmonid populations from the adverse effects of climate change and habitat degradation, as a direct result of increased development pressures, it is even more important that the “in-combination” impacts of coastal netting pressures are urgently addressed via changes to local byelaws. 
We are happy that our comments can be shared and placed in the public domain. 
Our response to the questions posed in the Consultation document are as follows:

Question 1. Do you agree with the proposed harbour and estuarine net management areas measures for the Southern IFCA district?

Answer: No. The recommended changes to byelaws do not provide sufficient protection for vulnerable salmonid stocks, in particular sea trout, which will be present in all of these vulnerable areas for 12 months of the year. The natural harbours, estuaries and creeks must have additional protection from commercial netting, including ring netting, which will still be hugely damaging for trout captured but not necessarily taken. The only sustainable option is to have net exclusion zones in all harbours, creeks and estuaries.
Question 2. In areas where a minimum headline depth restriction of 3m has been proposed (Southampton Water and Lyme Bay), do you feel that the risk to salmonid interception will be suitably mitigated?

Answer: No. These areas are known to be holding/feeding grounds for sea trout. The “headline depth” control measure is difficult for fishermen to comply with (over undulating ground) and is extremely difficult 
to enforce. The published science suggests that sea trout will often be in water where they will still be intercepted in drift or fixed nets fished below the 3m mark. The risk assessment applied to the notion that

the majority of salmonids will pass over nets that are set deeper than 3m is not sufficient to protect fish in waters where small populations are known to collect and feed. Lyme Bay and Southampton Water should be all-year net exclusion zones.
Question 3. Do you agree with the proposed pier net management area measures for the Southern IFCA district?

Answer: No. The WTT does not have strong views on this topic although as an organisation where many of our members are recreational sea anglers, it seems very odd that the exclusion zone does not encompass the modern casting distance of many competent recreational beach and pier anglers. Increasing the exclusion zone to 150m is likely to reduce conflict.
Question 4. Do you agree with the principles for the definition of ring net use?

Answer: No. Unless ring/purse nets are designed for safe “catch and return” of non-target species then they will still fish in exactly the same way that a damaging drift net will fish, albeit for a shorter time period. 

Ring nets could easily be deployed at the wrong time and in the wrong place and intercept a substantial proportion of the entire year’s migratory spawning stock for a given system. 

If ring nets are to be permitted in estuaries, harbours and creeks then they must have a maximum/minimum mesh size and be constructed from soft, knotless twine rather than monofilament. Ring nets should not be permitted in vulnerable estuaries, harbours and creeks because if constructed from monofilament, they will have the same adverse impacts as drift/tangle nets.
Question 5. From your experience, can you describe the likelihood of catching a salmon or a sea trout in a ring net?
Answer: Very likely. I have never seen a purpose-built ring net in operation in the Southern IFCA area. I have, however, seen drift nets used in a very similar fashion in Southampton Water, where a wall of mono is set in an ark and drifted for a short period on either a flooding or ebbing tide and then retrieved. It will only be luck, not judgement or skill, whether or not a ring net will catch salmonids if they are set in vulnerable locations.

In effect the beach seine net that used to operate in Christchurch harbour was a “ring net” which did catch salmonids on a regular basis.
Question 6. From your own experience, are there any steps that can be taken to avoid catching salmon or sea trout in a ring net?
Answer. No, not if ring nets are permitted to be used in estuaries, harbours or creeks.

Question 7. What would be your preferred option for the minimum size of grey mullet species in the Southern IFCA district?

Answer: The WTT does not have a management view on minimum size limits for mullet. However, many of our members are now actively engaged in targeting mullet on a catch and release basis with fly fishing gear. There is despair amongst some of our members that mullet are being fished for by commercial fisherman in harbours and estuaries. We often hear feedback from our members on how areas that were once the haunt of large mullet are now devoid of such fish. If commercial fishing for mullet is to be permitted then large, slow growing adult brood fish must also be protected, as well as young fish. A slot size limit is therefore essential if local, nationally important recreational fisheries are not to be adversely impacted by the activities of a handful of commercial fishermen. 
The DEFRA-published report (2012) highlighted the value of recreational sea angling and it is essential that the IFCA protects the local economy generated by sea angling interests.

Question 8. Do you agree that the proposed measures will A. support fish nursery areas; B. provide areas of refuge for fish; C. provide protection for migratory species, such as salmon and sea trout?
Answer: A. No. Fish nursery areas can only be protected if the numbers of brood fish are not being excessively exploited, even if those brood fish are transient within those vulnerable locations.

B. No, because there are virtually no commercial fishery exclusion zones proposed. Allowing ring netting to take place in highly sensitive locations for salmonids does not afford the migrating fish vital refuge as they prepare for the transition from sea to freshwater.
C. No. As above. Estuaries, harbours and creeks should be excluded from commercial fishing interests if we are to support the wider sea fisheries environment and provide adequate protection for endangered salmonids. 

Question 9. How do you believe net fishing by recreational users should be managed?
Answer: In the same way that commercial net fishing is managed: no netting in highly vulnerable estuaries, harbours and creeks.

Question 10. How would you like to see fishing nets marked in the district?
Answer. The WTT does not have a view other than it is important that enforcement officers are able to easily identify the owners of all deployed fishing gear.

Question 11. What are the anticipated costs or benefits to you as a result of these measures?
Answer. It is impossible to put a price on the conservation of migratory salmonids in the Southern IFCA Region; we would argue that securing a viable future for migratory salmonids in the region is priceless. There is a moral and legal responsibility to ensure the long-term sustainability of highly threatened fish stocks, such as salmon and sea trout in the Southern IFCA area. 
It is our view that the recommendations in the Consultation document will not protect migratory salmonids from the activities of a comparatively small number of individual commercial fisherman.
Yours faithfully
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