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19 April 2022
Comments from Low Impact Fishers of Europe
RE: Draft Joint Recommendation of the BALTFISH High Level Group
Derogation from the landing obligation in the Baltic Sea for plaice
(Pleuronectes platessa) in ICES Subdivisions 22-32

Comments on the Annexes:
We do not support the derogation from the landing obligation for plaice in the Baltic Sea based on the information provided for two main reasons. Firstly, there is no impact study or quantifable data submitted regarding the impact on the cod stocks from this derogation. Secondly, the research on plaice survivability is not of sufficiently high quality due to, for example, the small sample size used, limited geographical spread the research relates to, and questionable conclusions regarding survivability based on cold temperatures. Further details are to be found below.
Annex 1:
We note that plaice in subdivisions 24-32 is a Category 3 stock which indicates limitations to our knowledge. Reference points such as Fmsy, MSY Btrigger, Blim or Bmsy are unknown, although some relative values have been assessed.
Estimated values for recruitment, biomass and fishing mortality are positive. We highlight that the plaice quota has never been fished up since TAC management began in 2011 and in recent years less than 15% of the total has been landed.
With regards to discards, ICES attributes the lower figure in previous two years due to Covid-19 restrictions. Since the landing obligation has been introduced ICES have stated that fishing patterns have remained unchanged and that discards persist in both the cod and plaice fisheries, contrary to the legislation.
Annex 2:
With regards to plaice in subdivisions 21-23 discards have been of very high levels for a long period of time and in 2021 were estimated at 28% of the total catch weight. 
Although highly uncertain the year class recruited in 2020 is by far the highest on record. This implies that if other factors remain unchanged, we can expect the upcoming strong year classes to result in a significant increase in discarding. This would follow the same pattern as seen for the 2017 western Baltic cod year class. Further, without selectivity improvements the large volume of juvenile plaice clogging gears is likely to result in an increase in cod bycatch mortality.
Annex 3:
The study is limited by the very narrow sample size from which it is difficult to understand the bigger picture. Further, the study does not provide information on how many cod were caught when plaice were targeted and vice versa. We note that cod mortality was significantly higher than plaice and that the two stocks are caught together.
Annex 5:
The assumptions and trial methods used in this research do not reflect the reality of fishing practices in the majority of the trawl method for the following reasons:
- The use small vessels (9.8 and 12.6 metres respectively) 
- Low engine power 
- Small dimension of the towing gear 
- Low towing speed 
- Low amount of catch for one haul 
- Short time for processing the catch aboard 
It is regrettable that the research uses unhelpful assumptions that provide an innacurate picture of the active flatfish fishery. Therefore, the results and conclusions are only of theoretical value as they do not reflect the actual survivability of plaice in the real-world fishery. 
Annex 6:
This study provides clear information that over time plaice survivability is in fact very low over time and does not provide scientific justification for an exemption. 
In order to override this finding, the researchers state that the weather was particularly cold in Bornholm during February 2021.
However, a time series looking at the temperature in Bornholm during February for every year since 2010 reveals that the temperature was in fact similar in 2021 to a majority of the years. Rather, it is the case that 2019 and 2020 were unusually warm.
Therefore, this research does not support an exemption for plaice from the landing obligation based on high survivability.

Comments on the legislation:
With reference to Article 15 of the Common Fisheries Policy 
1. Article 15.4.2.b states “The landing obligation referred to in paragraph 1 shall not apply to species for which scientific evidence demonstrates high survival rates, taking into account the characteristics of the gear, of the fishing practices and of the ecosystem;”
The BALTFISH joint recommendation does not take into account the impact of such an exemption from the landing obligation on the wider ecosystem and specifically the impact on the Baltic cod stocks.
Therefore, in order to understand the impact of such an exemption we have the following questions:
· How many kilos of cod is expected to be caught for each kilo of plaice for each gear segment? 
· Given that the eastern Baltic cod TAC is a bycatch quota. Is this a choke species for the plaice TAC?
· What is the opinion from EFCA regarding the control implications of the landing obligation exemption for plaice and the subsequent impact on control of the cod stocks for which the landing obligation would remain in place?
We note that according to an ICES[footnoteRef:1] analysis of mixed demersal catches in Baltic fisheries that cod are caught together with plaice in all gear segments and within the trawl segment can comprise a majority of the catch. Further, we note that the eastern cod SSB is estimated to have declined in recent years although there are cautious signs of improved recruitment. It is clear that an exemption from the landing obligation for plaice is not beneficial for the recovery of the cod stocks and none of the supporting scientific documents provided by BALTFISH addresses this issue. [1:  ICES 2019. EU request on immediate measures to safeguard eastern Baltic cod, on mixing
with western Baltic cod and bycatches in different fisheries. In Report of the ICES Advisory Committee, 2019,
sr.2019.11, https://doi.org/10.17895/ices.advice.5276
] 


2. Article 15.13 states. ”For the purpose of monitoring compliance with the landing obligation, Member States shall ensure detailed and accurate documentation of all fishing trips and adequate capacity and means, such as observers, closed-circuit television (CCTV) and others. In doing so, Member States shall respect the principle of efficiency and proportionality.”
In order to provide support for the plaice exemption from the landing obligation BALTFISH has yet to provide the advisory council with ”detailed and accurate documentation” regarding plaice and cod discards. 
ICES has stated that its discard estimates are likely underestimates and have identified trawl gear modifications as a contributing factor. 
According to ICES “Workshop to evaluate the effect of Conservation measures in Eastern Baltic cod (Gadus morhua)” WKCONGA 2018, p.36, “Closing of the BACOMA window results in increased catch per haul, allowing the crew to select more market-sized cod from any given haul; this, however, also produces much higher discards (up to 50-70% according to information from the fishing industry instead of the 10-20% estimated by ICES.) Thus, the available discard estimates are associated with uncertainties.”

Concluding remarks:

In conclusion, we feel that BALTFISH would be better served in focusing on a revision of the Baltic management plan (2016/1139) where plaice has yet to be included as a target species instead of revisiting an exemption from the landing obligation which has previously been rejected and remains a divisive issue within the Baltic Sea Advisory Council.
It is not clear how BALTFISH proposes to mitigate the negative effects of the joint recommendation on the most selective low fishers who are in compliance with the landing obligation and have invested in selective gears.

The focus from BALTFISH needs to be on improving the socioeconomic situation of fishers in the Baltic and improving the condition of herring and cod stocks. The current levels of access of low impact fishers to Baltic fisheries has never been worse and our ability to contribute to local economies as well as providing employment and high quality food should be prioritised.
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