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DFPO proposal for regulation of the fishery in the Baltic in 2021
The TAC for cod in the Baltic is based on the abundance of (at least) two stocks with separate spawning areas and -timing, but an overlap in occurrence in Subdivision 24.
Despite ICES’ repeated revisions of the perception of stock size of the Western stock, mainly caused by the constant downward revision of the size of the 2016 year class, there is a constant increase in the spawning stock biomass.

Opposite for the Eastern stock, where ICES, since 2017 (when they discovered that the positive development they had insisted on until then, in fact covered a period with a constant decline since 2015) has been consistent in describing a negative trend.
That cod of Eastern origin overlap with cod of Western origin presents a particularly challenging situation for the sustainable management of the fishery in a situation where one is increasing and another is decreasing. The area where the two overlap is an important fishing ground, and historically, up towards 65% of the Danish catches of the Western cod quota is caught in Subdivision 24. Therefore, the decision to close Subdivision 24 to all targeted fishery for cod is hitting the Danish fleet extremely hard.
Based on the latest advice from ICES, DFPO proposes to set a TAC for cod in the Western Baltic to 5.385 tonnes and a TAC for cod in the Eastern Baltic to at least 2.000 tonnes, but preferably much higher.  
The proposed TAC for the Western Baltic cod is in line with ICES advice scenario c. in table 4 of the advice sheet for Western cod.
From the advice on the Eastern stock, it is noticeable that the mortality originating from the fishery is a mere fraction of the natural mortality and whether the catch from the stock is 2 or 4 thousand tonnes has no impact whatsoever on the spawning success of the stock. It is the lack of recruitment that drives the stock down – not the fishery. Why the recruitment as low as described by ICES (and confirmed by observations from fishing vessels) as not well described. DFPO is convinced that it is a combination of several factors. One of the most important being that cod is affected by seals, both through direct predation and through seal borne parasites, taking so much energy from the cod that they do not have enough to produce eggs. Other important factors are oxygen deficit caused by eutrophication as well as pollution. Vitamin B deficit has also ben described in Baltic cod and is known to affect the spawning success negatively.

Sprat is also known to have a potential for predating heavily on cod eggs. It is therefore completely unfathomable for the fishing industry, that some people argue for a closure of sprat fishing in cod spawning areas. The sprat stock is several times higher than it was in the years where cod was abundant in the Eastern area. A closure for sprat fishing in cod areas with the objective to feed the cod may well have the counterproductive effect, that sprat prevents recruitment to the cod stock.
In line with the lack of observations that could indicate benefits of spawning closures in the fishery for cod (on the contrary, one of the most sustainable cod fisheries in Norway actually mainly targets spawning cod at Lofoten), DFPO insists, that the spawning closures on Western cod are removed. Further, a way to allow for targeted cod fishing at least in the Western parts of Subdivision 24 must be found.
For plaice the fishing industry is prepared to accept the proposal from ICES, to set the TAC for Baltic plaice to 7.754 tonnes.

For the pelagic stocks, DFPO suggests to consider the fact that ICES has demonstrated a remarkably bad historical performance in estimating the stocks of pelagic species and that many revisions have been made over the years. Not only on stock size, but also on parameters that are important in setting the TAC. It is of course assumed that the latest advice is correct, but nevertheless, that very advice documents, that previous management decisions were made on assumptions that do not hold true in this year’s assessment. The obvious conclusion is therefore to use the scientific advice in a cautious manner, showing directions rather that enabling management to hit targets.
For Western herring the TAC should be set as a roll over to 3.150 tonnes, for central herring, as a step in the direction of msy, a decrease of 20% to a TAC of 122.707 tonnes.

For sprat, based on the arguments presented under cod, DFPO would like to see a TAC in line with the upper limit in ICES advice, 316.833 tonnes minus Russian share of 11%. However, as sprat is often caught in a mixture with herring and the TAC for this stock is likely to be reduced DFPO can accept a EU TAC of at least 220.677 tonnes, which equals the Fmsy advise from ICES, minus a Russian share of 11%.

DFPO does not have proposals for the TACs for herring in Golf of Riga or the Bothnian Sea, nor for salmon which is virtually impossible to catch because of seal predation.
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