






 

 
 

 

   

 

 
Scottish Government, 
Victoria Quay,  
Edinburgh  
EH6 6QQ 

        6 March 2025 

Dear   

Following the request for advice in relation to the wild wrasse fishery received on 

19 September 2024 and the spatial information related to the fishery received on 

20 December 2024, please see below our advice regarding the fisheries 

interactions with relevant Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). This is provided to 

assist in informing a fisheries assessment which will consider the fishery against 

the conservation objectives of relevant sites. NatureScot’s role is to provide advice 

on activities and pressures that may affect protected sites and species. Our advice 

here is provided to support the responsibility and decisions of Marine Directorate 

as a competent authority under the Conservation (Natural Habitats, &c.) 

Regulations 1994 and a public authority under the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010.  

 

This advice follows our letter sent on 11 February 2025 which listed those 

protected sites that may have sensitivities of relevance to the wild wrasse fishery. 

The following advice sets out our understanding of the fishery, the potential 

interactions with the protected features of MPAs and relevant information that may 

assist when assessing the fishery against protected site conservation objectives.  

 

1. General/explanatory comments relating to the wrasse fishery:  

 

Understanding of the fishery and current management:  

Our understanding of the Scottish wild wrasse fishery is predominantly based on 

the published information held in wrasse fishery reports1, information related to 

existing management and information provided by Marine Directorate. Our advice 

is focused on how the wrasse fishery interacts with, or impacts on, the protected 

features of inshore Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and is based on the current 

management of the wrasse fishery detailed in the wrasse licence conditions.  

 

For clarity, our understanding of the fishery is as follows. There are five species of 

wrasse caught by inshore fisheries in Scotland to supply cleaner fish to salmon 

farms. Ballan wrasse (Labrus bergylta) makes up the majority of wrasse landings 
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in Scotland (73% in 2021, 81% in 20221), followed by corkwing wrasse 

(Symphodus melops). Other wrasse species potentially landed include goldsinny 

(Ctenolabrus rupestris), rock cook (Centrolabrus exoletus), and cuckoo (Labrus 

mixtus). The targeting of wrasse is undertaken using fish traps. Measures are 

implemented through a letter of derogation to fish for wild wrasse and include 

minimum and maximum landing sizes for each wrasse species; gear requirements 

(including maximum trap numbers, use of traps specifically designed to target 

wrasse, and that traps are fitted with otter exclusion devices); and measures to 

promote welfare of the wrasse (maximum rate of lifting traps)2. 

 

Spatial extent of the fishery 

Our understanding of the spatial extent of the fishery is limited. Licensed vessels 

are not currently fitted with remote electronic monitoring (REM) equipment and 

positional data available to NatureScot advisors is currently not of a granularity 

that allows for detailed consideration of the location of fishing, its footprint, and 

how it changes throughout a season or between seasons. The current fishery is 

not constrained spatially by the licence conditions making it difficult to provide 

advice on specific sites without a better understanding of the wrasse fishery. As a 

result, our advice relates to all inshore MPAs that have features which may be 

sensitive to fishing for wrasse. As stated in the letter dated 11 February 2025, 

Marine Directorate may have further information in relation to the activity that might 

help reduce the number of relevant sites that require consideration. 

 

Relevant pressures on protected features 

Given the nature of the activity, where traps similar to creels or pots are used to 

target wrasse for removal, we consider the following pressures are particularly 

relevant for inclusion in any fisheries assessment that comprises a Habitats 

Regulation Appraisal (HRA) for Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) or a MPA 

Assessment for Nature Conservation Marine Protected Areas (NCMPAs): 

 

- Removal of target species – This considers the targeted removal of wrasse, 

their role as part of the relevant ecosystems and the ecological 

consequences of a reduction in their population. 

- Abrasion – This considers the impact of the use of the gear on relevant 

benthic features and the potential of damage to, in particular, the surface of 

the substratum and associated epiflora and epifauna. 

- Entanglement/entrapment – This considers the risk of entanglement of 

marine megafauna in ropes or lines associated with traps and the potential 

for smaller marine mammals to become entrapped within traps. 

 

We have already provided advice for SACs and NCMPAs in the form of our 

Conservation and Management Advice (CMA) documents for creels and pots, 

which includes a range of gear and target species. The advice in the sections that 
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follow aims to provide more targeted and specific advice in relation to the wrasse 

fishery.  

 

The advice in the following sections is provided for sites grouped by the protected 

features identified in the long list of sites provided in our letter of 11 February 2025. 

The advice for each grouping sets out the pressures and sensitivities that are 

relevant for the relevant protected features. It details our understanding of the 

interaction between the fishing activity and the features, and what information 

could be considered in a fisheries assessment. The following outlines the 

groupings used: 

 

- SACs or NCMPAs where ‘Reef’ (for SACs) or ‘Kelp and seaweed 

communities on sublittoral sediment’ (for NCMPAs) are protected features, 

due to the association between wrasse and these habitats.  

 

- Sites designated for benthic features where NatureScot has provided site-

based advice through its CMA documents relating to the use of creels or 

pots and the risks associated primarily with abrasion. 

 

- SACs or NCMPAs designated for mobile species (such as minke whale, 

basking shark or otter) where NatureScot has provided site-based advice 

through its CMA documents relating to the use of creels or pots and the 

risks associated with entrapment or entanglement. In addition, risks of 

collisions and disturbance from licensable activities that result in increased 

vessel traffic for defined periods should also be considered.  

 

Note that where we recommend further consideration of the sensitivity of features 

to particular pressures, we can help to signpost tools to help with such sensitivity 

assessment and advise on their use.   

 

 

2. SACs with reef and NCMPAs with kelp and associated communities as 

protected features 

 

Removal of target species 

Wrasses are associated with inshore rock and algal habitats3, with algae being 

important for refuge, foraging, and nest-building4. Wrasses often exhibit a high 

degree of site fidelity, for example male ballan wrasse have been found to defend 

a territory (typically a rock or small group of rocks) for several years5. The territories 

guarded by males maintain the spatial structure of populations and in some 

species (e.g. ballan and corkwing wrasses) lead to improved egg survival and 

population recruitment through male nest guarding behavior. Ballan wrasse are 

protogynous, exhibiting sequential hermaphroditism with all individuals born 

female and some larger females transitioning to males, depending on the male to 
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female ratio of the local population. Corkwing wrasse are gonochoristic (separate 

sexes with no sex inversion), therefore the reproductive strategies are variable 

between species6, 7. 

 

Wrasses tend to eat hard-bodied prey, with the relative proportions of food items 

consumed differing between species, and across sizes within a species. For 

example, larger ballan wrasse are capable of eating large bivalves which smaller 

individuals or other wrasse species cannot8. Such niche partitioning between 

species has been found in Scotland, with the feeding activity of ballan wrasse 

thought to play an influential role in the ecological functioning of algae-covered 

rocky reefs (for example, preying on algivorous invertebrates thereby preventing 

overgrazing in algal habitats)9.  A study from the Azores suggests ballan wrasse 

are an important predator of sea urchins and keep populations of these grazers in 

check on algal habitats10, however it is unknown if this function is also performed 

by ballan wrasse in Scotland. Improved monitoring and further research are 

needed to provide a clearer understanding of wrasse ecology in Scottish waters, 

as well as the impacts of wrasse removal from sites for reef in SACs and kelp and 

associated communities in NCMPAs. 

 

There are uncertainties regarding the Scottish wrasse spawning season and 

overlap with the fishing season (1st May to 30th Nov). Recent work by Cefas11 

suggests the ballan wrasse spawning season in southern England peaks prior to 

May, however other studies from Isle of Man6, Ireland12, and Norway13 suggest the 

spawning season extends through the summer months (as late as July). Given the 

discrepancy in the timing of the ballan wrasse spawning season between studies, 

there is uncertainty regarding the overlap between spawning and the fishing 

season in Scotland. Information on wrasse spawning in Scottish waters is needed 

to determine the potential for females to be removed from protected areas by the 

fishery prior to spawning, and therefore to assess the sustainability of the fishery. 

We recommend that this issue is explored further with input from MDSEDD 

specialists and we are happy to provide further input as needed.   

 

There is currently a lack of wrasse landing and effort data in relation to location, 

and therefore accurate estimates of the number of wrasse removed from protected 

areas are unavailable. It is also not possible to determine how concentrated the 

removal of wrasse is within specific areas and how this may change across the 

fishing season. We expect this will be improved in future by the proposed plans to 

fit licensed vessels with remote electronic monitoring (REM) equipment. 

Additionally, species level data collection would help to better monitor the impacts 

of fishing on wrasse populations. 

 

For ballan wrasse, the existing conservation reference size (CRS; 12-24 cm)1 may 

limit some of the negative impacts of wrasse removal from these habitats. Males 

are generally above the maximum permitted landing size and therefore protected 
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from removal by the fishery. This presumably, will have benefits for maintaining 

territories and improving egg survival, as well as the predation of large 

invertebrates that can only be eaten by larger wrasse individuals in the population. 

It should be noted that if fishing activity is permitted during the spawning season 

(including prior to eggs hatching), males that are caught in creels temporarily 

before release will no longer be able to protect eggs in their territory during this 

time, reducing egg survival.  

 

A large proportion of female ballan wrasse at the lower end of the current CRS are 

immature, so their removal may lead to localised population crashes even at low 

levels of fishing pressure, due to a lack of mature females for breeding and to 

transition into males. However, raising the upper limit of the CRS would result in 

larger females with higher reproductive output no longer being protected from 

fishing, which may negatively impact the overall recruitment of the population and 

should be carefully monitored. We recommend that the issue of CRS is explored 

further with input from MDSEDD specialists and we are happy to provide further 

input as needed.  As corkwing wrasse do not undergo sexual inversion, different 

management strategies and reference points will likely be needed for each species 

due to differing life histories. 

 

When undertaking a fisheries assessment, of particular relevance to the above 

considerations are the conservation objectives related to the ‘distribution and 

viability of the typical species of the habitat’ in SACs and the ‘composition of its 

characteristic biological communities’ in NCMPAs. The assessments should 

consider whether the diversity, abundance and distribution of typical or 

characteristic species are impacted by the removal of wrasse.   

 

Abrasion 

 

For SACs designated for reef, NatureScot’s CMA advice in relation to the impacts 

of creeling is that measures to ‘reduce or limit pressures associated with static 

gear should be considered’. 

 

This advice considers the impact that abrasion has on reef features specifically 

caused by the use of creels on reef, typically when setting/retrieving creels or 

through the movement of gear during rough weather. Abrasion can be associated 

with contact from creels, ropes associated with gear, or end weights14. 

 

The effects of abrasion associated with creeling are understood to be less than 

with mobile fishing gear. The impacts are likely to vary dependent on the type of 

reef and the associated communities present. Whilst some experimental studies 

have found limited evidence of impacts to reef from static gear15, longer term 

studies have found that creels set in high densities could have an impact on 

abundance and species richness within the associated biological communities14.  
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Fisheries assessments for sites which include reef as a feature should consider 

fishing intensity (based on existing fishing activity or through limitations imposed 

by existing licence conditions) and the relevant benthic communities associated 

with the reef features present. This should be considered against the potential 

implications for the conservation objectives, in particular those considering the 

three dimensional structure created by fauna and flora (e.g. sponges, kelp) that 

are associated with this habitat and those related to the diversity, abundance and 

distribution of typical species associated with reefs in the site.  

 

3. SACs and MPAs with other relevant benthic features 

 

In our letter of 11 February 2025 we highlight where advice has been provided on 

other habitats in relation to the use of creels. This includes sedimentary features 

such as burrowed mud and circalittoral sediments, as well as habitats such as 

maerl, flame shell and horse mussel beds, northern sea fan and sponge 

communities and species like fan mussel aggregations. 

 

There is less information available related to the likely exposure of these features 

to the fishery and there is not as clear a habitat association as for kelp and reef 

communities, which may indicate a reduced likelihood of exposure. However, 

particularly where habitat mosaics exist, these habitats may overlap with the 

fishery. Should additional information related to the fishery not exclude the 

requirement for assessment (e.g. suitable depth, unsuitable fishing grounds etc.), 

an assessment should focus in particular on the effects of pressures associated 

with abrasion. The potential impacts of creels on these habitats will be related to 

their sensitivity, with more fragile features such as maerl and flame shell beds, or 

species associated with these features, likely to be more sensitive than other 

habitats.   

 

The impacts will likely relate to intensity and the use of creels at a lower intensity 

is not expected to be incompatible with the conservation objectives of the protected 

features. Fisheries assessments for sites where advice has been provided for 

creels should consider fishing intensity (based on existing fishing activity or 

through limitations imposed by existing licence conditions) and the relevant 

communities associated with the feature and their sensitivities to abrasion. This 

should be considered against the potential implications for the conservation 

objectives, in particular those considering the distribution and viability of typical or 

associated species of the features or the three-dimensional structure provided by 

the habitats and species.  
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4. Mobile Species sites 

 

Marine animal entanglement has the potential to cause injury or mortality, so can 

impact species by reducing their population size and connectivity, and 

consequently could risk the achievement of the conservation objectives of relevant 

MPAs. Within the MPA network, the wrasse fishery has the potential to interact 

with certain species at risk of entanglement. We have already provided a list of 

MPAs where we have identified a risk of interaction and have provided advice on 

the use of creels generally and the risk associated with the gear type (in particular 

the ropes associated with creels). The advice set out below is more site specific 

based on the information provided on how to mitigate the risk for mobile species: 

 

Southern Trench MPA and Sea of the Hebrides MPAs 

Southern Trench MPA and Sea of the Hebrides MPA are designated for a series 

of features including minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) and basking 

shark (Cetorhinus maximus). Both species have been identified as being at risk 

of entanglement with creel gear. We provide advice in the CMA documents in 

relation to creel fisheries on mitigatory measures/best practice to reduce 

entanglement in creel fisheries, which is based on recommendations from the 

Scottish Entanglement Alliance: 

https://scottishentanglement.org/downloads/1073/ 

 

Assessments should consider the scale of the fishery, overlap with relevant sites 

and the associated risk of entanglement, against the conservation objectives of 

the site, in particular ensuring that basking shark and minke whale within the MPAs 

are not at significant risk from injury or killing. 

 

Other sites with connectivity 

Previously NatureScot has provided advice in relation to the risk of otter 

entrapment in wrasse traps set in coastal waters due to the overlap between 

habitat favoured by wrasse and that used to feed by coastal-dwelling otters, with 

wrasse forming part of otter diets16. This is particularly relevant where fishing 

activity occurs in shallow coastal waters in or adjacent to SACs where otters are 

a feature, as risk of entrapment appears to be greater at shallow depths17.  

 

During a previous consultation on the development of management measures 

we provided advice related to the use of otter guards and we recognise that there 

is a fishery-wide licence condition which states ‘The traps used to fish for wrasse 

must have otter exclusion devices, such as a fixed eye aperture at the entrance 

to the trap and traps must feature escape hatches’. We had previously provided 

advice with aperture dimensions used elsewhere, and we would be happy to 

provide this again as agreed specifications would help ensure that otter guards 

are designed to effectively mitigate entrapment risk.  
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When considering advice related to the otter SACs it is recognised that whilst a 

wild wrasse fishery is capable of affecting the qualifying features, management 

which requires the use of suitable otter guards capable of excluding otters from 

the traps should ensure that otters receive protection. Information relating to the 

types of otter guards used should feed into an assessment, as well as any 

information on the efficacy of the devices. This information should be used in an 

assessment against the conservation objectives of otter sites, in particular that 

otters are a viable component of the SACs and that they are protected from 

significant mortality or injury. 

 

5. Demand issues and trends for the wrasse fishery 

 

Whilst not directly relevant to the assessment of impacts, we suggest that further 

information on the demand for wild wrasse would be useful context to obtain, 

including understanding of likely future trends. As the fishery is very dependent 

on requirements from the finfish aquaculture sector for supply of cleaner fish, 

then trends in captive wrasse production, mortality and survival information, or 

developments in alternative methods of sea lice control will all be relevant factors 

that will allow greater understanding of the likely trajectory of the Scottish wild 

wrasse fishery. 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

As summarised above there are multiple pathways through which the wrasse 

fishery can interact with protected features of SACs and NCMPAs. The existing 

management will provide some degree of protection to wrasse populations within 

the relevant MPAs (e.g. minimum/maximum sizes, closed season), however  

there are gaps in our knowledge with regard to the consequences of wrasse 

removal within certain sites and in our understanding of the wrasse population 

levels within these sites as well as a lack of information relating to the spatial 

range and intensity of fishing activity within these sites.. This is particularly 

relevant to NCMPAs and SACs which have reef or kelp and seaweed 

communities on sublittoral sediment as a feature and the conservation objectives 

linked to the diversity, abundance and distribution of typical or characteristic 

species associated with these features. 

 

The evidence gaps relating to fishing activity and wrasse populations within the 

sites lead to an increase in uncertainty, as the level of exposure of features to the 

activity cannot be determined without more information.  The fisheries 

assessment within SACs should assess whether the wrasse fishery, beyond 

reasonable scientific doubt, has no adverse effect on site integrity.  Within 

NCMPAs the assessment should assess whether there is a significant risk of 

hindering the conservation objectives of the site. With the level of activity 
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information currently available it may be difficult to conclude no adverse effect on 

site integrity for SACs or that there is no significant risk of hindering the 

achievement of the conservation objectives of a NCMPA by the continuation of 

the wrasse fishery in its current form. Where these conclusions cannot be 

reached it may be necessary to take a more precautionary approach for 

management of the fishery in relation to these protected features which might 

include exclusion of wrasse fishing from these sites until such a conclusion can 

be made at some point in the future. 

 

Should it be possible to  refine understanding of the fishery and locations where 

fishing activity may be focused, then more refined assessments could be 

undertaken for the affected sites than the current spatially unconstrained fishery 

allows. Availability of information such as the number of vessels, number of 

creels, distribution of activity within sites, exposure of features to fishing 

pressures, and/or anticipated wrasse numbers for removal,  would allow for a 

more accurate consideration of the risk associated with the fishing activity. 

 

We would be happy to discuss any other measures that Scottish Government 

may consider necessary to safeguard Marine Protected Areas. We would also 

welcome further discussion on how we might work collaboratively to address 

these evidence gaps and how the collection of additional data from the fishery 

may assist in building our understanding of the fishery in relation to MPAs and 

completing fisheries assessments in the future.  

 

We hope this advice is helpful.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Head of Sustainable Coasts & Seas 

 

  

[redacted personal details]

  

[r   

[redacted personal details]
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From: [Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot>  
Sent: 13 February 2025 14:57 
To: [Redacted personal details ] @gov.scot> 
Subject: RE: EIR 

 

Hello [Redacted personal details ] We just spotted that in the list of sites we sent you for reef 
featrues we have not cited LOCH NAM MADADH SAC. We included it for otters so it is in the list 
anyway, but should also be considered for reefs. 

Here you can find the CMA and link to the fishing order https://sitelink.nature.scot/site/8301 

 

Best 

[Redacted personal details ] [Redacted personal details ] (he/him) | Marine Sustainability 
Adviser – Inshore Fisheries  

NatureScot | Caspian House, Clydebank Buisness Park, Clydebank, G81 2NR | [Redacted 
personal details ] 

 

nature.scot | @nature_scot | Scotland’s Nature Agency | Buidheann Nàdair na h-Alba  

Please note that I will be working from home for the majority of office hours  

 

https://sitelink.nature.scot/site/8301
https://www.nature.scot/
https://twitter.com/@nature_scot


From: [Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot>  
Sent: 27 March 2025 18:04 
To: [Redacted personal details ] @gov.scot>; [Redacted personal details ] @gov.scot 
Cc: [Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot>; [Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot; 
[Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot; [Redacted personal details ] @nature.scot 
Subject: Wrasse Advice 

 

Dear[Redacted personal details ] and [Redacted personal details ] 

 

Further to our meeting last week please find below some follow points related to our advice 
provided on the 6th of March. 

  

In the advice letter, in reference to the points made in relation to REM in section 1 of our 
comments, under the subsection 'spatial extent of the fishery,'we were referring to the use of 
vessel tracking system providing additional information which would improve the granularity of 
positional information and our understanding of the interaction with features. In section 2 we 
also make reference to vessels fitted with REM. This paragraph again refers to collecting better 
spatial information and allowing for consideration of how fishing may change across a fishing 
season. The section also mentions improved species level data collection, this may not refer 
directly to data collection using different forms of REM and may rely on reporting undertaken 
through other means. 

  

We also discussed the basis for our comments relating to the conservation reference sizes. 
Please find attached a figure which sets out the basis for this and the cites the sources of this 
information used, please note in some cases studies draw on a wider literature base. We 
understand that there may be work currently underway or recently undertaken and not 
published, as such we recommended discussion with MDSEDD specialists in relation to this 
point. 

  

We hope this provides further clarification.  

 

Many thanks, 

[Redacted personal details ] [Redacted personal details ] | MPA Fishing Activity Adviser 

NatureScot | Battleby House| Redgorton | Perth | PH1 3EW | t: [Redacted personal details ] 

NàdarAlba |Taigh Battleby | Ràth a’ Ghoirtein | Peairt | PH1 3EW  

nature.scot – Scotland’s Nature Agency – Buidheann Nàdair na h-Alba - @nature_scot 

 

https://www.nature.scot/
https://twitter.com/@nature_scot


Size information for ballan wrasse (Labrus bergylta)

Females mature at 16-18 cm (28 cm for male). Maximum size for species = 60 cm (Darwall et al., 1992).

Sexual inversion first seen from 22-35 cm. 50% population inverted to males from 34-36 cm (Henly and Stewart, 2021).

Female ballan wrasse can reach at least 47 cm in length (White and Ellis, 2025).

Conservation Reference Size range (“slot size”) in Scotland = 12-24 cm (Scottish Government, 2024).

NOTE: life history size estimates are taken from multiple sources across different European regions.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1095-8649.1992.tb03873.x
https://www.devonandsevernifca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/TheLiveWrasseFishery2017-2020v1.0.pdf
https://www.cefas.co.uk/data-and-publications/dois/gonadosomatic-index-of-individual-ballan-wrasse-caught-from-weymouth-bay-2018-to-2019/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/wild-wrasse-fishery-2021-22-report/documents/
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