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Executive Summary

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting (Merlangius merlangus) fisheries
management plan (FMP) is one of 43 FMPs set out in the Joint Fisheries Statement
(JES). The FMP has been developed by the Scottish Government in collaboration
with UK scientists, regulators, statutory nature conservation bodies (SNCBs) and
stakeholders.

This FMP sets out the policies and actions to continue to maintain the North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting stock at sustainable levels, ensuring that it can continue to
play a key role in providing positive socio-economic benefits to the UK, whilst also
setting out a number of actions to improve management where this is needed. The
FMP applies to the sustainable management of the North Sea and Eastern Channel
whiting fishery within UK waters in International Council for the Exploration of the
Seas (ICES) areas 4 (North Sea) and 7.d (Eastern Channel), in line with the
objectives of the Fisheries Act 2020 (the 2020 Act’) and as required by the JFS.

This FMP covers the management of the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
stock in UK waters. Overall management of this fishery is shared with Coastal States
partners. This international context is important to understand when considering
sustainability and wider management issues. Fishing opportunities for North Sea and
Eastern Channel are managed by total allowable catches (TACs). The setting of
TACs is one of the most effective ways of managing fishing pressure on fish stocks.
TACs and other joint management measures, are agreed through international
negotiations which are guided by the best available scientific advice, whilst also
balancing environmental, social and economic factors. The principles followed by the
UK in relation to international fisheries negotiations are laid out in the JFS under
section 4.2.

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is a stock which has a high level of data
available. On this basis, there is sufficient available scientific evidence for the
relevant fisheries policy authorities to make annual maximum sustainable yield
(MSY) assessments for the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting.

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock relevant to this FMP is currently
being fished sustainably within MSY limits.

This FMP therefore describes a vision with policies and actions which set out how
management can continue to support an MSY approach' for the North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting fishery, and highlights areas that could lead to refinements
to management approaches in the future. Areas for action include those which
support the wider delivery of policies within the JFS and which contribute to the
delivery of the objectives contained within the 2020 Act.

" An explanation of a MSY approach to fishing is provided in Advice published by ICES



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-fisheries-statement-jfs
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-fisheries-statement-jfs
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Advice_on_fishing_opportunities_2023_/22240624

Abbreviations
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What is an FMP?

An FMP is a document prepared and published under the 2020 Act that sets out
policies designed to restore one or more stocks of sea fish to, or maintain them at,
sustainable levels or contribute to the restoring or maintenance at sustainable levels.
It is an evidence-based action plan that supports delivery of sustainable fisheries for
current and future generations. The FMP is a long-term plan that must be reviewed
and, if necessary, revised at least once every six years. It sets out both a vision for
the fishery (or fisheries), together with the policies and management interventions
necessary to achieve this vision.

Why an FMP for North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting?

North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting are a whitefish species caught as part of a
mixed whitefish fishery within UK waters and also outwith UK waters. North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting are a species of importance within UK waters, with just over
half of all North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting caught by the UK fleet. In 2022,
over 11,000 tonnes of North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting was landed into the
UK, amounting to a value nearing £14.5 million.

Stakeholder Engagement

The FMP has been informed by a range of stakeholder engagement initiatives. A
working group of over 50 industry, environmental and SNCBs stakeholders was
formed in 2023, and met multiple times to help inform and shape the content of this
FMP. In addition, separate bilateral meetings took place over a number of months to
gather additional views and input. This was part of a process known as ‘pre-
consultation’. As part of the process, the Scottish Government shared drafts of some
of the demersal FMPs and gathered comments from stakeholders at two workshops
held in February 2025 and by inviting written feedback. Stakeholder knowledge has
been valuable in providing context for the FMP, and in developing meaningful
actions that will support the sustainable management of North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting in the future.

Feedback received as part of formal public consultation will help shape the final
document.

Vision
The vision for this FMP is that the whiting fishery in UK waters of North Sea and
Eastern Channel are managed sustainably, to help ensure that stocks are

maintained above biomass levels capable of producing MSY.

The policies and actions set out in this FMP suggest how this could be achieved in a
way that is consistent with, and supportive of, the wider achievement of the



fisheries objectives set out in the 2020 Act, the policies contained within the Joint
Fisheries Statement (JFS), and other legislative commitments.

Policies

As there is sufficient available evidence to assess MSY, the FMP must contain
policies which at least contribute to restoring or maintaining the stock at MSY. In
addition, in accordance with section 5.4 of the JFS, the design and structure of FMPs
directly relate to the fisheries objectives identified in section 5.4.2 but may also
address wider issues in fisheries management depending upon the specific goals or
targets of each plan and may contribute to one or more of the remaining fisheries
objectives.

To ensure effective management of the whiting fishery in UK waters of North Sea
and Eastern Channel, the FMP identifies 6 policies focussed on domestic and
international management priorities. These policies are subject to the consideration
of the consultation and will be prioritised appropriately to ensure realistic and
measurable outputs. They were drafted to meet the requirements of section 6(3)(a)
of the 2020 Act (policies 1 and 2) and policies set out in the Joint Fisheries
Statement (policies 3, 4, 5 and 6). For each policy, the plan sets out:

e arationale;
e ongoing, short and longer term actions;
e how the actions support delivery of the fisheries objectives.

Each policy describes the outcome that is being worked towards, and the actions are
intended to support the delivery of those outcomes.

Performance indicators for the FMP are addressed towards the end of this
document.

The six policies of this FMP are to:

1. Harvest the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock sustainably, with
biomass maintained above the level capable of producing MSY.

2. Use the best-available scientific evidence to support management decisions
relating to the setting of sustainable fishing opportunities;

3. Address discarding issues in the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
fishery and ensure that where possible all catches are counted against
quotas;

4. Deliver wider sustainable management by taking steps to minimise the impact
of the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting fishery on the marine
ecosystem;.

5. Support fishing businesses to continue to deliver socio-economic and cultural
benefits for communities;

6. Reduce the impact of fishing on climate change and support the fishing
industry to adapt to the impacts of climate change.

Scope



This FMP relates to the stock of North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting (Merlangius
merlangus) which consists of the whiting fishery in UK waters of the ICES area 4
(North Sea), along with Division 7.d (Eastern Channel).

The 2020 Act requires the relevant authority or authorities to prepare and publish
FMPs in accordance with the list and timetable included in the JFS.? The relevant
authorities for this FMP are the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural
Affairs (DAERA), the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra) and
the Scottish Government.? The plan has been prepared and published jointly by the
relevant authorities for the purposes of the 2020 Act. As the coordinating authority,
the Scottish Government has coordinated the preparation and management of this
plan on behalf of the other relevant authorities.*

Background
Stock

This FMP covers North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting (Merlangius merlangus).
Whiting is a species of generally secondary commercial importance that is caught in
large numbers throughout the entire North Sea and Eastern Channel. Whiting is a
key species in the tropho-dynamics of the North Sea, both as predator and as prey,
and also exhibits strong cannibalism. Juvenile whiting feed on crustaceans, while
adults (>30 cm) feed almost exclusively on fish.

Fishing methods vary between countries, with the UK fleet using predominantly
trawls, with some seine netting occurring. Other countries also use a mix of trawls
and seine nets, as well as longlines and other methods®. The figures within this FMP
primarily focus on UK fishing vessels, as these are the vessels for which we have
accurate data. This is explained further in the fishery section below.

Whiting is a demersal species which lives near the seabed at depths ranging from
100 to 200 m, although they can move into midwaters to forage. Adult whiting are
widespread in the North Sea (although with a patchy distribution) except on the
Dogger Bank, while high numbers of juvenile fish occur off the Scottish coast, in the
German Bight and along the coast of the Netherlands. Whiting is a Lusitanian
species which favours warmer waters than Boreal species such as cod or haddock.
In the northern North Sea, the spatial distribution of whiting is affected by
temperature during winters, with high abundances observed in warmer areas.

2 UK Government (2022) Joint Fisheries Statement.

3 The definition for an “authority” is given in Annex A (p. 55) of the JFS, which is: “Authority or
Authorities responsible for preparation and publication of plan: The authority or authorities which
are responsible for preparing and publishing the plan. There can be up to four fisheries policy
authorities acting jointly in a plan.”.

4 The definition for a “co-ordinating authority” is given in Annex A (p. 55) of the JFS, which is:-
“Coordinating Authority: The fisheries policy authority which will coordinate the preparation and
management of the plan on behalf of the other fisheries policy authorities acting jointly”

5Based on ICES North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting reports at: ICES advice
2024 - Table 7



https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-fisheries-statement-jfs
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Whiting_i_Merlangius_merlangus_i_in_Subarea_4_and_Division_7_d_North_Sea_and_eastern_English_Channel_Replacing_advice_provided_in_June_2024/27211443/1?file=49748325
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Whiting_i_Merlangius_merlangus_i_in_Subarea_4_and_Division_7_d_North_Sea_and_eastern_English_Channel_Replacing_advice_provided_in_June_2024/27211443/1?file=49748325

Spawning occurs between January in the southern North Sea, and July in the
Northern North Sea.

There is a clear North/South split of the stock with the Dogger Bank being suggested
as a natural barrier between northern and southern sub-populations. The northern
sub-populations appear to be dominating the dynamics of the North Sea stock in
recent years. Although the stock is still assessed as one unit, the annual assessment
includes analyses comparing the northern and southern components.

Spawning-stock biomass (SSB) had been on a generally downward trend since the
start of the assessment in 1978. However, since the historical low in the late 2000s,
SSB had been relatively stable and fluctuating between Blim and the MSY Btrigger.
Following good recruitment in recent years, the SSB has increased sharply and is
now well above the MSY Btrigger. Fishing pressure has been below FMSY since
2000.

Location

The biological stock is found in ICES areas 4 (North Sea) and in Division 7.d
(Eastern English Channel). This spans two management areas, therefore when a
global TAC is set for this stock, it is split between those two areas. Currently, 80.23%
forms the North Sea whiting TAC. This is denoted by the TAC code WHI/2AC4, and
includes the UK’s waters of 4 and 2a. The remaining 19.77% forms part of the Celtic
Sea whiting TAC. The Celtic Sea TAC is denoted by the TAC code WHG/7X7A-C,
and spans 7b-h, and 7j-k. Since 2024 the WHG/7X7A-C TAC has been split into two
‘of which’ TACs. These limit the catch which may be landed in either 7d or from 7b-
c,e-k, with the combined total not exceeding limits for the WHG/7X7A-C stock. In
2025 85% of the TAC for WHG/7X7A-C was for catching in 7d and the remaining
15% for 7b-c,e-k.

A Celtic Sea and Western Channel Demersal FMP (which includes whiting) covering
English and Welsh waters within ICES areas 7e, 7f, 7g and 7h is being developed by
the UK and Welsh Governments.

This FMP is only intended to apply to fishing activity within UK waters in the North
Sea and Eastern English Channel (ICES areas 4 and Division 7.d), although in some
cases (for example, in relation to our approach to international negotiations with
other countries), actions may apply more broadly to the wider biological stock.

The below figures show the location of the ICES areas, along with the known
distribution of the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock within areas 4 and
Division 7.d, according to the latest available survey data.

Most North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is caught in 4.a, in the north section of
Area 4, with around 10% on average caught in other zones.
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Figure 1: Map of ICES areas covered by the FMP shown in yellow. This FMP
covers the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting fishery in UK waters only.
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Figure 2. Survey-based distribution map for whiting in the North Sea and
Eastern English Channel. The sizes of the circles are proportional to the square of
the biomass of whiting caught by the Q1 North Sea IBTS® survey in each location.
The red lines delineate ICES area 4.

Fishery

North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is caught in a mixed fishery along with cod,
haddock, and saithe (these stocks are subject to separate FMPs) in various parts of
the North Sea and Eastern Channel. There are many shared characteristics between
these whitefish stocks, and similarities in where and how they are fished. When
considering management action for the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting as
part of this FMP, and in wider management considerations such as the setting of
fishing opportunities, fisheries policy authorities consider the role of whiting in the
wider marine ecosystem. Many of the issues that are considered as part of this FMP
are applicable across demersal whitefish fisheries, and therefore the actions required
are often not specific to one particular stock or fishery.

6 ICES International Bottom Trawl Survey - fishery-independent multispecies bottom-trawl surveys
within the ICES areas.
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It is important to note that the figures provided in this section are based on the latest
available data which is from 2024. Whilst this section provides a snapshot of the
fishery at this time, it will not reflect any more recent changes in the fishery.

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is typically caught by the demersal-
targeting fleet (~85%) although a not-insignificant proportion is landed by the
shellfish fleet (~15%). However, it is likely that this is as a result of bycatch, not
targeted fishing efforts, due to the relatively low value share North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting represents to the shellfish fleet group.

Analysis of the UK fleet fishing for North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting shows
that, between 2019 and 2022, 90% of the catch was landed from ICES area 4.a. 6%
was landed in 4.b, and 3% landed in 7.d. Around 1% of the catch is attributable to
area 4.c. Between 2015 — 2021, the UK fleet landed 55% of the North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting catch from these areas, with the non-UK fleet landing the
rest. Of the non-UK fleet, France and Denmark each landed around 15% of the yield,
whilst Norway accounted for 6%. Of the 2022 UK fleet landings of North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting, Scottish vessels accounted for around 75% of the catch
and English vessels for the remaining 25%. The Northern Irish fleet contributed <1%
of the catch. Both England and Scotland caught the majority of their countries’ share
in area 4a.

Analysis of the UK fisheries data shows that North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
is typically caught by trawl nets which accounted for, on average, 77% of the catch
between 2015 and 2022. Seine nets accounted for the remaining 23% within the
same period.

Table — North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting caught by gear type used, for the
UK fleet and non-UK fleet landing into the UK

Gear Type 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022
Trawls 78% | 77% | 75% | 77% | 76% | 78% | 74% | 77%
Seine nets 217% | 23% | 24% | 22% | 23% | 22% | 25% | 23%

The landed value had been steadily increasing in recent years, from around £10
million in 2015 to just over £16 million in 2021. This has been caused by slight
increases in both the tonnage landed (~10,000t to ~12,000t), and the price per tonne
(PPT), which increased from £1,000 to £1,300. 2022 has seen a slight dip in landed
value, landing ~ £14.5 million for the year. This is primarily due to a decrease in
tonnage landed, although this dip is firmly within annual fluctuation limits.

Most of the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting landed between 2015 and 2022
was into the UK (95%), with only 5% landed outwith the UK. Within the UK, most of
the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is landed into the districts of Peterhead
(52%), Shetland (24%), and Fraserburgh (10%). The Netherlands and France
represent the main foreign landing destinations for North Sea and Eastern Channel
whiting, which both averaged 2% of the tonnage landed between 2015 and 2022. Of
note, in 2022 France landed <1% of the tonnage whilst the Netherlands landed 6%.

12



Whether this is due to annual fluctuations or is indicative of a sustained trend is
unclear.

For ports within the major landing districts, the North Sea and Eastern Channel
whiting generally represents a 5% or less share of the port’s total landed value.
Peterhead and Lerwick, who land 57% and 17% of the total the North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting landed value respectively, attribute only 5% of their total
port’s landed value to the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting. For other ports, it
is less. The only exception is Cullivoe in Shetland, where the species represents
almost 10% of the port’s total landed value.

For the fleet groups that target the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting, the
share of the fleet’s landed value derived from the species is typically less than the
portion of the tonnage that the species represents. However, the species represents
a not-insignificant proportion of some fleet groups. The North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting accounts for almost 20% of the North Sea and West of Scotland
(NSWOS) demersal seiners’ fleet tonnage and 15% of the fleet’s landed value. For
the NSWOS demersal pair trawl seine fleet, North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
represents 12% of their total tonnage, and 11% of their total land value. North Sea
and Eastern Channel whiting is typically a lower value species to most other fleet
groups.

In 2022, the North Sea and West of Scotland demersal seiners fleet employed 339
full-time equivalent (FTE) employees, whilst the North Sea and West of Scotland
demersal pair trawl seine fleet employed 197 FTE employees’. Whilst evaluating the
individual significance of North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting on the two fleet’s
FTE employment is difficult (as the fleet catches other species), it is clear that the
species plays a part in supporting the FTE employment of these two fleets given it
makes up a not-insignificant proportion of the two fleets’ tonnage and landed value.

Fishing vessels usually target different stocks at different times of year, but because
of the mixed nature of the fishery, it is too difficult to separate out the precise
differences between vessels and the whitefish they catch, beyond the figures and
detail provided within the FMP. Vessels catching whiting will often also catch
haddock, cod and saithe. There are indications, however, that whiting and haddock
are often found together and further south than saithe and cod, which are also
caught together and found further north.

Stock Assessment and MSY

Scientific advice

7 Ices Economics of the UK Fishing Fleet 2023
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https://www.seafish.org/document/?id=1c3071b9-23e4-4073-a9af-da5ea0547215

The following evidence has been collated from the most recent ICES assessment
working group report (ICES 2024)® and the associated ICES stock annex.®

As set out in Section 3.2 of the JFS, the UK takes an evidence-based approach to
fisheries management, making use of the best available scientific evidence. For the
purpose of stock management and TAC setting, this tends to focus on the use of
advice produced by ICES, although other sources of information, including data from
the fishing industry, may also be used.

ICES provides annual advice for North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting. ICES
advice is organised according to categories, ranging from 1 (the most information
available) to 6 (the least). North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is a Category 1
stock which means that it is considered to have full age- and size-structured data on
which to base an assessment, and that MSY reference points are available to
provide a framework for management action.

The most recent benchmark for this stock was conducted in January 2018
(WKNSEA; ICES, 2018),followed by an inter-benchmark in 2021 (ICES, 2021), and
revised in 2022 (ICES, 2022) and 2024 (ICES, 2024a). A full benchmark is unlikely
to be considered by ICES until 2026 at the earliest.

Benchmark exercises are a tool used by ICES to peer-review and incorporate new
science or evidence into the stock assessment process. They are part of the process
which ensures that ICES advice is based on the best available scientific evidence.

Assessment of evidence

As set out above, North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is a stock that has a high
level of data available. On this basis, there is sufficient available scientific evidence
for the relevant fisheries policy authorities to make annual MSY assessments of the
North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock.

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock is currently being fished
sustainably within MSY limits. As of 2024 (which is the date of the latest ICES advice
used to inform this FMP), SSB has been relatively stable after the historical low in
the late 2000s and fluctuating between Blim and the MSY Btrigger. Following good
recruitment in recent years, the SSB has increased sharply and is now well above
the MSY Btrigger. Fishing pressure has been below FMSY since 2000 and catch
limits have been set in line with ICES advice in recent years (2024).

8 Weblink to ICES. 2024. Working Group on the Assessment of Demersal Stocks in the North Sea
and Skagerrak (WGNSSK). ICES Scientific Reports. 6:38. 1659 pp.
https://doi.org/10.17895/ices.pub.25605639 .

9 Weblink to Stock Annex: Whiting (Merlangius merlangus) in Subarea 4 and Division 7.d (North Sea
and eastern English Channel) https://doi.org/10.17895/ices.pub.18623564.v1. Also see Whiting
(Merlangius merlangus) in Subarea 4 and Division 7.d (North Sea and eastern English Channel),
replacing advice provided in June 2024.
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https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Whiting_i_Merlangius_merlangus_i_in_Subarea_4_and_Division_7_d_North_Sea_and_eastern_English_Channel_Replacing_advice_provided_in_June_2024/27211443?backTo=%2Fcollections%2FICES_Advice_2024%2F6976944&file=49809432
https://ices-library.figshare.com/articles/report/Whiting_i_Merlangius_merlangus_i_in_Subarea_4_and_Division_7_d_North_Sea_and_eastern_English_Channel_Replacing_advice_provided_in_June_2024/27211443?backTo=%2Fcollections%2FICES_Advice_2024%2F6976944&file=49809432

Fisheries management

Management strategy for whiting

In the JFS, the UK fisheries policy authorities lay out a shared ambition to deliver
‘world class, sustainable management of our sea fisheries and aquaculture across
the UK, and to play our part in supporting delivery of this globally’. The JFS also
states that ‘As part of being an independent coastal State, the fisheries policy
authorities will work together to support a vibrant, profitable, and sustainable fishing
and aquaculture sector supported by a healthy marine environment that is resilient to
climate change’. These ambitions are managed in line with numerous domestic and
international policy drivers, which oblige action to consider and mitigate for the wider
adverse environmental impacts of fishing activity.

In UK waters fisheries are managed in line with UK fisheries legislation (such as the
2020 Act, UK and devolved administration secondary legislation) and licence
conditions where appropriate.

North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting (in ICES area 4 and Division 7.d) is a stock
covered by the North Sea Multi Annual Plan (MAP) (EUR 2018/973).'° It contains
measures to restore and maintain fish stocks above levels capable of producing MSY,
and requirements relating to the determination of fishing opportunities, implementation
of the landing obligation and engagement with third countries to ensure the relevant
stocks are managed in a sustainable manner in line with the MAP objectives.

The management of the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting fishery in the UK is
carried out within this overarching context.

Whiting is a jointly managed stock with other Coastal States. Quota opportunities for
the Celtic Sea TAC area (WHG/7X7A) (which includes area 7.d) are determined
within the UK and EU bilateral, which in turn feeds into the North Sea TAC area
(WHI/2ACA4) trilateral negotiations between the UK, Norway and EU.

The approach to Coastal States negotiations is set out in the FMP supporting
documentation and follows the principles stated in the JFS.

Following the conclusion of annual negotiations with other Coastal States, the UK'’s
share of the Total Allowable Catches is then determined as fishing opportunities for
British boats by the Secretary of State and published in a document under section 23
of the 2020 Act.'" Following this, the UK’s quota is apportioned between the four

UK Fisheries Administrations in line with the UK Quota Management Rules.’? Each
UK Fisheries Administration may then allocate its share of apportioned quota to

0 The MAP was part of the EU Common Fisheries Policy which was retained and now, as amended,
forms part of assimilated law.

1 Weblink to Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (2024) Fishing opportunities for
British fishing boats.

2 Weblink to Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (2024) UK Quote Management
Rules.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fishing-opportunities-for-british-fishing-boats
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-and-england-quota-management-rules
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-and-england-quota-management-rules

vessels/licences under their administration, ensuring that it meets the obligations of
Section 25 of the 2020 Act. Following allocation, all quotas are adaptable, for
example, they may be transferred between the management groups which represent
UK fishing vessels, or exchanged with the EU.

Coastal States involved in trilateral management of jointly managed stocks (including
whiting) have committed to working towards Long Term Management Plan (LTMP)
for these stocks.’® The LTMP can set a harvest control rule (HCR) for the stock in
question, which, where appropriate, will build on those elements of an HCR set out
within the North Sea MAP and already included in ICES advice. An HCR for a quota
stock is an agreed mechanism which defines an approach to TAC setting, based on
target stock assessment outputs such as fishing mortality rate (F) and SSB. It may
also include additional elements such as stability mechanisms and inter-annual
quota flexibilities. By modelling short to long term impacts, a combination of these
options will be selected by the negotiating parties, with an aim of ensuring stock
health, maximising average yield, and reducing year-on-year quota fluctuations. This
provides a more stable way of managing stocks in the long term.

The UK will continue to engage with other Coastal States to work towards
determining a LTMP for whiting and, once that LTMP is agreed, will follow the
approach set out in that LTMP to ensure long-term sustainability of the whiting stock.

Current technical measures

All fishing activity in UK waters is managed through a range of technical measures.
These technical measures were historically laid out in the form of technical
conservation regulations written into the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) legislation
through various EU delegated acts, which have now been retained into UK law
following the UK’s exit from the European Union and are referred to as ‘assimilated
law’. Following the UK’s exit from the EU, the UK Government and devolved
administrations have various powers available to them to introduce new technical
measures, for example by using licence conditions, or through secondary legislation
under the 2020 Act or other relevant UK laws.

Technical measures tend to apply to specific groupings of vessels, or types of fish,
and as such can be very similar. This means that the technical measures in place to
support sustainable exploitation of the whiting stock are likely to be very similar to
those in place to manage other whitefish stocks, particularly when they are part of a
mixed fishery.

Current technical measures' in place to manage sustainable exploitation of the
whiting stock include:

3 Weblink to Scottish Government (2023) European Union, Norway and the United Kingdom -
fisheries consultations: agreed records 2024.

4 Most technical regulations for fishing vessels are established under the Common Fisheries Policy,
originally adopted by the European Parliament in 2013 and revised in 2019. These regulations were
incorporated into UK law following the UK's departure from the EU. You can find details of the UK-
adopted legislation via this link.
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- Minimum Conservation References Size (MCRS) (which prevents targeting of
undersized fish by ensuring that only fish above the MCRS can be sold for
human consumption),

- Minimum mesh sizes and structure of fishing nets (which set a minimum
standard intended to reduce catches of fish below the MCRS and generally
make fishing operations more efficient and effective),

- The Landing Obligation® which stipulates that all catches of quota species,
which includes whiting, and includes all catches below MCRS must be landed
and counted against quota unless exemptions apply.

Further detail regarding technical measures can be found on the UK Government’s
Technical Conservation and Landing Obligation rules and regulations webpage®.

Despite the landing obligation being in place, there remains issues with illegal
discarding of fish within the whiting fishery. Discarding figures produced by ICES
show that for all vessels taking part in the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
fishery (i.e. not limited to UK vessels and not just in UK waters), on a 5 year average
between 2019-2023, out of a total catch of 14, 3654 tonnes, there was a
corresponding discard tonnage of 59,595 tonnes. The discard rate ranged from
3.5% to 4.7%. These figures relate to ICES area 4 and Division 7.d (North Sea,
Eastern English Channel). Discarding issues are not specific to UK vessels, and will
also apply to other non-UK vessels that catch the stock (both within and outwith UK
waters). Steps are being taken across the UK to address issues with discarding, and
actions relating to this are included within the actions section. This includes
consideration of additional technical measures which might support fishing vessels to
be more selective and avoid catching fish they wish to avoid. In Scotland this is
under the Future Catching Policy programme of work.

North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is very abundant throughout the North Sea
and the TAC is set generally well under the ICES advice and does not currently
cause ‘choke’ issues in any prosecuting fishery. Choke refers to a situation that may
occur when the quota opportunities for one stock in a mixed fishery may limit the
ability of fishing vessels to maximum catches of another stock because the available
quota is limited. Fisheries policy authorities take account of potential choke problems
as part of the setting of quota opportunities.

Monitoring, control and enforcement

Fisheries regulations serve a range of purposes, including preventing actions which
adversely impact sustainability of the marine environment. Fisheries policy
authorities are focused on reducing the main risks for non-compliance with those
regulations, for example relating to non or inaccurate reporting, use of illegal fishing
gear and fishing in areas where activity is restricted.

5 The Landing Obligation is defined in Article 15 of Regulation (EU) No 1380/2013, which has been
assimilated into UK law following the UK's exit from the EU. The regulation can be accessed via
legislation.gov.uk. Subsequent exemptions—such as those based on de minimis catch levels or high
survivability—are outlined in later UK statutory instruments.

6 UK Government (2024) Technical Conservation and Landing Obligation rules and regulations from
2022 onwards.
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Fisheries enforcement authorities (the Marine Directorate of the Scottish
Government and the Marine Management Organisation — MMO — in this instance)
carry out enforcement that is intelligence-led, risk-based or is required by the UK’s
international obligations. Enforcement of the respective regulations, domestic and
international is in line with applicable guidelines for regulators. Across the UK there
are a range of assets to support this, including compliance vessels, surveillance
aircraft, the UK Fisheries Monitoring Centre and Marine Enforcement Officers
conducting physical and office-based inspections throughout the chain of traceability.

Fishing vessels over 12 metres are required to have fully operational satellite Vessel
Monitoring Systems (VMS), and electronic logbooks, enabling authorities to remotely
monitor and control fishing activity and encourage higher compliance. VMS is also
being rolled out across the under 12 metre fishing fleet and will form part of the
monitoring and enforcement regime for all fishing vessels once this rollout is
complete. Understanding and being able to monitor and control where fishing activity
is taking place is an important part of fisheries management, particularly where area
restrictions are in place. Accurate and robust locational data is also crucial for
informing marine planning decisions. Remote Electronic Monitoring (REM) is also
being rolled out in parts of the UK and for certain fishing vessels. REM can provide a
higher degree of locational data, along with the use of sensors and cameras where
appropriate which enable monitoring of fishing activity and can provide a richer
dataset, for example, in relation to catches and bycatches. Specific actions relating
to VMS and REM are contained within the actions section below.

UK fisheries authorities apply a fishing vessel licensing regime along with control
measures throughout the whole chain of traceability from catching to sale. These
measures include requirements to record catch details whilst at sea, the weight of
catch landed, transport and takeover documents once landed and sales notes from
registered buyers. This comprehensive data set enables fisheries authorities to
effectively monitor fishing activity and compliance with national and local regulations.

These measures are not specific to whiting fishing, but apply across the wider
demersal fishing fleet. As a trilateral jointly managed stock it is important that this
FMP reflects appropriate actions identified through the monitoring and control group.

Actions to enhance the current monitoring and enforcement approach are contained
within the ‘Actions’ under policy 3.

Environmental considerations

Conservation Advice

In addition to the requirements of the 2020 Act, FMPs are subject to legal duties and
requirements relating to the protection of the natural environment arising from
legislation such as the Habitats Regulations, the UK Marine Strategy Regulations
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2010', and the UK Marine Policy Statement'8, the Environment Act 2021, Marine
and Coastal Access Act 2009, and The Marine (Scotland) Act 2010.

Alongside these requirements, FMPs seek to support a range of other existing
environmental policies that focus on, enhancing the health of our seas for future
generations, restoring marine biodiversity, and tackling the causes and impacts of
climate change.

To support the development of policies aimed at protecting the natural environment,
Statutory Nature Conservation Bodies (SNCBs) provided conservation advice for the
Scottish-led demersal FMPs. This advice was developed to cover all demersal
FMPs. This approach was deemed appropriate given the similarities between the
impacts associated with demersal gears used in these fisheries, but FMP specific
issues are also considered in the advice. SNCBs have also provided separate
conservation advice for individual demersal FMPs that cover English waters.

Conservation advice considered risks relating to Marine Protected Areas (MPAs),
Priority Marine Features (PMFs) (Scottish waters only) and UK Marine Strategy
descriptors of Good Environmental Status (GES). The advice provides a pragmatic
steer on where the greatest concerns lie for interactions between the relevant fishing
gear types and the designated features of MPAs, PMFs, and UK Marine Strategy
descriptors.

The demersal FMP advice identified otter trawls, pair trawls, beam trawls, and
demersal seines - collectively referred to as demersal trawls and seines - as well as
static nets targeting monk/anglerfish and longlines targeting hake, as the most
primary gear types for consideration. For the North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
FMP demersal trawls and seines are the most relevant gear types.

The SNCBs developed a ‘risk rating’ which is intended to help identify where the
greatest impacts of fishing are likely to occur. A three-point scale has been used in
the conservation advice: low, moderate and high risk. Activities with a moderate risk
indicate that fisheries management authorities may need to take additional action to
reduce the impact of fishing or, in some cases, improve the evidence base in order
to more accurately assess risk in the future. For activities with a high rating it is
generally suggested that action will be needed. The advice noted that more detailed
information on gear types, location and fishing effort would improve the ability to
assess environmental risks associated with each FMP and could alter some of the
risk ratings presented.

The evidence and advice that has been provided by SNCBs underpins the proposed
actions in the ‘policies’ section of this FMP, in particular Policy 4: Deliver wider
sustainable management by taking steps to minimise the impact of North Sea and
Eastern Channel whiting fishery on the marine ecosystem. Policies 1 and 2 also
directly support the delivery of improvements to the UK Marine Strategy descriptors
relating to stock health. It is important to note that many of the actions that sit under
these policies support work already underway.

17 The Marine Strateqy Regulations 2010
18 UK marine policy statement - GOV.UK
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It should also be recognised that the act of fishing in general, by its very nature,
impacts on marine species and the marine environment in which fishing boats
operate. However, understanding and, where possible, mitigating these risks and
impacts, is an important part of effective fisheries management. In particular, the
need to balance environmental action with consideration of the socio-economic
benefits that fishing brings, is an important component of fisheries management.

MPAs and Priority Marine Features (PMFs) (Scottish waters only)

The conservation advice identified that demersal fisheries, including fisheries for
North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting, have the potential to impact the designated
features of MPAs and PMFs (in Scottish waters) in three ways:
- Through bycatch and entanglement of species that are designated features of
MPA and PMFs (Scottish waters);
- Through removal of key prey species on which designated species depend;
- Through physical impacts on the seafloor resulting in habitat impacts.

The advice recognised that measures have already been introduced, or are in the
process of being introduced, which seek to mitigate the impact of demersal fishing in
MPA areas, in Scottish, Northern Irish and English waters, covering the above three
impacts. These are not specific to North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting, but are
covered by actions relating to demersal fishing activity in general. However, potential
risks remain to designated mobile species when they move outside of the protection
of the MPA.

For MPAs, risk relating to bycatch of mobile species (e.g. marine mammals and
seabirds) in demersal trawls and seines is deemed to be moderate, with some
species such as the basking shark and flapper skate as well as several deep-water
fish species, including elasmobranchs, potentially at a greater risk. Gathering
additional evidence on bycatch will help improve the evidence base and support
improved management and actions relating to this are set out under the actions
section.

The risk rating for bycatch in static nets and longlines is high. Static nets are not
generally used in North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting fishing, although the non-
UK fishing fleet does use longlines in some cases for North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting. Actions in relation to this are contained within the actions section.

Finally, there is also a moderate risk relating to removal of juvenile gadoids which
are considered important prey species for designated species. More evidence is
needed on impacts and to aid understanding.

For PMFs (Scottish waters), the risk rating for bycatch in mobile demersal gears is
considered moderate. However, further evidence collection to better understand the
issue could lower this risk in the future. A moderate risk rating also applies for
bycatch of PMFs in longlines (this is reduced from the MPA assessment as the PMF
list does not include birds). However, monitoring of commercial species bycatch,
including sensitive fish and elasmobranch PMF species is currently limited and
further research is needed to understand the risk to these species. This issue is
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considered as part of the actions section, which sets out current and planned
additional evidence gathering and bycatch mitigation which includes positive actions
already being undertaken by the fishing industry.

The risk rating for physical impacts to benthic and habitat PMFs from mobile
demersal gears is considered moderate, due to the fact that these features will be
offered some protection through the MPA management process. The advice notes
that physical impacts from static demersal gears are likely to represent a lower risk
to benthos but there may be areas where high intensity static fishing can have a
moderate impact on PMF habitats and benthic features through physical
disturbance.

This topic is explored further in Policy 4 ‘Deliver wider sustainable management by
taking steps to minimise the impact of North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
fishery on the marine ecosystem’. Some actions to address impacts are already
underway such as the introduction of inshore VMS and increasing the frequency of
VMS reporting; incentivising the use of selective fishing gear and fishing techniques
that have a reduced impact on the environment; and the implementation of fisheries
management measures being introduced to existing MPAs and for PMFs (Scottish
waters).

UK Marine Strategy Descriptors

The UK Marine Strategy Regulations’® require management action to be taken to
achieve or maintain GES in the UK marine area. The UK Marine Strategy Part
Three: UK Programme of Measures outlines the actions and initiatives that are being
taken across the UK to achieve this.

The conservation advice for demersal species focussed on the most relevant
descriptors (D1 biodiversity, D3 commercial fish and shellfish, D4 food webs, D6
seafloor integrity and D10 marine litter). The advice also noted that additional
consideration of screened-out descriptors may be required in the future and that the
status of many of the current indicators are currently ‘uncertain’ or ‘unassessed’ and
as the evidence base develops, the advice pertinent to those descriptors will need to
be updated.

The conservation advice identified a number of risks from demersal fishing covering
activities across the Demersal FMPs (not just those risks specific to fishing for North
Sea and Eastern Channel whiting). This included: a moderate risk from demersal
trawls and seines to achieving GES for marine mammals and seabirds through
bycatch and prey reduction; a high risk to seafloor integrity due to benthic
disturbance caused by mobile demersal fishing activities; and a moderate risk
relating to marine litter. There is also a high risk from longlining to achieving GES for
seabirds due to bycatch.

This topic is explored further as part of Policy 4 ‘Deliver wider sustainable
management by taking steps to minimise the impact of North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting fishery on the marine ecosystem’. Some of the actions to address

19 The Marine Strateqy Regulations 2010
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impacts are already underway such as the work to introduce specific fisheries
management measures where these are needed to protect specific marine features,
for example by supporting improved accuracy of fisheries spatial data through the
introduction of inshore VMS. Relevant longer term actions include collaborating
across the UK to develop policy to reduce/eliminate sensitive marine species
bycatch in the UK.

In relation to marine litter specifically, there is ongoing work with regard to the
Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic
(OSPAR) to implement the second Regional Action Plan on Marine Litter. This
includes action to tackle marine litter from land and sea-based sources, including
fishing.

Climate Change

The fisheries sector is facing several critical climate change issues and there is a
need to collectively address these and co-develop solutions. The impacts of climate
change are already apparent in the marine environment. The evidence base has
made significant progress in the last decade with much greater focus on climate
change impacts, adaptation?® and mitigation?' both from policy and industry.

The impacts of climate change are already apparent in the marine environment. We
are already seeing warm water species increasing in abundance in UK waters while
some cold-water species have decreased, with these trends expected to continue in
the future. For species such as whiting, it is likely that habitat suitability for the
species will change, which may result in more favourable conditions for the species
to live in UK waters in the longer term. The impacts in terms of biomass are not well
understood and are also dependent on other broader factors such as fishing
pressure, and the trends in prey and predators for a given species.

The potential changes in species distribution will have consequences for commercial
fisheries, and are likely to affect fishing behaviours, fishing quotas and will require
adaptive management.

Fishing can play a positive role in addressing climate change through providing high-
quality protein with a lower carbon footprint. The UK policy authorities have different
targets relating to climate change and are developing plans to support the drive
towards net zero.

To support delivery of the climate change objective in the 2020 Act, the fisheries
policy authorities will continue to take management decisions and negotiating
positions that are evidence-based, setting fishing limits that are informed by the best
available scientific advice, to support the ongoing resilience of fish stocks and the
fishing fleets which rely on them.

20Adaptation means “The adjustment in economic, social or natural systems in response to actual or
expected climatic change, to limit harmful consequences and exploit beneficial opportunities.”
2'Mitigation means “Reducing greenhouse gas emissions in order to slow or stop global climate
change”
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FMPs set out our approach to increasing or maintaining sustainability of fish stocks
and as additional evidence is developed, this will help fisheries managers to respond
to changes in the status of stocks.

As found throughout the current literature?? the recorded changes in climate are
already shifting species distribution, altering major life events such as spawning and
hatching, and changing the productivity levels of marine organisms. As the
distributions of commercial species shift geographically, fishing grounds increase or
decrease in importance, while extreme weather events become more frequent,
impact on the fishing industry is inevitable. The three UK administrations will work
with the fishing industry to help them adapt to the impacts that climate change will
have on commercially important species and will contribute to the collective efforts to
mitigate the impacts fishing has on climate change.

Several studies have modelled large-scale and long-term future changes in fish
abundance and distribution in response to climate change. However, a level of
uncertainty remains, and it is currently proving difficult to produce robust forecasts.
Commercial fish stocks are generally managed on a stock-by-stock basis through
the yearly assessment of their exploitation and ecological status compared to
reference points, such as the level of fishing pressure that corresponds to MSY.
However, MSY and its associated fishing mortality rate FMSYare sensitive to both
stock characteristics and climatic conditions?3. ICES makes the assumption that
climate change is implicitly incorporated into the catch advice as the stock
assessments and short-term forecasts are done using the most up-to-date data in
order to estimate sustainable catch levels. Therefore, the data used encompasses
changes in stock abundance and/or size at age, whether or not these are climate-
driven, and it is assumed that climate change impacts do not need to be explicitly
accounted for.

In addition, every five years (or so) ICES provide ecosystem overviews which are
aimed at fisheries managers and include a climate change section which
summarises the main climate change impacts to consider, although these are
currently only at a high level.

The current ICES benchmarking?* and catch advice accounts for climate change to a
limited degree, however, in the longer term the single-stock advice currently used in
mixed fisheries may not be sufficient to enable managers to anticipate and respond
to climate change impacts adequately. At ICES level, mixed fisheries scenarios are
available, which explore fish stocks interactions and are a first step towards an
ecosystem approach to fisheries.

22 Informing Scotland's fisheries policies to be adapted and resilient to climate change and ocean
acidification— Project commissioned by the Scottish Government, used a literature review, alongside
expert engagement, to discuss the predicted effects of climate change on fish stocks, the likely effects
on the Scottish fishing industry and to provide recommendations to fill information deficits and inform
policy

23 Climate change adaptation in the UK (wild capture) seafood industry 2020 - 21

24 |CES benchmark processes are organised to evaluate (and propose improvements to) the current
data and assessment methodology for selected stocks and non-fishery topics for which ICES provides
recurrent advice outside the annual assessment cycle. Benchmark processes are open to experts and
stakeholders and are reviewed by external experts throughout.(WKBHMB)
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Fisheries policy authorities are keen to understand this further as new information
becomes available.

In addition to the impacts of climate change on fisheries, and the need to adapt to
these changes, it is also important to consider climate change mitigation (and net
zero targets) in relation to fishing. The fishing sector contributes to carbon emissions
through aspects like vessel emissions and transport of exports. In addition, fishing
practices that disturb the seabed (e.g., trawling) may impact on carbon stored in
marine habitats (i.e., ‘blue carbon’).

The JFS highlights the need to protect and restore blue carbon habitats to support
resilience to climate change. Marine sediments are an important blue carbon store
and seabed disturbance could lead to release of carbon dioxide (CO2) back into the
atmosphere. Research is currently underway to better understand the fate of carbon
disturbed through bottom contact fishing and quantify the scale of any atmospheric
emissions. This work is beginning to highlight those areas of the seabed which
support the highest densities of organic carbon and where the stores are most
vulnerable to remineralisation and losses from disturbance. This evolving evidence
could support future consideration of measures to reduce impacts of demersal
fishing on blue carbon (e.g. through spatial or technical fisheries management
measures).

The total emissions of the UK fishing fleet were estimated as 802 kt CO2e in 2019
which is equivalent to 0.18% of UK total territorial emissions, or 0.66% of UK
domestic transport emissions?® (Towards Net Zero Carbon Fisheries - MF1291).

The fleet segments with the highest emissions are the Pelagic trawlers over 40m,
North Sea Nephrops over 300kW, and within English waters, the South West
beamers (over 250 kW). The carbon footprint (kg CO2e / kg fish) is highest in North
Sea beam trawls over 300kW, with approximately 15kg CO2e per kg of fish landed?®.

Addressing many of these challenges are beyond the scope of this FMP. Under the
climate change objective in the 2020 Act and JFS, as well as national strategies
such as Scotland’s Fisheries Management Strategy, the fisheries policy authorities
will work in partnership with stakeholders to support fisheries in the drive to net zero
and consider where and how we need to adapt our approaches to take account of
the impacts of climate change.

The delivery of mitigation strategies for climate change is not within scope of this first
iteration of this FMP. The FMP does, however, contain an objective to explore
options for adapting fishery management to challenges presented by the changing
climatic conditions. This FMP will be reviewed and adapted as research into climate
change develops and new methods to address challenges from climate change are
available.

FMP policies

25 Towards Net Zero Carbon Fisheries - MF1291
26 Assessing greenhouse gas emissions from UK Fishing Fleet — Seafish
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In developing the policies and actions for this FMP, the fisheries policy authorities
have considered the current policy landscape including applicable international
agreements and declarations, conservation advice and wider policy development
already underway, in addition to considering what additional evidence, measures or
policies may be needed to support both the vision of this FMP and delivery of the
fisheries objectives. In most cases, individual actions within this FMP will directly link
to one or more of the fisheries objectives and these links are made below. FMPs are
one of the tools that support the achievement of the fisheries objectives, although
they are not the only policy vehicle available to do this. The fisheries policy
authorities have also considered the conservation advice received from the SNCBs
and included the outputs from that work in considering where policy action may be
needed.

This FMP has been developed within the wider context of the Marine Plans in place
in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland. As part of developing the new national
marine plan for Scotland, the relationship between marine spatial planning and
FMPs will also be considered, and how these policies can work in a joined-up way to
ensure more effective use of the marine space and resources. Consideration will
also be given to the objectives and principles outlined in the EU-UK Trade and
Cooperation Agreement when considering implementing fisheries management
measures.

In Scotland, these policies will help achieve the outcomes set out in the Good Food
Nation Plan, and its vision of Scotland becoming “a Good Food Nation, where people
from every walk of life take pride and pleasure in, and benefit from, the food they
produce, buy, cook, serve, and eat each day”.

In most cases further policy development work will be needed for any new actions,
which could include further evidence gathering or public consultation, along with the
completion of appropriate impact assessments. It should also be noted that North
Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is a jointly managed stock, and therefore overall
fishing opportunities are determined through international negotiation. The stock is
also subject to different management measures in different areas of the sea by
individual Coastal States.

As this is a shared stock with Coastal State partners, we will endeavour to work in
cooperation to jointly deliver sustainable management and catching opportunities for
this stock.

The first two policies set out below largely relate to stock management, and the
remaining policies set out actions in relation to wider sustainable management.

Policy 1: Harvest the whiting stock sustainably, with
biomass maintained above the level capable of
producing MSY

Rationale

25



The primary aim of FMPs, such as this North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting FMP
where there is sufficient available scientific evidence to enable assessment of a
stock’s MSY, is to set out policies designed to restore or maintain fish stocks to
sustainable levels or contribute to the restoration or maintenance at sustainable
levels. This is in line with section 6(3)(a) of the 2020 Act. As part of this, the role of
fisheries managers is to help ensure stocks are harvested sustainably, in order to
protect the long-term viability of the stocks and the fisheries that prosecute them.

This helps to ensure that fish stocks remain productive and can support socio-
economic outcomes and wider ecosystem objectives for future generations.

The use of TACs is a fundamental part of sustainable management and the
negotiation principles followed by the UK to help to ensure that the fishing pressure
in the harvesting of North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting is kept within
sustainable levels, whilst also taking account of relevant socio-economic factors.
This is consistent with the sustainability objective of the 2020 Act.

The health of fish stocks can change over time and is also affected by a range of
different factors not only fishing activity. At the time this FMP was produced the
North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock was being fished sustainably within
MSY limits. This indicates that the current approach is contributing to maintaining
whiting at sustainable levels. The actions below are therefore focussed on
maintaining this approach. The actions also reflect that this stock is managed
internationally, therefore maintaining the stock above the levels capable of producing
MSY is a result of the joint management of the stock.

Actions
Ongoing actions

e Continue to take an approach to TAC setting informed by the best available
scientific advice and in line with an MSY approach.

e Continue to consider the effects of fishing activity, including consideration of
evidence on mixed fisheries interactions, in the approach to TAC setting.

e Continue to work with Coastal State partners with the aim of maintaining the
sustainable harvesting of the stock through international negotiations.
Medium- to long-term actions (three to five years)

e Continue to work with Coastal State partners to agree an LTMP for North Sea
and Eastern Channel whiting.

Relevant Fisheries Act objectives

The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

e sustainability objective
e precautionary objective
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¢ scientific evidence objective
e ecosystem objective

Policy 2: Use the best available scientific evidence
to support management decisions relating to the
setting of sustainable fishing opportunities

Rationale
This policy is in accordance with section 3.2 (‘Science and Evidence’) of the JFS.

The North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting stock has last been through a
benchmarking exercise in 2018 (WKNSEA; ICES, 2018), inter-benchmark in 2021
(ICES, 2021), and revised in 2022 (ICES, 2022) and 2024 (ICES, 2024a). Whiting
has a robust level of scientific evidence in place which already enables fisheries
policy authorities to make an MSY assessment for the stock and to take evidence-
based decisions in relation to the setting of fishing opportunities.

Scientific evidence is essential for delivering appropriate and sustainable fisheries
management. A considerable level of work is carried out at national and international
level to ensure that the scientific evidence base is robust and up-to-date.

The actions below are focussed on maintaining the current data collection and
scientific approach, along with considering longer-term improvements, for example
that the use of enhanced technology tools might offer.

Some actions are not specific to the whiting stock but are general actions which
underpin the UK’s overall approach to collection and use of scientific data for use as
part of fisheries management.

Actions
Ongoing actions
e Continue to undertake scientific surveys, onboard and onshore monitoring,
and participation in ICES working groups to support ongoing data collection
and maintenance of the international scientific evidence base which supports

the setting of fishing opportunities at sustainable levels.

e Continue to participate in international stock assessments and contribute to
the international advice process.

Medium- to long-term actions (three to five years)

e Develop and utilise additional and new data streams, including the use of data
derived from new technology such as REM.

Relevant Fisheries Act objectives
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The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

e sustainability objective
e scientific evidence objective
e precautionary objective

Policy 3: Address discarding issues in the North Sea
and Eastern Channel whiting fishery and ensure that
where possible all catches are counted against
quotas

Rationale

This policy is in accordance with section 4.2.8 (‘Reducing Bycatch and Minimising
Catches of Sensitive Species’) of the JFS.

Whilst whiting stocks are currently being fished at sustainable levels, as highlighted
within this FMP there continue to be issues around unreported and illegal discarding
taking place. This is not unique to whiting, and is a problem across demersal
fisheries in the UK and beyond.

This issue means that it is difficult to account fully for all catches of fish, which can
make long-term sustainable management challenging and can undermine consumer
confidence in the fishery.

There are a number of historic drivers behind discarding, including lack of quota,
catching undersized fish which either cannot be sold for human consumption or for
which markets are not readily available. These issues are well documented, and are
one of the reasons behind the introduction of the landing obligation. A key aspect of
tackling discarding is the need to ensure that the right technical measures are in
place to reduce catches of unwanted fish (which can include non-target species and
target species under the MCRS before they are caught). There are already a wide
range of selectivity and other measures in place to support this, and the fishing
industry themselves are adaptive in their approach to increasing selectivity onboard
vessels. Further improvements are also possible and this is reflected in the actions
below.

As discussed, there is a legislative requirement to land all quota species of fish,
including whiting, under the landing obligation, and for fishers to ensure that all
catches are counted and recorded. UK fisheries policy authorities have different
approaches in place or in development to improve the operation of the current
legislation and the recording of catches, and this includes the rollout of new
technology including REM. Actions to support improved accountability and recording
of catches are outlined below.

Actions

Short term actions (one to two years)

28



e Subject to appropriate consultation and assessment, introduce new technical
measures to support a reduction in unwanted catches through increased
selectivity. In Scotland this will take place as part of the Future Catching
Policy programme of work.

e Deliver improvements to the current management and rules to ensure that,
wherever possible, all catches are accounted for against quotas. In Scotland
this will take place as part of the Future Catching Policy programme of work.

Long term actions (three to five years)
Develop a roadmap for rollout of REM in priority fisheries around the UK, with
clear prioritisation criteria and implementation timetable.
e Support and enable fishers to develop and use more selective types of fishing
gear and innovative practices, for example through the provision of funding or
permitting gear trials.

e Collaborate with Coastal States partners to agree joint action on discards and
improved technical measures through the Coastal States forum.

Relevant Fisheries Act objectives

The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

e bycatch objective
e scientific evidence objective
e sustainability objective

Policy 4: Deliver wider sustainable management by
taking steps to minimise the impact of the whiting
fishery on the marine ecosystem

Rationale

This policy is in accordance with section 4 (‘Delivering Sustainable Management of
Fisheries’) of the JFS.

All forms of fishing have an impact on the marine environment and marine
ecosystems to varying degrees, whether through the removal of target fish species,
incidental bycatch of non-target fish or other marine species, or seabed interaction.

Understanding and minimising these impacts is an important part of delivering an
ecosystem-based approach. The fishing industry is generally aware of the impact it
can have on the marine environment and has taken a number of steps over previous
years to try and mitigate against this, for example by using more selective fishing
gears, or trialling new tools to reduce bycatch of non-fish species and seabirds.

The conservation advice that supports this FMP has identified some impacts and
evidence gaps that need to be addressed in order to reduce fishing impacts on the
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wider marine environment. In some cases, action is already being taken on this and
there are a range of policies and initiatives already in place or in development across
the UK which contribute to this. Therefore the actions contained within the FMP may
not be unique or new and, in recognition of the similarities between demersal fishing
techniques that target mixed whitefish, they are not specific to the North Sea and
Eastern Channel Whiting fishery.

Fishing for whiting often utilises bottom-trawling techniques. Conservation advice
has identified that bottom-trawling can have an adverse impact on seabed integrity
and benthic habitats. The actions set out below recognise the work already being
undertaken to better monitor the spatial footprint of fishing, and to introduce specific
fisheries management measures where these are needed to protect specific marine
features.

Conservation advice also suggests that elements of demersal fishing can present a
bycatch risk to certain sensitive species, for example the use of longline fishing
methods. Whilst UK vessels do not tend to use longlines to catch whiting, non-UK
vessels operating in UK waters may use longlines. Conservation advice has
identified the need for an improved evidence base in relation to bycatch, and the
actions below recognise that further evidence is required to support actions in this
area, alongside continuing work that is already underway.

Actions

Short-term actions (one to two years)

e Continue existing work to deliver increased understanding of benthic
disturbance and impacts, by supporting improved accuracy of fisheries spatial
data through the introduction of VMS for small fishing vessels under 12m, and
increasing the frequency of VMS reporting for fishing vessels 12m and over in
length.

e Continue to implement fisheries management measures for existing Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs), where these are not already in place, as well as the
most vulnerable Priority Marine Features (PMFs) in Scottish inshore waters
(0-12 nautical miles). Site specific fishing restrictions are proposed to ensure
conservation objectives can be achieved and to support the sustainable use
of the marine environment.

e Collaborate across the UK to implement the UK Marine Strategy Programme
of Measures (POM).

e Support and enable the fishing industry to explore alternative gear options
that can help reduce benthic impacts and bycatch of sensitive marine species
including seabirds, for example through the provision of funding or licence
derogations, building on the positive work already carried out in this area.

¢ Introduce additional voluntary and mandatory bycatch avoidance measures

where these are needed. In Scotland, this will taken forward as part of the
Future Catching Policy programme of work.
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Medium- to long-term actions (three to five years)

Continue the rollout of REM to key parts of the UK fishing fleet in order to
improve data and knowledge of fishing activity, for example to monitor
bycatch of sensitive marine species, and to improve spatial data on locations
of fishing activity, with a clear roadmap and implementation plan in place.

Continue to collect data in priority fleets under the UK Bycatch Mitigation
Initiative to improve understanding of risk and frequency of sensitive species
interactions, and the effectiveness of existing mitigation and avoidance
measures.

Continue to deliver actions under the UK Bycatch Mitigation Initiative to
reduce the risk, frequency and impact of fisheries on sensitive marine species
including seabirds.

Collaborate across the UK to develop policy to reduce/eliminate sensitive
marine species bycatch in the UK through regular information sharing across
administrations, and collaborative working on projects.

Continue to collect data in the Scottish whitefish and prawn trawler fleets
through the Scottish Demersal Observer Programme to improve
understanding of risk and frequency of sensitive species interactions, and the
effectiveness of existing mitigation and avoidance measures, where
applicable.

Fisheries policy authorities will continue to seek to encourage the use of
selective fishing gear and fishing techniques that have a reduced impact on
the environment.

Evaluate the short term actions set out above, alongside the cumulative
impacts of wider marine spatial policies such as offshore renewables, in order
to determine whether additional measures may be required in the future in
order to reduce benthic disturbance.

Promote existing good practice within the fishing industry in relation to
handling of sensitive marine species and returning them to the sea unharmed,
where practical to do so.

Relevant Fisheries Act objectives

The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

sustainability objective
ecosystem objective
bycatch objective
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Policy 5: Support fishing businesses to continue to
deliver socio-economic and cultural benefits for
communities

Rationale

The UK Government holds an ambition to enable fisheries to continue to deliver
social and economic benefit to coastal communities to benefit present and future
generations. As already set out in this FMP, North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting
is an important component of the overall catch of the UK fishing fleet and it forms a
key part of the business model for many fishing businesses. In turn, these
businesses collectively support jobs and underpin local communities, providing a
source of economic input and output and underpinning the rich cultural heritage of
the UK at both a local and national level. Fish is also a rich source of protein and
forms an important component of food production within the UK.

There is an ongoing role for Governments to help create the right conditions for
businesses to operate sustainably and with certainty about the future.

Actions

Short term actions (one to two years)
e Continue to take account of socio-economic considerations as part of
international negotiations and as part of the process to determine fishing
opportunities.

e Continue to gather and use evidence on economic aspects of the fishery to
ensure management decisions are informed by the best available evidence.

e Encourage and support initiatives to promote the consumption and value of
whiting.

Medium- to long-term actions (three to five years)
e Consider enhancing social and economic data.
Relevant Fisheries Act objectives

The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

e equal access objective
e national benefit objective
e sustainability objective

Policy 6: Reduce the impact of fishing on climate
change and support the fishing industry to adapt to
the impacts of climate change
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Rationale

This policy is in accordance with section 4.1 (‘Delivering Sustainable Management of
Fisheries - Our approach to Fisheries Management’) of the JFS.

The evidence base underpinning climate change and fisheries is developing, and
more work is needed to fully understand a) how carbon emissions can be reduced in
a sustainable way, and b) the likely impacts of climate change on fish stocks and
fishing communities and the scale / nature of change required to adapt.

We know that for species such as whiting it is likely that habitat suitability for the
species will change, which may result in more favourable conditions for the species
to live in UK waters in the longer term. The impacts in terms of biomass are not well
understood, and are also dependent on other broader factors. The actions below
consider how we can build and use an improved evidence base in order to make
informed decisions on management action for the future.

In comparison to other forms of food production, fishing can provide a high-protein
and lower carbon method of production, and offers opportunities to provide food
security particularly as we move towards net zero. However, we also know that
fishing vessels may need to reduce fuel emissions in the future although there are no
ready solutions in place for fishing vessels to currently utilise.

The actions set out below are not unique to the whiting fishery. However, as our
evidence base grows, we will understand better the specific impacts of climate
change on whiting, and the scale of change required to support vessels fishing for
whiting to reduce their emissions and also adapt to changes in the whiting stock and
general fishing conditions. These actions are likely to adjust over time and will
become more refined.

Possible measures which could support this are already in development and / or
being delivered. The FMP will support these measures, although it is not directly
introducing or delivering them.

Actions
Medium to long term actions (three to five years)

e Collaborate with partners across government, industry, and academic sectors
on initiatives to reduce environmental impacts of the North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting fishery (including CO2 emissions).

e Collaborate across the UK and internationally on further evidence and
analysis to understand the impact of climate change on whiting and develop
options for how the whiting fishery may adapt to climate change impacts in the
future.

e As additional information becomes available in relation to climate change,
explore the implications for this.
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Relevant Fisheries Act objectives

The relevant Fisheries Act objectives are the:

e sustainability objective
e climate change objective

Implementation and monitoring

Implementation

This FMP proposes new actions but does not implement them. The actions
contained within this FMP will be taken forward following its publication. However, it
is important to remember that many of the actions are already underway and part of
multi-year delivery programmes.

Indicators for monitoring the effectiveness of the
plan and review process

This FMP contains a number of policies and actions intended to ensure that the
North Sea and Eastern Channel whiting fishery covered by this FMP continues to be
fished sustainably with respect to an MSY approach and also to support
improvements in the overall management approach.

ICES stock assessments assess how fish populations have changed over time and
the effect that fishing pressure is having on stocks. Key biological indicators are
provided as reference points, which give indication towards their MSY, fishing
pressure and spawning stock biomass. Fisheries policy authorities undertake a
review of ICES stock assessments on an annual basis, to determine how stocks are
performing against these reference points, and any other reference points provided
within the advice.?”

The health of the stock will continue to be reviewed in this way as part of the ongoing
negotiations cycle, utilising the ICES stock assessment process, and will also be
reviewed on a more in-depth basis as part of the ICES benchmark process (which
varies from stock to stock). The health of the stock will be the indicator used to
monitor the effectiveness of this FMP in managing the North Sea and Eastern
Channel whiting stock sustainably.

The policies and actions within this FMP will be reviewed as part of the three year
review cycle for the JFS. In addition, as set out within the 2020 Act and the JFS, this
FMP will be reviewed at least every six years. An earlier review may be triggered in
light of a change to relevant evidence, international obligations, or wider events. The
decision to review earlier will be taken by the fisheries policy authorities. The review

27 CEFAS (2024) Assessing the sustainability of fisheries catch limits negotiated by the UK for 2024 -
GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
Sustainability of Fish Stocks | National Performance Framework
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of the FMP will include a report on individual policies and actions and whether they
have been a) implemented and b) any known interactions between the actions and
health of the stock.
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Glossary

CO2e - Carbon Dioxide equivalent
A metric measure used to compare the emissions from various greenhouse gases
based upon their global warming potential.

ICES - The International Council for the Exploration of the Sea
Global organization that develops science and advice to support the sustainable use
of the oceans.

MSY - Maximum Sustainable Yield

The maximum sustainable yield (MSY) for a given fish stock means the highest
possible annual catch that can be sustained over time, by keeping the stock at the
level producing maximum growth. The MSY refers to a hypothetical equilibrium state
between the exploited population and the fishing activity.

When discussing “MSY”, it is essential to distinguish between 3 closely related
concepts: MSY, BMSY and FMSY.

MSY Btrigger
MSY Btrigger is the parameter in the ICES MSY framework which triggers advice on
a reduced fishing mortality relative to FMSY

BMSY - Biomass Maximum Sustainable Yield

MSY is supported by a stable population size known as BMSY (= “biomass MSY”).
Consequently, “reaching MSY” means rebuilding fish populations to the BMSY level,
in order to be able to support the level of annual catches known as MSY

FMSY - Fishing Mortality Maximum Sustainable Yield

FMSY (= “fishing mortality MSY”) is a catch rate (resulting from dividing MSY — an
annual catch - by BMSY — a population size).

When the fish population is at BMSY and the fishing fleet is catching an annual
amount of fish equal to MSY, then the resulting fishing mortality is FMSY.

CFP - Common Fisheries Policy

The CFP is a set of rules for managing European fishing fleets and for conserving
fish stocks. Designed to manage a common resource, it gives all European fishing
fleets equal access to EU waters and fishing grounds and allows fishermen to
compete fairly. The CFP aims to ensure that fishing and aquaculture are
environmentally, economically and socially sustainable and that they provide a
source of healthy food for EU citizens. Its goal is to foster a dynamic fishing industry
and ensure a fair standard of living for fishing communities.

Coastal State
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Under the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (UNCLOS), a Coastal
State has responsibilities which involve joint management of fisheries resources,
have an obligation to set an allowable catch and to grant other States fisheries
access if (and only if) they [do] not have the capacity to harvest the entire allowable
catch themselves.

A Coastal State by default controls its own Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) out to
200 nautical miles. Access to these waters can be traded on an annual basis.
Traditionally, in return for quota where another Coastal State is authorised to catch
an amount of its quota share in another Coastal State’s waters. This is helpful when
the stock is seasonal or migratory in nature.

Choke species

Choke refers to a situation that may occur when the quota opportunities for one
stock in a mixed fishery may limit the ability of fishing vessels to maximum catches of
another stock because the available quota is limited. Fisheries policy authorities take
account of potential choke problems as part of the setting of quota opportunities.

Fisheries 2020 Act

Of most relevance to this consultation, we note the 2020 Act creates a legal
requirement for the UK’s four national fisheries policy authorities (Marine
Management Organisation (MMO), Scottish Ministers, Welsh Ministers, and the
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs of Northern Ireland) to
produce a Joint Fisheries Statement (JFS) that will lay out how the objectives set out
in the Act will be met.

Fisheries Policy Authorities
The Secretary of State, Scottish Ministers, Welsh Ministers and the Department of
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs in Northern Ireland.

Fishing quotas
Fish quotas are the amounts of fish of different species that may be legally landed by
EU Member States.

The purpose of quota management arrangements in Scotland is to enable the fishing
industry to make full use of the fishing opportunities which we receive every year
from the EU, while ensuring that quotas are not exceeded.

FMP - Fisheries Management Plan

An FMP is a document prepared and published under the 2020 Act that sets out
policies designed to restore one or more stocks of sea fish to, or maintain them at,
sustainable levels or contribute to the restoring or maintenance at sustainable levels.
It is an evidence-based action plan that supports delivery of sustainable fisheries for
current and future generations. The FMP is a long-term plan that must be reviewed
and, if necessary, revised at least once every six years. It sets out both a vision for
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the fishery (or fisheries), together with the policies and management interventions
necessary to achieve this vision.

FLim - Limit reference point for fishing mortality
Limit reference point for fishing mortality (mean over defined age range)

GES - Good Environmental Status

Good environmental status (GES) means the environmental status of marine waters
where these provide ecologically diverse and dynamic oceans and seas which are
clean, healthy and productive within their intrinsic conditions, and the use of the
marine environment is at a level that is sustainable, thus safeguarding the potential
for uses and activities by current and future generations.

JFS - Joint Fisheries Statement

The JFS sets out the policies of the fisheries policy authorities for achieving, or
contributing to the achievement of, the Fisheries 2020 Act’s eight fisheries objectives
and forms part of the UK Fisheries Management and Support Framework (the
Fisheries Framework). The JFS sets out the ambition of the UK to continue
delivering world class, sustainable management of fisheries in line with those
objectives and how it will do so. The JFS defines how the fisheries policy authorities
have understood the fisheries objectives and how we will apply them to fisheries

policy.

MAP - Multi Annual Plans

Multi Annual Plans (MAP) - MAPs are a tool used to manage fisheries with the goal of
ensuring the sustainable exploitation of fish stocks and which aim to maintain fish
populations at levels that can produce a maximum sustainable yield

MPAs - Marine Protected Areas

Marine protected areas are one of the mechanisms used to ensure protection of
some of the most vulnerable species and habitats. In Scotland, the MPA netwok
covers aproximately 20% of Scottish seas.

UK Marine Strategy Regulations 2010

The UK Marine Strategy Regulations 2010 require the UK to take the necessary
measures to achieve or maintain Good Environmental Status (GES) through the
development of a UK Marine Strategy.

OSPAR - Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East
Atlantic

OSPAR is the mechanism by which 15 Governments & the EU cooperate to protect
the marine environment of the North-East Atlantic.

PMFs - Priority Marine Features

Priority marine features (PMFs) are habitats and species that are considered to be
marine nature conservation priorities in Scottish waters.
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REM - Remote Electronic Monitoring
REM cameras are used for monitoring fishing activities, collecting data and assuring
best practice.

Scottish (territorial) waters

Scottish waters come under the jurisdiction of Scots law, and are also used for
defining the area of operation of Marine Scotland, the Scottish Environment
Protection Agency, and other Scottish Government agencies and public bodies.

SSB - Spawning stock biomass
Total weight of all sexually mature fish in the stock.

SSFI - Scottish Sustainable Fishing Index

The Scottish Sustainable Fishing Indicator (SSFI) summarises the recent trends in
fishing mortality for these stocks, as compared with the estimated fishing mortality
rates that should lead to the maximum sustainable yield.

TACs - Total Allowable Catches

Total allowable catches (TACs) or fishing opportunities, are catch limits (expressed
in tonnes or numbers) that are set for most commercial fish stocks. The Commission
prepares the proposals, based on scientific advice on the stock status from advisory
bodies such as ICES and Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for
Fisheries (STECF).
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