6 Fish and fisheries

Fish stocks around the UK are a valuable natural resource. The fishing
industry is still at the heart of our maritime culture and has important
social and economic benefits, especially in remote coastal areas.
However, concerns are growing about the effect that fishing is having
on fish stocks and the marine environment.

Commercial fisheries

e |n 2003, UKvessels landed 494,000 tonnes of fish
and 138,000 tonnes of shellfish. The fishing fleets
in England and Wales landed 25 per cent of these
fish and 56 per cent of shellfish. In 2002, the UK
catch was worth over £540 million, or 0.05 per cent
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The industry
supports 26,000 jobs in the UK, of which 12,000
are in England and Wales8.

e Inshore fisheries, including bass, cockles and
scallops, have local social and economic benefits
that could be further developed?. Net and trap
fishing for migratory salmon, trout and eels also
contribute to these local benefits.

e Sea fisheries are managed independently of other
marine activities. The aim of the Government’s
sustainable fisheries programme is to secure a
profitable industry while protecting fish stocks and
the environment. The joint UK report, “Securing the
Benefits”, proposes a range of measures to
improve the sustainability of the fishing industry>.
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Fish stocks

Over the past decade, most species have fallen to
historically low levels. In 2004, 38 per cent of UK fish
stocks were being harvested sustainably (Figure 17).
North Sea cod stocks have fallen to dangerously low
numbers although herring have recovered to healthy
levels (Figure 18). The state of sandeels, important
prey for seabirds, is uncertain“’.

The total number of salmon returning to English and
Welsh rivers has fallen by about 35 per cent since
the 1970s, with an even greater decline in the
number of larger fish that have spent more than

one winter at sea“8 (Figure 19). In contrast, the River
Tyne and some other rivers have seen numbers of
salmon increase, particularly where water quality

is recovering from pollution. Stronger regulation,
the buying out of net licences, and catch and release
schemes operated by anglers have helped maintain
spawning numbers, but salmon stocks remained
below the conservation limit in 40 per cent of

rivers in 2004.

At times of low river flows and high temperatures,
low dissolved oxygen levels (section 5) can be a
problem for migrating fish. In 2003, these conditions
affected many estuaries and led to the death of over
1,000 salmon in the Tyne. Climate change also
seems to be reducing the survival of these fish at
sea. The Irish Coastal Fishery takes salmon from
English and Welsh rivers, including about 10 per
cent of salmon returning to the Taff and the Test“8.



Rod catches of sea trout show no trend over the
past 25 years although poor catches occurred
during the droughts of the 1990s. Net catches
have declined as net fishing effort has fallen4.

The numbers of young European eels or elvers
returning from the sea to fresh waters in England
and Wales fell by about 70 per cent from the early
1980s to 2000%0. This may be related to changing
North Atlantic currents and sea temperatures.

Our eel management strategy aims to protect and
enhance eel stocks in inland waters. By 2004, there
was a very slight recovery in elvers, but the outlook
gives cause for concern.

Figure 17 Sustainably harvested fish stocks around the UK,
1998 to 200435
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Figure 18 North sea cod catch, 1963 to 200346
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Figure 19 Salmon stocks in England and Wales, 1971 to 200448
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Increasing temperatures and changing ocean o
currents due to climate change could dramatically
affect fish stocks. Between 1977 and 2001, the
distribution of 21 out of 36 demersal fish species
in the North Sea moved either northwards or into
deeper water®!. Plaice preferred deeper water while
cod moved north by some 117km. The southern
edge of the blue whiting’s range retreated by over
800km and this species could leave the North Sea
altogether by 2050. Warm water species such as
the John Dory are becoming more abundant.

The impacts of fishing

22

Commercial fishing has profound effects on the
marine ecosystem>2, Large fish (16 to 66kg) in the o
North Sea are estimated to be 99 per cent less
abundant (by weight) than they would be without
fishing. There is evidence that fishing has altered
plaice and cod populations so that they grow more
slowly and mature at a younger age. Common skate,
a non-target species, are now very rare in the Irish
and North Seas. These changes affect the whole
food web, and have reduced fish abundance to the
point where 27 marine fish species have now been
included in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan.
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Towed bottom fishing gear affects large areas of the
seabed. Trawls and dredges can damage habitats
and fragile animals such as corals and sponges
creating seabed communities dominated by
scavengers and small fast-growing species. We
estimate that 12 per cent of estuaries and 19 per
cent of coastal waters may be at risk from the effects
of commercial fishing and shellfish harvesting.

The UK’s first statutory no-take zone to protect
marine habitats came into effect off Lundy Island

in 2003. Although this was not an intensively fished
area before, the initial findings are that there are
more, and larger, lobsters in the area due to the
lack of fishing. Consultation is now underway to
restricting fishing off Skomer Island.

Our surveys show that saltmarshes are important
as nursery areas for fish. Saltmarsh created by
managed realignment on the Blackwater in Essex
is now used by 11 species of fish including juvenile
herring, bass and flounder. In future, saltmarshes
should be included in marine protected areas to
support fisheries management in estuarine and
coastal waters.



7 Wildlife

There are an estimated 10,600 species of plants and animals in our seas,
ranging from the diverse creatures of the seabed to the wildfowl and
waders that flock to our estuaries>3. This tremendous diversity of wildlife
is supported by a wide range of natural habitats, such as saltmarshes,
sandy beaches, mudflats, and underwater reefs.

Unfortunately there are signs that our activities Figure 20 Special Areas of Conservation and Sites of Special
. . . o Scientific Interest in coastal areas55
and climate change are affecting marine wildlife

habitats and species. Special Areas of

Conservation (SACs)

Sites of Special

H ab Itats (chesrrg ic Interest
e About one-third of all estuarine habitats in Britain
have been lost to land reclamation since Roman ..

times>4. These losses are continuing as natural
habitats are squeezed between rising sea levels
and coastal developments.

e Overthe past century, many grazing marshes and
cliff-top grasslands have also been converted to
arable farming??,

e Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSls), created to
protect both wildlife and geology, cover two-thirds of 2 ‘ 5 2
the English coast and nearly half of the Welsh coast '
(Figure 20). In England, 79 per cent of coastal SSSls '
were in a favourable or recovering condition in 2005,
although habitats like sand dunes continue to be at v e
risk from development, poor management and rising ’ '
sea levels (the condition of Welsh SSSls will be
reported during 2005)35.

e Anetwork of Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), Some areas are designated as both SSSls and SACs
established under the Habitats Directive, cover eight
per cent of the seabed within 12nm of the coast.

e There are two Marine Nature Reserves in England
and Wales, at Lundy and Skomer islands.
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The UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) includes 14
marine habitats, but presently we do not know the
status of nine of them (Figure 21).

Development, land reclamation, barrages and rises
in sea levels have led to large habitat losses in the
past. 100ha of saltmarshes are being lost every year,
due to the coastal squeeze caused by development,
sea levelrise, and coastal erosion. Over the next 50
years, some 23,000ha or about 10 per cent of
coastal habitats in England could be lost in this
way. However, if managed realignment schemes

go ahead, much of this habitat could be regained
which would help to reach the UK Biodiversity
Action Plan target of creating 140ha of saltmarsh
peryear (section 4)11,

Figure 21 Status of priority marine habitats, 20022
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Species

In 2002, the status of 35 per cent of priority
maritime species was unknown?23, A review of
priority marine species is currently underway as
part of the wider UK Biodiversity Action Plan
Species and Habitats Review>®.

Fishing pressure has reduced the abundance of
important fish species (section 6). There is evidence
that fishing pressure has caused a shift from large
long-lived organisms to smaller short-lived species
in seabed communities®”. Fish are also being
affected by climate change, which is altering the
temperature of the sea and the availability of prey,
forcing changes in distributions (section 3).

Seabirds seem to be faring better. Some 55 per cent
of wading bird species increased by more than 10
per cent during the 1990s°8 and 60 per cent of
seabird species have increased by more than 10
per cent since 19702. But poor seabird breeding
success in 2004 and otheryears has been linked
with fluctuating sandeel stocks and other climate
related changes in food supply?3.



Photo: Paul Naylor

Grey seals breed at numerous sites around the coast e

of England and Wales while common seals occur on
the east coast, mainly in the Wash. Populations of

Some 51 non-native species have been reported
in British coastal waters. Over half arrived on ships,
either attached to their hulls, or in ballast water

carried across the oceans and discharged near
our coast. Other species have been introduced
accidentally through fish and shellfish farming
operations®l. Some have become serious pests
that are impossible to get rid of (Table 2). Warmer
sea water temperatures resulting from climate
change may allow these species to spread and
others to colonise our seas. To reduce the risks

of further introductions of non-native species,

the International Maritime Organisation has agreed
rules for ballast water management and treatment
which will be phased in from 2009.

both species appear to be healthy, although
common seals were affected by disease (phocine
distempervirus) in 1988 and 200259,

e The status of cetaceans (whales and dolphins) in our
waters is not well known. Cardigan Bay is a Special
Area of Conservation (SAC) for bottlenose dolphins.
The international limit for the annual porpoise
bycatch is 1.7 per cent of the population by 200669,
The UK is committed to meeting its share, with an
estimated limit of 500 a year. In 2000, the estimated
bycatch was 600.

Table 2: Some non-native marine species and their effects in British waterss!

Species Effects

Occurs on entire Channel coast and south east coast, has reached Anglesey in the
past five years. Can displace eel grass and other plants, fouls small boats, oyster
beds and fishing nets.

Japanese weed
(Sargassum muticum)

Introduced in late 19th century with American oysters. Widespread except in the
North West. Competition damaging to commercial oyster beds

Slipper limpet
(Crepidula fornicata)

Humber, Thames, Tyne and Medway estuaries. Burrows cause bank erosion that
may undermine flood defences.

Chinese mitten crab
(Eriocheir sinensis)
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8 Conclusions

It is clear from this report that our coasts and seas are under great
pressure. Human activities and climate change are altering and damaging
many aspects of the marine environment.

If we are to achieve the UK Government’s vision of
‘clean, healthy, safe, productive and biologically
diverse oceans and seas’, we will all need to take
action now to tackle several major challenges:

e Commercial development and other human
activities are putting great pressure on our marine
environment. We must introduce new ways of
managing human activities, such as marine spatial
planning, to provide better protection for marine
ecosystems, as well as more effective management
of human activities.

e (limate change is a major threat to wildlife,
businesses and coastal communities. We need
to take tougher action to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions by promoting energy efficiency
and encouraging appropriate renewable energy
schemes.

e \We also need to adapt the way that we manage
key aspects of the marine environment to
accommodate the effects of climate change.

This is especially important for shoreline defence,
flood risk management, and the conservation of
both fisheries and wildlife.

e We need to improve the quality of our coastal
waters to meet new EU standards for water and
environmental quality. We also need to reduce
the amount of litter in the sea and on our coasts.
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e Good environmental quality is vital for our economy
and the wellbeing of communities. We must ensure
that the marine environment is protected so that
its economic and social benefits, including coastal
recreation and tourism, are maintained.

e We need much betterinformation to help us manage
and protect our coasts and seas. We need to know
more about the risks of flooding and erosion in the
future, effects of climate change and pollution, and
the state of our wildlife habitats and species.

We have developed a Marine Strategy that addresses
the threats identified in this report. It sets out our
priorities, and how we will work to tackle the challenges
facing the marine environment. Our Marine Strategy
will guide our work, and help to strengthen our
partnerships with other organisations, businesses,

and coastal communities so that we can all work
together to create cleaner coasts and healthier seas.



More information

To find out more about our work you can order the following publications
by calling 08708 506 506:

Marine Strategy

Our marine strategy sets out our priorities and how we will tackle the
challenges facing the marine environment. It will guide our work and help
to strengthen our partnerships with other organisations so we can work
together to create cleaner coasts and healthier seas.

Further information about our work on the marine environment can also
be found at www.environment-agency.gov.uk/marine

State of the environment 2005: a better place?

This report gives an overview of the state of the environment — what it is
like now and how it has changed over the last five years. It sets out what
we and others still need to do to protect and improve your environment.

Your environment

Our quarterly journal, which aims to report on the environmental issues
that you care about, highlighting the need for change and action.

Or visit the ‘Your environment’ section of our website
www.environment-agency.gov.uk/soe.

To find out more about the Environment Agency and what we are trying
to achieve, you can order the following publications on 08708 506 506:

e An environmental vision (2000)

e Qur 20-year aspirations for the future of the environment in
England and Wales.

* Making it happen — corporate strategy (2002-2007)
e Qur five-year objectives and targets linked to An environmental vision.
e C(Creating a better place — draft corporate strategy (2006-2011)

e Ournew five-year objectives and targets linked to An environmental
vision.

e Orvisitthe ‘About us’ section of our website
www.environment-agency.gov.uk
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or about your environment?

Then call us on
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or visit our website
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