Promoting the
sustainable use
of Scotland’s
inshore waters
Briefing note October 2021

The Sustainable Inshore Fisheries
Trust (SIFT) is a Scottish charity
which promotes the sustainable use
of Scotland’s inshore waters (lying
within 12 miles of the coast). We aim to
restore the inshore ecosystem so that
it can support a thriving economy and
provide valuable ecosystem services.
If the inshore waters are to be
sustainably managed there must be
greater engagement with all marine
stakeholders and there must be wide
use of spatial management. This has
been recognised in the SNP/Green
Policy Programme and it is now time
to put it into practice. It will be best
achieved through devolved marine
planning, which promotes sustainable
fisheries, aquaculture and the
protection of marine carbon.
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FISHERIES
The problems of the inshore fishery
are compounded by shortcomings in the
enforcement regime, which has failed to
promote compliance throughout
the industry.

Scotland’s inshore fishing industry is
dominated by small (less than 10m long)
boats that target shellfish - particularly
prawns, scallops and crabs. The great
majority (87%)* of the fleet use static gears
(creels) or hand diving, with the remainder
using mobile gears like scallop dredges or
prawn trawls. The fleet has little alternative
to targeting shellfish because stocks of
finfish, like cod or haddock, collapsed in the
late 20th century. The figure illustrates the
decline of finfish landings in the Firth of
Clyde. It is typical of Scottish inshore waters.

The need for new inshore fisheries
legislation, as recognised by the Scottish
Government in Session 5 of the Scottish
Parliament, has been replaced by a
proposed piecemeal approach to fisheries
management. This will not address
problems stemming from the existing
legislation which dates back over half a
century. It is vital that new legislation is
now passed which:

These depleted finfish stocks, like much
of the inshore ecosystem, have failed to
recover in the 21st century largely because
heavy fishing gears like trawls and dredges,
continue to damage the sheltering features
and habitats that support fish populations.

• promotes transparent and equitable
governance and decision making - in
particular the reform of Regional Inshore
Fisheries Groups so that they align with
ecosystem based management,

SIFT believes that there should be limits on
where damaging fishing gears can be used.
This would allow finfish - and shellfish stocks to recover and thereby strengthen the
fishing industry. Such ‘spatial management’
works well in other coastal states. Until
such measures are introduced in Scotland
the inshore fishery will continue to be
impoverished and lack resilience.

• ensures that modern fisheries
management technology - such as Remote
Electronic Monitoring - is actually fitted
throughout the fleet,
• that spatial management is implemented,
• that enforcement measures are adequate
to ensure compliance.

* Source: Scottish Sea fisheries Statistics, Marine Scotland 2018
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THE WRASSE FISHERY

AQUACULTURE
The Scottish salmon aquaculture industry’s
use of open cages in inshore waters
has been widely criticised, including by
Scottish Parliamentary Committees, for its
adverse impacts upon the economy and
ecosystem of Scotland’s inshore waters.

Image: Ballan wrasse, Firth of Clyde (Howard Wood)

This fishery traps wild wrasse – a family of
‘keystone species’ in the inshore ecosystem
which graze on parasites on other fish
and plants - and supplies them to salmon
farms where they act as ‘cleaner fish’ to
remove the sea lice which infest salmon.
No stock assessments have been conducted
but there are widespread accounts of
population collapses following acute
overfishing around Scotland’s coast.
SIFT has worked on this important issue
since 2019 (see this Briefing Note from
2019). So we welcome the introduction of
a mandatory management regime in 2021.
This is a step in the right direction, but
commitments by the Scottish Government
to introduce new criteria for licensing
wrasse fishing, in order to ensure that
wrasse are fished more sustainably, have
not been kept.

SIFT believes that the Scottish
Government’s policy of support for this
highly controversial industry should be
based upon a clear understanding of its
costs on other stakeholders including
inshore fisheries, sea angling and
marine tourism as well as its benefits.
We published independent assessments
of the Economic-Contribution of Salmon
Aquaculture in 2020. However the
Scottish Government refuses to assess the
net economic cost of open cage salmon
farming, despite the requirements of
the HM Treasury’s ‘Green Book’ on the
appraisal and evaluation of
government policies.
The Scottish Government must
commission a Cost Benefit Analysis
of its policy of support for open cage
salmon farming.

The new mandatory management
regime needs to address:
• the quantity of wrasse being trapped;
• the fact that the wrasse fishing
season occurs in the wrasse breeding
season
• the lack of stock assessments
• lack of adequate monitoring of the
fishery.
These are particularly vital measures
given wrasses’ relationship with
protected marine features.

Image: Open cage salmon farming (Corin Smith)
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SEAWEED CULTIVATION

MARINE CARBON

Interest in seaweed cultivation in Scotland
is growing rapidly, with applications
and approvals of new inshore seaweed
farms becoming increasingly common.
Many of these farms are up to 50 hectares
in size (with substantially larger farms
under development). The impact of such
large areas of monoculture in Scotland’s
increasingly heavily used inshore waters
is an issue of considerable concern to
a variety of stakeholders - including
fishermen who are concerned about
displacement from their fishing grounds.

Scotland’s marine
area plays a central
but often overlooked
role in the nation’s
carbon budget. The
sea and many marine
species and habitats,
including kelp forests,
Image: Scottish seabed
sequester carbon
sediment disturbed by
dioxide. Of particular
prawn trawl net
importance is the
role that marine sediments play in storing
carbon. Scotland’s sea lochs are some
of the richest carbon stores on Earth,
containing many times more carbon per
unit area than do Scotland’s terrestrial
peatlands.

We have published a Guide to help coastal
communities understand the current
seaweed farming development process,
promote engagement and to help those
who are considering their own community
seaweed cultivation projects. SIFT has
also published its Vision of a new seaweed
cultivation regulatory regime.
There needs to be a new regulatory
regime for seaweed cultivation
which is transparent, equitable and
enforced - and promotes sustainable
co-existence with other stakeholders.

Whilst peatlands are protected and being
restored, marine sediments continue to
be vulnerable to disturbance by heavy
mobile fishing gears.
The Scottish Government must bring
its marine carbon policy into line
with its terrestrial carbon policy and
protect these vital stores of carbon
from disturbance.

MARINE PLANNING
Under the Marine (Scotland) 2010 Act,
Scotland is introducing a system of regional
marine planning with the aim of promoting
local ownership and decision making. SIFT
supports this aim and is engaged with the
pilot regional marine planning proposals
in the Firth of Clyde - a region where SIFT
has a long track record of working with
stakeholders to introduce coherent and
sustainable marine management, including
our proposal for a Regulating Order
in 2015.

We hope that our work on the Clyde will help
regional marine planning to be rolled out
rapidly around the rest of the Scottish coast.
There needs to be an evidence-based
approach to regional marine planning
which fully recognises the value of
ecosystem services, the central role of the
full range of stakeholders and the need for
decisions on marine planning to lie with
relevant Marine Planning Partnerships.

For more information on our work, please visit our
website www.sift.scot or contact us on info@sift.scot
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