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Dear Mr. Verborgh, 
 
 
 
 
Subject: Advice for North Sea Cod 2019 
 
 
 
 
Please find an EAPO position on the management of cod in the North Sea in 2019. 

 
ICES’ advice on cod in the North Sea (Subarea 4) include cod from two other management 
areas; the eastern part of the English Channel (Division VIId) and Skagerrak (Subdivision 
20). Traditionally 4.85% of the TAC is allocated to the English Channel and 11.90% to 
Skagerrak. The latest biological recommendation (from June 2018) for the whole area is a 
total catch of 28,204 tonnes. This recommendation corresponds to a 47% TAC reduction from 
'18 to '19. 
 
The recommendation is based on ICES’ assessment that the recruitment of 1 year cod in 2018 
is the lowest ever and on a review of the size of the spawning stock biomass in previous years, 
to the effect that the spawning stock is now believed to be below MSY Btrigger. 
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ICES assessment of the development of the spawning stock biomass of cod in the area in each year in the 
period 2014-18. From ICES Advice 2018. 

 
The figure above demonstrates one of the major problems that industry and management are 
faced with, when using the scientific advice as the basis for the setting of TACs and quotas. In 
2014, the scientific models showed that the spawning stock biomass was roughly 70 thousand 
tonnes (tt). The next year, in 2015, the assessment indicated that SSB in 2014 had not been 70 
tt as assumed the previous year, but it had been as much as 125 tt, and it had grown to 150 tt 
since then. Then, in 2016, which is the only year in the time series where some level of 
consistency is observed, the stock was assessed to further increase to 160 tt. It was later that 
year changed to 170 tt when the advice was adjusted to accommodate the results of the 3. 
quarter surveys. In 2017 however, scientists’ models showed that the stock in 2016 had not 
been 170 tt as the second assessment indicated, it had not even been the 160 tt as the first 
assessment showed, but it was assumed to have been only 140 tt. Later that same year it was 
even further reduced to have been only 133 tt in 2016. This rescaling in hindsight, which has 
implications for the perception of the stock development several years back, has severe 
consequences for the performance of the management decisions. The MSY Btrigger is 
presently believed to be 150 tt. The rescaling therefore rendered the decisions taken in 2016, 
which by then were taken in line with the politically agreed management plans as well as 
scientific advice, to have been irresponsible. They were not irresponsible when they were 
taken! 
 
Almost to add insult to injury, ICES assessment again in 2018 resulted in an estimate of SSB 
in hindsight being significantly reduced compared to that of the previous year. The models 
now show, that the SSB in 2017 was not 150 tt but only 113 tt and that it is now 118 tt. In 
consequence, the repeated rescaling of the SSB has resulted in the stock never having been 
above MSY Btrigger in recent years, but showing a relatively stable stock size in the same 
period. 
 
Further to the problems caused by the constant rescaling of the perception of biomass, 
scientists have done a pretty poor job in measuring the size of the year class 2016. In the 
figure below, the assessment of year class strengths in different years is shown. 
 
 



 

 

 
 

ICES assessment of the size of year classes in the area in each year in the period 2014-18. From ICES 
Advice 2018. 

 
As is the case for the assessment of spawning stock biomass, modifications of previous 
assumptions occur as time passes and more data become available. This is inevitable and does 
not have significant implications in most years. Not so however, for the year class 2016, 
which was assessed in 2017 to be very large. In this year’s assessment the estimate is reduced 
by almost 50% which in combination with the low estimate for the year class 2017 is part of 
the explanation for the rescaling of the biomass estimate. 
 
This is not presented in order to blame scientists for getting wiser as they get more data, but it 
leaves the industry – and presumably also the managers – with a rather unstable platform for 
planning the fishery. It demonstrates, that nature is not only difficult to predict, it is 
apparently also virtually impossible to measure. It also leaves industry with a question as to 
why the results of the assessments are so unstable? Is it a result of an overly confident use of 
mathematical models that have become so complicated that nobody – or only a few – 
understand what they actually show? Are the models too vulnerable to assumptions or specific 
changes in data? The essence of this concern of course being, that the performance of the 
assessments is so variable that it cannot be correct each year. Evidently, the models contradict 
their previous results almost every time a new set of data are introduced and cannot therefore 
be taken as face value in any given year. 
 
It leads to a rollercoaster management, which is exactly the opposite of what is need for the 
industry and which is also the opposite of what was intended when management plans were 
introduced. 
 
It is quite understandable, that predictions about the development of stocks in the future are 
uncertain as many factors supposedly have an effect on the growth, some of which are not 
well understood. However, it should be possible to find methods that are more stable in 
measuring what is there today. It is of course difficult to count what cannot be seen. Nobody 
can blame scientists for operating with a high level of uncertainty, but the lack of consistency 
is worrying and it is crucial that ways to improve the performance are identified. 
 



 

 

Another dimension of this problem is caused by the management plans, which provide the 
methodology and legal basis for how to set the TACs once the scientists have assessed the 
stocks. The plans are too rigid to allow for the inconsistencies described above in the advice 
provided by ICES. 
 
The fishing industry are not opposed to having management plans and do see some benefits in 
working with a kind of transparency and predictability in the management. But to work with 
management plans that stipulate TACs to be set almost is a mechanical response to the latest 
scientific advice with no due regard for the actual development of the stock, simply does not 
provide the required predictability. It may work in an office or at a political meeting, but it 
fails profoundly at sea and amongst the people who’s life and future depends on it. 
 
It is important that the setting of the TAC does not only consider the latest biological 
assessment of the stock, but that it also – at some level that is not counterproductive to the 
ambition to achieve sustainability (even maximum sustainable yields) – takes account of the 
development and the socio-economic elements. Fishing is not performed to groom nature – it 
is performed to provide food (the most CO2 neutral way of providing animal protein) and 
subsistence in, what is often, remote areas. EU imports more than 50% of the fish consumed 
in Europe and in order to become more self supplying, at is absolutely essential that a better 
balance is found between the need for nature protection and the need for food production. 
 
These views are presented on the background of the latest advice for cod in the North Sea, but 
they are relevant for many other stocks as well and thus presents one way that fishing industry 
would like to change the principles for setting TACs in general – without contradicting the 
politically agreed objectives of the Common Fisheries Policy. 
 
Specifically for the setting of TAC for cod in the North Sea, DFPO recommends the 
following considerations to be included.  
 
ICES assessment of a low recruitment is not recognised in the fishery. During the summer, 
small cod were virtually absent in the catches and the fishing industry was in deed concerned. 
However, following the unusually warm summer, which may be part of the explanation for 
the apparent lack of small cod, which was experienced both in surveys and in the commercial 
fishery, a few windy days have shown that small cod (sizeclass 5, below 1 kg) appear in large 
quantities in the Danish auctions on the West coast of Denmark. The fishing industry is very 
anxious that the landing obligation in combination with an underestimate of the abundance of 
small cod, will give serious choke problems for the fishery in 2019, if ICES’ recommendation 
of a TAC reduction of 47% is implemented. 
 
For setting the TAC under the present management plan, it is extremely important whether 
ICES considers the stock size to be above or below their current estimate of MSY Btrigger. If 
the stock is believed to be larger than the current MSY Btrigger, then ICES advises a TAC 
based on Fmsy. If the stock is perceived to be smaller than MSY Btrigger, the advice for 
setting TAC is calculated as a fraction of Fmsy. The value of the fraction depends on how far 
below MSY Btrigger the stock is assumed to be. By 2019, SSB is believed to be 116,000 
tonnes, while MSY Btrigger is 150,000 tonnes. ICES rules for advising in line with the msy 
principle then stipulates, that the fishing mortality rate on which the TAC is set is not 0.31 
which is the current value of Fmsy, but 116/150 * 0.31 = 0.24. This, with the current stock 
size, results in a recommended TAC that is approx. 7.000 tonnes less than that resulting from 
setting the TAC after Fmsy of 0.31. 



 

 

 
The management strategy agreed between the EU and Norway contains a statute that the TAC 
should not deviate more than 20% from the previous year's TAC. ICES has estimated that if 
TAC for 2019 is set at 80% of the 2018 TAC, this will correspond to a fishing mortality rate 
of 0.38 and cause spawning biomass to grow by 8.5%, but it would still be less than MSY 
Btrigger by the end of the regulatory year. Unless, of course, the biologists again find out they 
have guessed wrong. 
 
By 2019 all quota stocks will be subject to landing commitment. Therefore, it does not make 
sense that ICES speculates in an arbitrary division of the total catch in "wanted" and 
"unwanted". When a landing obligation is introduced, all catch must be landed and illegal 
activities such as the discard must be treated as a police task. TACs should not be reduced by 
an amount that some biologists think might be discarded. If this happens, it will correspond to 
punishing the fishermen who follows the law and almost force them to break the law - partly 
because the quotas become too low in relation to the abundance of the fish and partly because 
the fishermen are punished anyway. 
 
Based on the information available at the time of drafting this document, which precedes 
ICES’ evaluation of the results of the 3. quarter surveys, the fishing industry suggests that the 
following observations may be used for establishing a TAC: 
 

• The recently adopted North Sea Management Plan provides an interval for fishing 
mortality rates ranging between 0.20 and 0.46 (according to ICES). 

• The management strategy agreed between the EU and Norway limits changes in TAC 
from year to year to 20%. 

• A 20% reduction in TAC will give a fishing mortality rate of 0.38 which is within the 
range assessed by ICES to be in accordance with MSY. 

 
Accordingly, the fishing industry concludes that the TAC for the North Sea cod in 2019 can 
and must be set in line with the strategy agreed between the EU and Norway – to not less than 
42.307 tonnes. This TAC should then be maintained until the stock is (again believed to be) 
above MSY Btrigger. 
 
 
 
Yours Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Pim Visser 
President. 


