
 

   

                                                                

Presentation from the National Inshore Fisheries Forum to Joint Committee on Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine, 20th June 2017. 

Firstly I would like to thank the Committee for the invitation today. As this is our first attendance 
here I feel it’s a significant one, one that further underpins the role of NIFF and the Regional Forums 
as credible stakeholders. While the NIFF has engaged with Minister Creed and his predecessor 
Minister Coveney on several occasions, personally I feel it’s important that we would engage with 
public representatives from right across the political spectrum, when and wherever necessary. 
Today’s meeting allows us an opportunity to do just that.  

 

With respect to the Sea Fisheries (Amendment) Bill 2017, the NIFF has no formal position on this 
difficult topic at the present time.  To explain why that is the case, I must explain how the Inshore 
Fisheries Forums operate. On policy and legislative issues such as this the National Forum (the NIFF) 
takes its direction from the six Regional Forums or RIFFs. The NIFF tries to form consensus based on 
the views expressed from each individual Regional Forum.   While the topic was discussed at several 
of the RIFFs only one, the SERIFF requested that the issue be progressed to the NIFF agenda. In doing 
so serious concerns were raised regarding the issue and I think it’s fair to say these concerns were 
acknowledged and agreed with by all those on the NIFF. No views to the contrary were expressed at 
that particular meeting.  However for the NIFF to form a solid policy position on the issue ideally we 
would receive some further direction from the other five RIFFs. That has yet to happen. What I can 
offer is, to a great extent my own considered opinion on the subject, an opinion supported my 
colleagues on the NIFF. The following on the subject needs to be taken in that context.   

 

The issue is a complex one for the inshore sector and I will try to outline why. Firstly there are a 
number of inshore vessels registered in Northern Ireland that are genuinely owned and operated by 
inshore fishermen in the Republic of Ireland. The recent Supreme Court ruling had the implication 
that virtually overnight these vessels could no longer operate within the Republic’s twelve mile limit. 
These operators now find themselves in a serious predicament in that their business effectively can 
no longer operate. I think it’s fair to say that these operators are a minority, but the views of 
minority’s need to be taken into account. 

 

On the other side of the coin so to speak the majority of inshore vessels operating within the 
Republic’s inshore water are registered in the Republic of Ireland (ROI). Many of the operators of 
these vessels would have had to invest significant amounts of capital to purchase ROI replacement 
capacity in order to obtain ROI fishing licences. The cost of this would have been significantly higher 
than that, which would have been incurred by their counterparts that were able to register in 
Northern Ireland. I think it’s fair to say that many of these ROI registered operators would be more 
empathetic than sympathetic towards the plight of their counterparts that are registered in 
Northern Ireland. Many of these ROI registered operators would feel that their Northern registered 
counterparts were exploiting a loophole of sorts. Many of them would feel that the Supreme Court 
Ruling effectively closed that loophole and in doing so levelled the playing field.  
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In a broader sense the Bill is essentially about access to resources in our inshore waters. This is a 
very serious subject as the many coastal communities depend greatly on these resources for their 
survival. Management of these resources is a priority of the Inshore Fisheries Forums.  

 

 I appreciate the genuine intentions of the “Voisinage Arrangement”. An arrangement I understand 
which dates back to the 1960s, if not even before that. I also appreciate what I feel were genuine 
intentions on Minister Creed’s part in introducing this Bill, to give this well-meaning and long 
standing arrangement a standing in Irish law. Having said that one must understand that we now live 
in a very different world to that of the 1960s. We now live in a world of multinational fishing 
companies. These companies tend to be purely profit driven and will exploit fisheries resources 
when and where they can find them. History has proven that they will do this irrespective of the 
impact it has on the coastal communities that lie in close proximity to these resources. Technological 
creep now means boats are far more efficient than ones of equivalent size were even 20 years ago. 
Large vessels can fish up to our shorelines and quite often after short periods of intensive fishing, 
leave inshore fisheries so depleted that smaller inshore boats struggle to stay viable  

 

The long standing Voisinage Arrangement allowed these companies when registered in Northern 
Ireland access to valuable resources within our inshore waters and the result had severe negative 
implications for our mussel fishery. We have heard reports of where the actions of these operators 
had a negative impact on other inshore fisheries. One such example is the whelk fishery, where 
spatial conflict between NI registered mussel vessels and ROI registered whelk vessels which, 
operate mobile and static gear respectively was an issue.   I don’t claim to be an expert on what 
happened in the mussel fishery and I don’t intend to elaborate anymore on that particular issue, but 
I feel it’s fair to say that there is a significant level of discontent within our inshore sector regarding 
the issue and a fear that similar could happen in other fisheries. This fear is compounded by the fact 
that most other EU Member States have up to date restrictive technical and fleet management 
measures in place in their inshore waters. These measures are restrictive in terms of what size and 
horsepower of vessels and the type and size of fishing gear they can operate in the inshore waters of 
that particular Member State. In comparison we in Ireland haven’t reviewed our own such 
restrictions in many decades, demonstrative of this is the fact that the existing measures are so 
arcane the legislation is written in terms of feet and inches. 

 

 There is a feeling within our inshore sector, and indeed the NIFF, that this Arrangement while well-
meaning and relevant in the 1960s is now no longer fit for purpose and no longer has our inshore 
sector’s best interests at heart. There also is a feeling that to some extent Minister Creed rushed into 
introducing this Bill, (which provides for this Arrangement in Irish Law) without taking that feeling 
into account. I appreciate that we may only be a small piece of a bigger picture, a picture of Anglo 
Irish relations and cross border cooperation. I appreciate that this may be an ever increasingly 
important picture now with Brexit looming. This big picture however is of little consolation to those 
in our coastal communities’ dependant on the resources in our inshore waters. There is also a fear 
within the NIFF that, with our counterparts in the UK lobbying  for as hard a Brexit as possible, 
including a campaign that would see the UK withdraw from the agreement of the London Fisheries 



 

   

                                                                

Convention of 1964, that these Arrangements could result in no longer being reciprocal, but 
favourably only to the UK. 

 

The fact is that recognised stakeholders raised concerns prior to the introduction of this Bill. It may 
be matter of opinion whether or not these concerns were justified, but it’s a fact that they exist. It is 
also a fact that there was no stakeholder consultation prior to the introduction of this Bill. It may be 
matter of opinion whether there should have been stakeholder consultation or not. It’s my opinion 
that when genuine concerns are raised by recognised stakeholders there should be consultation. 
Such consultation should allow the complexities of this issue be teased out in full while addressing 
Stakeholders Concerns.   

 

On the Issue of Quota allocation within Ireland for the purpose of this document I will break the 
subject into three.  

Firstly on Whitefish and Prawns or Nephrops. It is acknowledged that Ireland’s share of EU quotas, in 
comparison with the resource within our waters is a poor one. Whitefish and Prawn quotas are 
allocated by the Minister, on a monthly basis (monthly in the most part anyway). The Minister bases 
his decisions on advice from Quota Management Advisory Committee, of which the NIFF is a 
member. We would see the system as a fair one, a system which essentially makes the best of a bad 
lot.  All vessels with polyvalent licences are allocated quota on a monthly bases. Vessels over 55 feet 
in length are allocated double the quota than those less than 55 feet. Quota that is allocated but 
uncaught, effectively goes back into a pot to be reallocated to all vessels again the following month. 
This arrangement continues until the annual quota for a given species in a given area is exhausted or 
the year comes to an end. Despite its criticisms it’s a system that works well considering the 
constraints. The main constraint being, that we simply do not have enough quota.  The success of 
this system is in no small part due to the expertise of both my colleagues in the Producer 
Organisations and that of a dedicated unit within the Department of Agriculture Food and the 
Marine (DAFM).  

 

On pelagic quota we have a different system on which we would have a very different view. Pelagic 
quota is allocated under specific Ministerial Policy. In these policies, the vast majority of that quota 
is allocated to a very small number of operators. In these policies quota tends to be allocated on the 
basis of historical track record in the fishery.  We would feel that these policies are very 
unfavourable to the inshore fleet. The inshore fleet represents the majority of the Irish fleet in terms 
of number and employment. (Vessels under 12 meters in length account for approximately 82 
percent of the fleet in number and represent approximately 53 percent of direct employment in the 
fleet). 

 

 A case example of this is North West Herring. We have not had a commercial North West Herring 
fishery for a number of years due to the poor state of the stock. However I will outline the existing 
policy, which was set down in 2009, as an example of our case. The policy allocates 95% of the quota 
to 57 vessels that are deemed to have a “track record”. That is 57 vessels out of the Irish fleet which 



 

   

                                                                

stands in excess of 2000 vessels.  To be considered to have a track record, vessels had to have 
landed a certain amount of fish over a given reference period of time. We have a centuries old 
tradition which outlines a “track record” in Inshore Herring Fisheries. In NW Herring this tradition is 
particularly strong in Donegal, but also extends as far south along the Western seaboard as the 
fishery extends geographically, to the mouth of the river Shannon. Despite this only eight vessels of 
less than fifteen meters in length, including I understand just four that are under twelve meters in 
length are deemed to have a track record, under this particular Ministerial Policy. The rest of the 
inshore fleet are given the option to share, if they think it’s economically viable to do so (which in 
reality it is not) the remaining 5% with any larger boats that are not deemed to have a track record 
either. I appreciate that some pelagic stocks are outside the reach of inshore vessels and that they 
are found too far offshore to be of any practical use. That is not the case with Herring. In fact the 
results of the 2016 NW Herring Scientific Fishery demonstrate that the heaviest aggregations of 
herring were found very close inshore. In fact so close in, in water so shallow, difficulties were 
experienced in estimating the size of these aggregations. To put it plainly the herring were found to 
be most plentiful on the doorsteps and around the boots of the inshore fishermen.  

 

Similar could be said for Celtic Sea Herring, in which the inshore sector fares a little better in that 
11% of the quota is put aside for a dedicated inshore “Sentinel Fishery”. It is the view of the NIFF 
that this percentage for the Sentinel fishery needs to be increased. The benefits of this Sentinel 
fishery are visible in Dunmore East Co. Waterford which becomes a hive of inshore activity for the 
duration of this valuable winter fishery. The fishery is restricted geographically to the “Dunmore 
Box” off our southeast coast and fishing vessels greater than 17 meters in length are prohibited from 
taking part in this Sentinel fishery or from fishing Herring inside the “Dunmore Box”. As I said 
Dunmore East, the main landing port for the fishery becomes hive of activity for the duration of the 
fishery. This is something that is in stark contrast to many of the other small fishing communities 
around our coast, many of which resemble ghost towns at this time of year. This fishery provides a 
lifeline to inshore vessels from all over Ireland who travel to participate in this winter fishery. Some 
even travel as far from Co. Donegal presumably as they have little or no other opportunities 
available to them closer to home. The fact that these operators must travel the length of the country 
in small vessels in the middle of the winter is indicative of the lack of fishing opportunities available 
to our inshore sector in general.    

 

 I fully appreciate that our pelagic catching sector (both the RSW and Polyvalent Tier one and two) 
and the related on shore processing sector they support, are in a great part the result of the bold 
vision and investment of the operators involved. I fully appreciate that Ireland would not have the 
current share of EU’s pelagic quota that it currently has if it was not for that vision and investment. I 
fully appreciate that Ireland’s inshore fleet could come nowhere close to catching all of Irelands 
pelagic quota.  What we all need to realise however is that Ireland’s quota is a public resource and 
not a private one.  

 

It would be our view that some pelagic quota in general needs to be reallocated to the inshore fleet. 
This could present a vital lifeline in diversification opportunities to a currently beleaguered sector of 



 

   

                                                                

the industry. The inshore sector has seen the opportunities available to it dwindle over the past 
couple of decades. We are not looking for the Sun, Moon and Stars here, just modest increases that 
could make huge differences to large amount of vessels and the families and communities they 
support. Reasonably small amounts of quota tend to go a long way when it comes to smaller vessels.  

 

Article 17 of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) states that Member states are required to “use 
transparent and objective criteria including those of an environmental, social and economic nature. 
The criteria to be used may include, inter alia, the impact of fishing on the environment, the history 
of compliance, the contribution to the local economy and historic catch levels. Within the fishing 
opportunities allocated to them, Member States shall endeavour to provide incentives to fishing 
vessels deploying selective fishing gear or using fishing techniques with reduced environmental 
impact, such as reduced energy consumption or habitat damage.” One doesn’t need a degree in 
Economics or Environmental Science to see that allocating some more pelagic quota to Ireland’s 
small scale fleet would be in line with this Article of the CFP. 

 

Finally and specifically on the recent and pending review of Mackerel quota allocation. The NIFF 
have made a submission on this issue, as part of the public consultation process. That submission 
has been published on DAFM’s website and is attached as appendix 1 to this document. Three of the 
Regional Forums (RIFFS) have made submissions, which are similar to that of the NIFF’s. The NIFF 
supports the proposal put forward by the Irish South and West PO, but we feel that the potential 
increase in whitefish quota available, (some of which may theoretically benefit the Inshore Sector) 
which the proposal promises, is not sufficient to warrant that support. To that end our support is 
conditional on a modest increase in Mackerel quota for the inshore sector. Our submission has been 
criticised by some in the inshore sector for not being ambitious enough. Perhaps that criticism is 
justified as we seem to live in a world where no one claims to have enough and everyone seems to 
want more that. I stand over our submission. I feel it is fair and realistic and as long as I Chair the 
NIFF, I will endeavour to keep our policy grounded in the principles fairness and realism. 

 

I appreciate the importance of this specific issue to those involved, those that stand to gain or lose 
the most in this issue. Namely the RSW fleet segment, the polyvalent fleet segment that have pelagic 
entitlements and the elements of processing industry that depend highly on them. However in the 
bigger scheme of things I feel this specific issue has become overly high profile and distractive from 
the “bigger picture” that concerns the wider Irish Seafood Industry. As a colleague of mine 
somewhat aptly put it, “the issue has become a distractive squabble between the two millionaire’s 
clubs of Irish Fishing, the club of 22 and the club of 27, with little or no consideration being given to 
the club of 2000 plus”.  

 

If I could deliver any message to this Committee today it would be, that I implore them , when giving 
consideration to any fisheries matters, to always give consideration to the “club of 2000 plus”. That 
concludes my presentation, again I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to deliver 
it.  
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       Mr. Alex Crowley 
       Chairman, National Inshore Fisheries Forum 
       c/o NIFF Secretary,  Bord Iascaigh Mhara 
       Crofton Road, Dun Laoghaire 
       Co. Dublin  
Resource Management Unit 
Seafood Policy & Management Division 
Department of Agriculture Food & Marine 
Clonakilty, Co. Cork 

27th February 2017 

Re: Consultation on a review of Mackerel allocation policy between the Fleet Segments  

To whom it may concern: 

The National Inshore Fisheries Forum wish to respond to the consultation on the Review of Mackerel 
allocation policy between the Fleet segments as follows:  

The NIFF supports the proposal to allocate the increase over 2016 of Ireland’s mackerel quota for 
2017 entirely to the Polyvalent Segment on a 1 year pilot basis in exchange for the recipient vessels 
forgoing demersal fishing in order to gauge the impact on the demersal vessels. 

The NIFF recognises the value of the 400t hook and line mackerel allocation to the economic fabric 
of communities around the coast. On this basis, if any increase in quota is reallocated, the NIFF 
proposes: 

• That the allocation for under 15m hook and line fishery should be increased from 400t to 
1000t in order to give small scale coastal fishing vessels more fishing opportunities and 
make participation in the mackerel fishery more viable as a diversification option.  

• The 500kg landing limit for the under 15m hook and line fishery should be removed as it 
was originally introduced to ensure frequent landings to cold stores as ice and insulated bins 
were not widely available at the time it was introduced. This is no longer the case.  

• Considering the importance of traditional artisanal net fisheries  to the <18m polyvalent 
segment the 2.5% quota allocation should be increased to 5% given the impact of the 
Landing Obligation requirement to land any mackerel by-catch. Specific consideration 
should also be given to the ring net fisheries given that they are infrequent and sporadic 
fisheries by nature and restrictive monthly quota allocations could preclude participation 
when the mackerel come sufficiently close inshore to be caught.  

In conclusion the NIFF are grateful for the opportunity to comment on the proposal and hope that 
the views above will be given due consideration. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Alex Crowley, Chairman, National Inshore Fisheries Forum 




