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Executive Summary 

• This report provides details of the MSC assessment process for the Dutch Fisheries 
Organisation Sole Gill Net fishery that was undertaken by Food Certification of International, 
starting in November 2008 and concluding in November 2009.  

• This assessment covers a fleet of 44 Dutch static gear fishing vessels using sole gill nets 
during the seasonal sole fishery off the Dutch coast. The vessels range in size from less than 
4m to over 24m. 

• The Producer Organisations (POs) of Dutch gillnet fishery for sole have adopted a “Sole 
Fishery Management Plan for (Dutch) Gillnet Fishers”, which reflects the directives of the 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). All vessels covered by this assessment have signed up to 
this management plan. 

• A rigorous assessment of the wide ranging MSC Principles and Criteria was undertaken by the 
assessment team and detailed and fully referenced scoring rational is provided in the 
assessment tree provided in Appendix 3 of this report. 

• On completion of the assessment and scoring process, the assessment team concluded that 
the Dutch Fisheries Organisation (DFO) Gill Net Sole Fishery be certified according to 
the Marine Stewardship Council Principles and Criteria for Sustainable Fisheries. 

• However a number of the performance criteria which contribute to the overall assessment 
score, scored less than the unconditional pass mark, and therefore trigger a binding condition 
to be placed on the fishery, which must be addressed in a specified timeframe. Full explanation 
of these conditions is provided in section 8 of the report, but in brief, these are: 

o Target stock status / rebuilding 

o Retained species information 

o Discarding and Endangered, threatened and Protected Species Information 

• Full explanation of how the Producer Organisations (POs) of Dutch gillnet fishery intend to 
meet these conditions is provided in the client action plan in Appendix 6 of the report. 

• In addition the assessment team made 6 recommendations. As these are not the result of a 
failure to meet the unconditional pass mark, they are non-binding; however in the opinion of 
the assessment team, they would make a positive contribution to on-going efforts to ensure the 
long term sustainability of the fishery.  

• For interested readers, the report also provides background to the target species and fishery 
covered by the assessment, the wider impacts of the fishery and the management regime, 
supported by full details of the assessment team, a full list of references used and details of the 
stakeholder consultation process. 
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1.  Introduction 
This report details the background, justification and the result of Food Certification International’s (FCI) 
assessment of the Dutch Fisheries Organisation gill net sole fishery, carried out by Food 
Certification International to the standard of the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) sustainable fishery 
programme.   

1.1 Scope 

This report provides an auditable account of the process that was undertaken by the team of FCI 
assessors, in relation to the above mentioned fishery. The report aims to provide clear justification for 
the assessment scores attributed to the fishery, and identify the sources of information that have been 
used to support these. This should enable subsequent surveillance or even re-certification teams to 
rapidly pin-point where the key challenges lie within the fishery, and quickly highlight any changes which 
may affect the overall sustainability of the fishery. 

In order to provide useful background and information for a wider readership it is also helpful to provide 
a more qualitative account of the fishery in question. However, it should be reiterated that no primary 
research has been undertaken to inform this report. The report is therefore not intended to comply with 
the standard editing norms expected for scientific journals. Instead it is intended that the report should 
be sufficiently clear and unambiguous to be reviewed by fisheries specialists, whist remaining 
sufficiently accessible to provide insight for interested readers throughout the supply chain – including 
consumers. This is a challenging balance to strike without alienating either readership. 

1.2 Report structure  

Early report sections provide the reader with a clear comprehension of the nature of the fishery, 
enabling a broader understanding of the issues debated by the team when scoring the fishery.  For the 
purposes of precision, this begins with a description of the unit of certification, before expanding to 
outline some further background information, including details of the Dutch Fisheries Organisation’s gill 
net fleet, fishing operations and gear and the species itself. 

Subsequent sections are then broadly aligned to the 3 MSC principles1, which form the basic structure 
of the assessment, namely: 

• Principle 1: Target stock status and harvest controls (summarised in section 3) 

• Principle 2: Wider impacts of fishery operations (summarised in section 4) 

• Principle 3: The management System (summarised in section 5) 

Later sections of the report explain the procedures used to score the fishery, give details of the 
assessment team, and present the outcome of the team’s deliberations.  Finally the report provides a 
statement of the team’s recommendations as to whether or not this fishery should go forward for 
certification to the standard of the Marine Stewardship Council, together with any conditions 
recommended. The assessment tree used for scoring all the MSC criteria, the scores awarded and the 
detailed justification for each score is provided in Appendix 3. 

1.3 Inspections & Consultations 

The assessment process commenced in November 2008, in February 2009 three members of the 
assessment team, supported by an FCI staff member undertook a site visit to Ijmuiden and 
Scheveningen in The Netherlands. This enabled a scheduled programme of consultations to take place 
with key stakeholders in the fishery – including skippers, scientists, fishery protection officers, NGOs, 
fishery managers and technical support staff. A complete list of those stakeholders interviewed during 
the assessment can be found in section 6.4 of this report. 

                                                                 
1 Further information on the contents of the MSC principles and criteria are contained in Appendix 1. 
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The scoring of the fishery against the MSC principles and criteria took place at the conclusion of the site 
visit and stakeholder consultation meetings, whist the assessment team were still in Ijmuiden. 
Undertaking the scoring exercise ‘on-site’ has several significant advantages - including enabling any 
gaps in information, identified during the scoring process, to be efficiently addressed. 
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2. The fishery  

2.1 The unit of certification 

Prior to providing a description of the fishery it is important to be clear about the precise extent of 
certification. The MSC Guidelines to Certifiers specify that the unit of certification is “The fishery or fish 
stock (biologically distinct unit) combined with the fishing method / gear and practice (= 
vessel(s) pursuing the fish of that stock) and management framework”.  
 
This clear definition is useful for both clients and assessors to categorically state what is included, and 
what is not. This is also crucial to for any repeat assessment visits, or if any additional vessels are 
wishing to join the certificate at a later date. The unit of certification for the fishery under consideration is 
as set out below: 
 

The fishery assessed for MSC certification is defined as: 

Species:  Common Sole (Solea solea)  

Stock:  Sub-area IV (North Sea) 

Geographical area:  Within EU waters - ICES Sub-area IV b & c including Dutch coastal 
waters 

Harvest method:  Sole gill net 

Management System:  Within the EEZ of the EU member states, management is 
undertaken by the European Commission in conjunction with EU 
member states. In this instance, management of Dutch fisheries is 
undertaken by the Ministerie van Landbouw, Natuur en 
Voedselkwaliteit and monitored / controlled by Algemene 
Inspectiedienst (AID). Management is informed by ICES advice, 
supported nationally by the Institute for Marine Resources & 
Ecosystem Studies (IMARES).  

Local systems:  All vessels within the unit of certification participate in a Local 
Management Plan, a requirement of certification. 

2.2 The Client 

The client for this certification is Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij (Foundation of the Dutch Fishery) 

All 44 vessels covered by the scope of this assessment are members of one of the following Producer 
Organisations: 

• PO Nederlandse Vissersbond 

• PO Wieringen 

• PO Delta-Zuid 

• PO Urk  

These Producer Organisations will cooperate within a grouping called the GPO (Gezamenlijke 
Producenten Organisatie or Joint Producers Organisation).  

The GPO will manage and evaluate the management plan referred to in section 2.4 of this report, which 
all fisherman & vessels assessed under the scope of this assessment must sign and adhere too.  
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2.3 Fishing Fleet & Fishing Method 

The fleet included within the scope of this certification is the Dutch sole gill net fleet. At the time of 
assessment, this represents 44 vessels. It should be noted that there are other Dutch gill netters 
targeting sole with the same type of gear that has been covered in this assessment, however this 
assessment only covers those vessels detailed below, who have signed up to the local fisheries 
management plan.  

The fleet covered by this assessment is varied, with a wide range of sizes. The fishery is seasonal and 
different vessels are likely to pursue different fisheries throughout the rest of the year, for which different 
sizes of vessels may be suited. The vessel sizes range from less than 4m to over 24m. Of the 44 
vessels, 16 are in the under 10m category (therefore subject to slightly different management), 20 
vessels are in the 10 – 15m category, with a further 8 being over 15m and therefore subject to additional 
controls such as electronic VMS (see later sections). 

The vessels are specially designed for static gear operations, with a net hauler on the forward starboard 
quarter and sufficient deck space for sorting and storing the catch and for sorting and storing the nets.  

Table 1: List of current member vessels: 
 

Reg. no. LOA (m) Reg. no. LOA (m) 

GO 3 9.99 SCH-100 10.1 

GO 33 22.3 SCH-101 9.9 

GO 36 12.96 SCH 88 10.8 

IJM 24 11.74 SCH-38 9.45 

IJM 27 10.39 SCH-40 9.33 

IJM 31 20.34 SCH-61 10.47 

IJM 369 10.05 SCH-161 5.97 

IJM 43 7.67 SCH-7 9.16 

IJM-1 8.17 SCH-73 9.97 

IJM-69 3.8 SCH-87 6.65 

IJM-7 11.35 SL-18 11.88 

KW 1 11.99 UK 12 11.62 

KW-2 10.52 UK-190  24.12 

MS-3 8.9 VD 73 10 

OD 55 11 WR 212 19.45 

OD-2 22.21 WR 220 9.94 

OD-8 12.85 WR 152 11.97 

SCH 1 6.65 YE 77 11.99 

SCH 335 9.9 YE 11 7.8 

SCH 77 7.9 YE 6 19 

SCH 10 22.47 YE 63 20.55 

ZK-16 10.4 YE-3 10.22 
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The fishing method employed in this fishery is a bottom set gill net. The net consists of a single netting 
wall (as opposed to the multiple netting layers used in trammel nets) kept more or less vertical by a float 
line and a weighted ground line.  

 

The net is set on the bottom, and kept stationary by anchors on both ends. Each net is approximately 
1m high (from the seabed) and 50m long with a monofilament mesh size of 92mm2. Typically lengths of 
nets are joined together, making long nets sometimes up to several kilometres in length. Vessels in this 
fleet typically carry between 100 and 300 nets. Although weighted and anchored, the nets are relatively 
light and can roll up into pockets or be flattened by the tide. Often the net will not be untwisted by the 
crew for several hauls.  

The fishing season lasts from around April (when the sole first arrive on the grounds) to September 
(when they leave). Nets are typically shot in the late afternoon or evening, and hauled at around dawn, 
taking advantage of the sole’s diurnal / nocturnal feeding behaviour. All nets are hauled each day, and 
brought ashore when the vessel is not fishing. 

Due to the nature of the gear and the limitations of vessel size (at the smaller end of the fleet), vessels 
do not fish during spring tides, or where the weather is forecast to rise above a force 5 or 6 from the 
east, or above a force 6 or 7 from the more sheltered west. 

2.4 Local Management Plan 

As part of the MSC preparatory work, the local inshore gillnet fleet covered by this assessment have 
developed and adopted a management plan. A full description of the management plan is provided in 
Appendix 4 of this report. The management plan is administered by the combined producer 
organisations (GPO). 

The overriding aims of the Management Plan are to: 

• Promote and maintain a productive and sustainable sole population 

• Minimise the effect of the gillnet fishery on the ecosystem of the sole and the naturally 
occurring species of the ecosystem 

• Establish and maintain good stakeholder relations. 

The Management Plan lays out a number of regulations that all vessels that are party to the MSC 
certificate will comply with. This includes restrictions on the total number of participants and the 
total permitted net numbers and size. The plan also sets out recording requirements for target, 
bycatch and ETP species. In addition there are clear regulations on enforcement and sanctions. 
The management plan also covers wider aspects of the fishery such as guidelines on waste and 
environmental impact as well as objections procedures and research obligations. 

                                                                 
2 This is larger than the 90mm statutory minimum mesh size. 
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2.5 Recent national management changes 

The need for increased management in the national gillnet fleet, which partly motivated the client for this 
assessment (Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij) to initiate the development of a local management 
plan and pursue MSC certification, has now in turn been recognised at ministerial level. During this 
assessment process (August 2009) new restrictions for the Dutch North Sea gillnet fleet were 
announced by Minister Verburg. These will apply to all Dutch vessels (not simply those covered by this 
assessment nor to those targeting sole) from January 1st 2010. The new regulations are designed to 
restrict the expansion of the gillnet sector and control overall effort. Specifically the regulations state 
that: 

• Under 10m gillnet-vessel capacity (kW-days) will be frozen to prevent further unregulated 
increase in vessel numbers. Only vessels that have spent days at sea since January 1st 2006 
will be allocated an annual effort entitlement (kW-days). New vessels will be allocated kW-days 
only where it can be demonstrated that a non-refundable investment in the gillnet equipment 
has already been made. Reference years for the kW-days ceiling will be 2006-2008. 

• From 1st January 2010 Dutch gillnet-vessels, regardless of vessel size, will be restricted to a 
maximum total net length of 25 km (equivalent to 500 nets when gillnetting for sole).  

• The recreational gillnet-fishery will be forbidden from 1st January 2010. 

• Following a request from fishermen (via the knowledge group), it is proposed that a Rapid Alert 
System be implemented to diminish harbour porpoise strandings on the Dutch coast.  In case 
of a massive landing of harbour porpoises a Rapid Alert Team will investigate the case and 
take action to prevent further loss of animals. The team will consist of scientists, fishermen, 
government officials and other stakeholders, led by an independent chairman.  

• Experiments with pingers will be funded (probably) by the Minister to prevent further loss of 
harbour porpoises. Gillnet-fishermen targeting Cod, Turbot and Brill will probably volunteer to 
take part. The initiative comes from an NGO and the fishermen themselves. 

Whilst these measures are welcomed, and will apply to the certified vessels, it is notable that in many 
cases the local management plan, developed by Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij, goes further. 
For example, whilst the new ministerial measures call for all vessels to fish with a maximum of 25km of 
nets, the local management for certified vessels limits them to a far lower limit of 15km per vessel within 
the 12 mile zone (see appendix 4). 

2.6 Target species 

As indicated initially, this report does not intend to provide a scientifically comprehensive description of 
the species. Interested readers should refer to sources that have been useful in compiling the following 
summary description of the species. These include: 

o ICES Working Group Report: http://www.ices.dk/reports/ACOM/2008/WGNSSK/Sec%2010%20-
%20Sole%20in%20Subarea%20IV.pdf 

o ICES Fishmap: http://www.ices.dk/marineworld/fishmap/ices/default.asp?id=Sole 

•  http://www.ices.dk/marineworld/fishmap/ices/pdf/sole.pdf 

o National Research bodies: http://www.cefas.co.uk/media/34071/solensea.pdf 

o FAO Fishbase: http://www.fishbase.org/Summary/SpeciesSummary.php?id=525 

o World Register of Marine Species: 
http://www.marinespecies.org/aphia.php?p=taxdetails&id=127160 

o Fishery Resources Monitoring System: http://firms.fao.org/firms/resource/10373/en 
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Geographic Range 

The target species for the fishery under certification is 
Solea solea (common sole).  This is sometimes 
erroneously referred to by the synonym Solea vulgaris.  

Common sole is a widely distributed species, extending 
from the Mediterranean and Northwest African coast, as 
far south as Senegal, to the Irish Sea, southern North 
Sea and Skagerrak and Kattegat. The southern North 
Sea (ICES area IV) where the fishery under 
assessment occurs is near the northern limit of the 
species, however these are also some of the grounds 
with the highest concentrations of sole, and the most 
important nursery grounds. The northern limit of the 
species in the North Sea is dictated by a steep 
temperature gradient separating the warmer, well mixed 
southern waters, with the deeper, colder, more northerly 
waters.  

Sole generally occur in shallow, sandy and sandy /muddy habitats – typically in the depth range of 10 – 
60m, and a temperature range of 8 - 24ºC. Important nursery areas are situated along the English and 
continental coasts in shallow waters (within the 30m contour) and on a sandy or muddy substrate. There 
are 5 main spawning grounds: 

• Inner German Bight  

• Belgian / Dutch coast (inc Waddensea) 

• Eastern channel 

• Thames Estuary 

• Norfolk Banks 

Fig 2: Spawning areas of Solea solea in the southern North Sea based on occurrence of eggs that have been 
spawned. 

Source: ICES Fishmap 

The relative contribution of these nursery regions to the recruitment to the total stock varies 
considerably from year to year.  

Lifecycle 

Spawning occurs in spring, peaking in May, triggered by rising sea water temperatures. Although it has 
been shown that spawners return to the same spawning grounds each year, it is not known whether 
recruits return to the grounds where they were born. Females are batch spawners producing on 
average around 350,000 eggs (35cm fish) per year. The pelagic phase is short with eggs hatchings 

Fig 1 – Global distribution of Solea Solea 
– red indicates highest concentrations 

 
Source: Fishbase 
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after around 8 days and with metamorphosis to the post-larvae demersal phase occurring after just 3 
weeks. As a result of this short pelagic stage, passive transport of eggs and larvae in currents is limited 
and settlement is therefore usually close to the spawning area.  

In autumn, triggered by falling temperatures, sole leave the shallow inshore waters and migrate to 
warmer offshore grounds (this represents the end of the fishing season for the fishery under 
assessment). In severe winters sole populations may form aggregations in deeper, less cold parts of the 
North Sea and English Channel. Extremely cold temperatures, such as less than 3ºC for prolonged 
periods, are thought to lead to direct mortality, as occurred in 1963. 

Between March and May, sole return to the warmer coastal waters for spawning. 

Diet 

Sole are nocturnal and olfactorial feeders, spending the day buried in the sediment. The blind side of 
the sole has sensory organs to detect prey. Sole feed on polychaete worms (Arenicola marina, Lanice 
spp. and Nereis spp.), molluscs and small crustaceans. During the short pelagic phase, larvae feed on 
copepod nauplii. 

2.7 Catches and landings 

Before World War II, landings of common sole fluctuated around just a few thousand tonnes, but North 
Sea landings rapidly increased shortly thereafter. Peaks in landings have typically followed particularly 
big year classes, such as in the mid 1960s and the mid 1990s. 

During the later part of the 20th century the fishery evolved from a mainly otter trawl fishery, initially to a 
trawl with heavy ground chain and then to a beam trawl fishery which is highly effective at forcing fish 
from the substrate. Today the beam trawl fleet remains the dominant form of fishing for sole, with 
approximately 90% of sole landings now taken in a mixed beam trawl fishery for sole and plaice. 

Although since the mid- 1990s the fishing effort of the major fleets exploiting North Sea sole has 
decreased (as a result of decommissioning, days-at-sea regulations, high fuel prices, and decreasing 
TAC), this may have been offset by an increase in technical efficiency since the early 1990s. 

The Netherlands has traditionally been the main national industry targeting sole and this is reflected in 
the TAC distribution today, with the Dutch fleet responsible for roughly a third of all landings. 

An analysis of where common sole are caught emphasises the importance of the North Sea fishery. In 
2006 86% of all landings were from the North Sea, with 64% of this coming from ICES area IVc, where 
the fishery under assessment is based. Smaller, but none the less significant amounts are caught in IIIa 
(Skagerrak & Kattegat), VIIa (Irish Sea), and in the English Channel and off the Portuguese coast. 

For 2009 the overall TAC for all landings of North Sea sole has been set at 14,000 tonnes. Although this 
is approximately a 9% increase on the 2008 TAC, it does represent a 10% drop in fishing mortality in 
line with the requirements of the international management plan (referred to in section 3 of this report). 
This increase in quota, but decrease in overall fishing mortality has been possible due to increase 
spawning stock biomass, as a result of a strong 2005 year class (WGNSSK, 2008).  

Of the 14,000 tonnes TAC for 2009, almost all is for the EU fishing fleet, with just 90 tons allocated to 
Norway. As indicated earlier, the Dutch fleet has the largest sole allocation; in 2009 the Dutch share of 
the quota is 10,466 tonnes, or some 75% of the overall TAC. The Dutch gill net sole fishery covered by 
this assessment report takes just a small proportion of the overall TAC. In 2008 the landings of this fleet 
were 1.6% of the Dutch total. 
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Fig 3: Selection of key analysis of overall common sole landings 

Source: FAO Fishstat Plus, ICES Catch Statistics (1973 – 2006) Database 

 



Dutch Fisheries Organisation (DFO) Gill Net Sole Fishery 

 Food Certification International   

 Public Certification Report  

 

11 

3. Target stock status & harvest controls (P1) 

The first principle of the Marine Stewardship Council standard states that: 

A fishery must be conducted in a manner that does not lead to overfishing or depletion 
of the exploited populations and, for those populations that are depleted, the fishery 
must be conducted in a manner that demonstrably leads to their recovery. 

Principle 1 covers all fishing activity on the entire stock - not just the fishery undergoing certification. 
However, the fishery under certification would be expected to meet all management requirements, such 
as providing appropriate data and complying with controls, therefore demonstrably not adding to 
problems even if the problems will not cause the certification to fail. 

In the following section the key factors which are relevant to principle one are outlined. The primary 
sources of information on section are: 

• ICES Report of the Working Group on the Assessment of Demersal Stocks in the North Sea 
and Skagerrak – Combined Spring And Autumn (WGNSSK). ICES CM 2008\ACOM:09. 7-13 
MAY 2008 ICES Copenhagen. 

• ICES (2008) Advice Book 6 6.4.10 Sole in Subarea IV  

3.1 Status of the Stock 

The reported landings for sole in Subarea IV in 2007 (14,600 tonnes) increased over those in 2006 
(12,600 tonnes), but are still below the landings of recent years. Landings have remained below the 
TAC set by management for the last three years.  

Management is attempting to rebuild biomass to above the precautionary level. Spawning stock 
biomass (SSB) has fluctuated around a moderate to low level for several years before declining to its 
lowest level in 2007 (19,000 tonnes) below the biomass limit level (Blim=25,000 tonnes). The estimated 
biomass in 2008 was above the limit but below the precautionary biomass point at 33,000 tonnes 
(Bpa=35,000 tonnes) following the maturation of the relatively strong 2005 year class (WGNSSK 2008).  

The most recent estimate of fishing mortality (2007) was 0.43 year-1, which is above the precautionary 
level (Fpa=0.4) and well above the new long term target (Fy=0.2). 
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Summary of stock assessment results from WGNSSK (2008) showing the estimates of fishing mortality 
(average over ages 2 -6) and spawning stock biomass (SSB). Reference points are marked as 
horizontal lines for F (Fpa) and SSB (Bpa and Blim).  

3.2 Reference Points 

The management defines safe biological limits (Bpa) for the stocks of both plaice and sole, which are 
caught together in the majority of the fishery. The stocks are within safe (i.e. precautionary) biological 
limits for the years in which, according to the opinion of the Scientific, Technical, and Economic 
Committee for Fisheries (STECF), the spawning biomass of the plaice stock exceeds 230,000 tonnes 
and the sole stock exceeds 35,000 tonnes, and the average fishing mortality rate on ages two to six of 
plaice is less than 0.6 per year and on sole less than 0.4 per year (ICES 2008). These precautionary 
levels form the basis of the harvest control rule. 

There is also a sole stock limit reference point based on the lowest estimated spawning stock biomass 
in the time series for which there is no evidence of a decline in recruitment. There is a certain amount of 
subjective opinion in setting this level, but 25,000 tonnes would seem to be a safe level, based on the 
history of the fishery which has been sustained at this level of depletion and above.  
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The precautionary fishing mortality (Fpa) was chosen to be consistent with the long term average 
precautionary spawning stock biomass (Bpa). The target fishing mortality appears to have no theoretical 
basis despite the stated objective to maximise the long term yield (MSY). However, without a stock 
recruitment relationship, MSY cannot be determined accurately and therefore the current target fishing 
mortality, being a little above F0.1 but well below Fpa, would seem to be reasonable without evidence 
for an alternative. There is no limit on fishing mortality (Flim) defined.  

The management plan allows for updates of the reference points based upon the advice of the STECF. 

3.3 Harvest Strategy 

The North Sea is managed as a distinct stock. Using a genetic study, Exadactylos et al. (1998) found 
that the effective migration between populations was sufficiently high to imply, at least genetically, the 
North Sea, Bay of Biscay and the Irish Coast were a single population. Currently these are managed 
separately, with the spawning aggregation in the Eastern Channel (Division VIId) treated as a separate 
stock to the nearby North Sea. While it appears adults will return to the same spawning locations (ICES 
2006; Beek et al. 1989; Rijnsdorp et al. 1992), there is little support that recruitment is not shared. This 
is not a problem as long as the management plans, providing for adequate SSB in each division, are 
properly implemented. The spawning biomass across the populations should be adequate to protect the 
stock whether recruitment is shared or not.  

WGNSSK (2008: pp. 504-507) contains the full text of the current management plan for sole and plaice. 
Sole and plaice are managed together as in the major part of the fishery (beam trawls) they are caught 
at the same time. The plan consists of 9 articles in Council Regulation (EC) N° 676/2007 of 11 June 
2007 establishing a multiannual plan for fisheries exploiting stocks of plaice and sole in the North Sea 
(Official Journal L 157, 19/06/2007 P. 0001 – 0006).  

The primary control on fishing mortality is the total allowable catch (TAC). The TACs in the past have 
been agreed between the European Commission and Norway and aimed to restrict the fishery. Norway 
has not signed the current management plan, but, given it is not a dominant fleet in this fishery, its 
absence is not critical to the success of the plan. 

With other management initiatives outlined below, the TAC appears to have been more effective in 
controlling the exploitation rate than in the past. TACs in the past have not been effective, because the 
species is caught in a mixed fishery and exceeding the TAC for one species may not prevent the fleet 
from continuing to fish, but would simply lead to additional discarding. In addition, before the current 
management plan was adopted, the sole TACs were not being set at a precautionary level. For 
example, in 2006, the TAC was set at 17,670 tonnes whereas the catch could only reach 12,600 
tonnes. The inability of the fleet to catch the TAC suggests that it was an ineffective control, because 
the catch was constrained by other factors. As a result of this catch, the SSB fell from 26,000 tonnes, 
already below the safe level of 35,000 tonnes, down to 19,000 tones in 2007, below the limit reference 
point of 25,000 tonnes. Although the management plan has only been in place a few years, the TAC of 
both plaice and sole have been set to constrain the fishery much closer to the target fishing mortality.  

In addition to the EU regulation, the Dutch beam trawl fishery is managed by Individual Transferable 
Quotas (ITQs), with vessels pooling their ITQs within producer organization management groups. Beam 
trawlers also have small bycatch quotas for cod and whiting.  

The fishing effort of the major fleets exploiting North Sea sole has decreased since the mid-1990s. 
Fishing is restricted by a days-at-sea regulation which was introduced as part of the cod recovery plan 
(EC Council Regulation No. 2056/2001; EC Council Regulation No 676/2007; EC Council Regulation 
40/2008). For 2008 Council Regulation N°40/2008, annex IIa allocates different days at sea depending 
on gear, mesh size and catch composition. The days at sea limitations for the major fleets operating in 
ICES subarea IV could be summarised as follow: Beam trawlers can fish between 119 – 143 days per 
year. Trawls or Danish seines can fish between 103 and 280 days per year. Gillnets are allowed to fish 
between 140 and 162 days per year and Trammel nets between 140 and 205 days. 
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As stated in section 2.5 of this report, the Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality has recently 
announced the introduction of two national measures that will limit the effort of under 10m gill net 
vessels, with days at sea restricted to the highest recorded level of realised Kw/days between 2006-
2008. The maximum total net length allowed will be 25 km per vessel from 1st January 2010. The latter 
measure is also applicable to the over 10 meter fleet and applies to both coastal and offshore waters.   

Low reported landings of less than 50kg on a trip are not counted against a quota. Any vessel with the 
minimum quota (10kg sole, 10kg plaice), can continue to land sole as long as the landings weight is less 
than 50kg. This could, in theory, be as much as 10 tonnes per vessel per year, but, in practice, this level 
of landings is very unlikely with the current fleet structure and the catches used by the working group for 
the assessment take account of these landings. Nevertheless, some landings do not count against the 
TAC, and it is possible that this uncontrolled catch could increase. 

Several other technical measures constrain the sole fishery, including mesh size regulations, gear 
restrictions and a closed area (Plaice Box and inshore waters). South of 56°30 N where the sole fishery 
operates, the minimum mesh size for towed gears is 80mm and 100mm for gill nets. The maximum 
aggregated beam length for beam trawlers is 24m. Within the 12-nautical mile zone and in the Plaice 
Box the maximum aggregated beam length is 9m, fishing is forbidden for beam trawlers with engine 
power greater than 300 HP (221 kw), and a 120mm mesh applies to otter trawlers fishing for cod. The 
Plaice Box is primarily designed to reduce the discarding of plaice in the nursery grounds along the 
continental coast of the North Sea.  

It is generally recognized that the fleet capacity exceeds that required to reach the TAC at the target 
stock size (CEC 2009). Lindebo (2005) estimated that the same catch could be taken with a fleet at 
77% of its size. This has led to an on-going capacity reduction policy with limited success (CEC 2009). 
The 'days at sea' limitation in the North Sea has not resulted in a significant reduction in the total 
capacity of the beam trawler fleet; the total power was reduced by 2.9% while the tonnage decreased by 
0.5% (CEC 2009). The fishing effort exerted during 2007 on plaice and sole in the recovery areas 
increased by 6% in relation to 2006, although it remained below the 2005 levels. One of the reasons for 
this was a change in fishing gear combined with a higher number of days. When implementing the limit, 
the Netherlands has opted to apply as much flexibility as possible within the limits of the rules: transfers 
of days between vessels and transfers between management periods were permitted. The EU fleet 
reduction programmes have resulted in a less than proportional decrease in harvesting capacity 
(Rijnsdorp et al. 2006). Fleet replacement programmes associated with the reduction programmes may 
have offset the capacity reductions (Pascoe et al. 2001). Therefore, overcapacity is likely to remain a 
problem (see Incentives to Overfish). 

The WG considers that although it is clear that the North Sea ecosystem is undergoing change and this 
will affect fish stocks, the causal mechanisms linking the environment with fish stock dynamics are not 
yet clearly enough understood for such information to be used as part of fisheries management advice 
(WGNSSK 2008). It is unlikely that the sole population will have a pivotal role within the ecosystem, the 
main issue being the impact of beam trawlers on the benthic habitat and community (Kaiser et al. 2000). 

3.4 Harvest Control Rule and Tools 

The harvest control rule is defined by 9 Articles of Council Regulation (EC) No 676/2007 of 11 June 
2007 establishing a multiannual plan for fisheries exploiting stocks of plaice and sole in the North Sea 
(Official Journal L 157, 19/06/2007 P. 0001 – 0006; WGNSSK 2008: pages 504-507).  

The current harvest control rule for sole is described in Article 8. The rule states that the “Council shall 
adopt a TAC for sole at that level of catches which, according to a scientific evaluation carried out by 
STECF, is the higher of: 

a) that TAC the application of which will result in the level of fishing mortality rate of 0.2 on 
ages two to six years in its year of application; 

b) that TAC the application of which will result in a 10 % reduction in the fishing mortality rate in 
its year of application compared to the fishing mortality rate estimated for the preceding year.” 
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The rule then states that the TAC should not change by more than 15% of the previous year, and 
therefore would be set to 85% or 115% of the previous if the above rule led to a lower or higher 
calculation respectively. 

The management plan is divided into stages based on the determination of the current stock status. The 
first stage has the objective of rebuilding the stock to safe biological limits by reducing fishing mortality 
by 10% per year with a constraint on the change to the TAC of 15% (Article 3). When the stocks have 
remained above the safe limit (precautionary level) for two successive years (Article 5), the second 
stage would be implemented. The second stage sets targets for the fishing mortality based on the 
principle of maximum sustainable yield, and aim to apply a fishing mortality less than or equal to 0.2 on 
ages two to six years (Article 4). However, the plan allows for the target, limit and precautionary 
reference points to be updated based on a Commission’s proposal and scientific advice from the 
STECF which could advise on new levels consistent with maximum sustainable yield (Article 5). A 
Commission’s proposal for review shall take into account the opinion of the North Sea Regional 
Advisory Council (Article 6.).  

The working group indicates that the agreed management plan is “provisionally accepted as 
precautionary for sole”. While the simulation testing of the management plan (MSE) considered how 
robust the harvest control rule was too many uncertainties, it was not exhaustive. Estimations of sole 
stock status appear to have a retrospective pattern, underestimating fishing mortality and 
overestimating SSB, which was not taken into account. In addition, there is no accepted stock 
recruitment relationship, and while two stock-recruitment models were considered, it was hard to 
account for all possible effects. The working group concluded that additional evaluations of the 
management plan are necessary to take account fully of these uncertainties on the precautionary nature 
of the plan in the long term. 

It is recognised that the harvest control rule should not be changed before it is evaluated, but it is 
important that the rebuilding strategy is evaluated in the near future to ensure that it is meeting its 
objectives. The plan was adopted before it was fully evaluated and despite some evaluations, there 
remains uncertainty over how well the plan will perform.  

3.5 Information and Monitoring 

Landings data is reported by country. In 2007 approximately 95% of the TAC was taken. The working 
group also includes additional information on catch which is not counted against the TAC. Some 
information is available on discards, but they are not included in the assessment. 

The discards percentages observed in the Dutch programme sampling beam trawl vessels targeting 
sole were relatively lower for sole (10 – 17 % in weight), compared to, for example, plaice. There have 
been no significant trends in discard percentages and the discarding is relatively low in all periods for 
which observations are available. It has been determined that inclusion of a stable time series of 
discards in the assessment will have minor effect on the relative trends in stock indications (Kraak et al. 
2002; WGNSSK 2008). In addition, there are gaps in the discards sampling programmes resulting in an 
incomplete time series.  

Age compositions and mean weight at age in the landings were available on a quarterly basis from 
Denmark, France, Germany (sexes combined), the Netherlands (by sex) and on an annual basis from 
Belgium (by sex). Overall, the samples are thought to be representative for around 85 % of the total 
landings in 2007 and are sufficient to estimate the catch-at-age for the stock assessment model.  

Weights at age in the landings are measured weights from the various national market sampling 
programs. Weights at age in the stock are the landings weights from the 2nd quarter. Over the entire 
time series, weights were higher during the 1980s compared to other periods. Estimates of weights for 
older ages are less precise because of the decreasing numbers of older fish available for sampling.  

The knife edged maturity ogive, assuming full maturation at age 3, is based on market samples of 
females from observations in the 1960s and 1970s. Mollet et. al. (2007) described the shift of the age at 
maturity towards younger ages and the results should be taken in consideration in the next benchmark 
assessment.  
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Natural mortality in the period 1957 to 2007 has been assumed constant over all ages at 0.1, except for 
1963 where a value of 0.9 was used to take into account the effect of the severe winter (1962 – 1963) 
(WGNSSK 2008).  

One commercial and two survey series were used to tune the stock assessment. Fishing effort for the 
Dutch commercial beam trawl fleet formed the basis for the landings per unit effort index (LPUE) and is 
expressed as total HP effort days. Fishing effort nearly doubled between 1978 and 1994 and declined 
since 1996, and is currently around 50% of the maximum effort (1994).  

Two survey indices are carried out annually. The BTS (Beam Trawl Survey) is carried out in the 
southern and south eastern North Sea in August and September using an 8m beam trawl. The SNS 
(Sole Net Survey) is a coastal survey with a 6m beam trawl carried out in the 3rd quarter. The research 
vessel survey time series have been revised by WGBEAM (WGBEAM, 2007).  

Scientists have started to use egg surveys to make independent estimates of the sole spawning stock 
biomass – the total weight of mature sole in the stock. Research surveys are used to estimate the 
numbers of planktonic eggs produced over the whole of the spawning area throughout the spawning 
season. This is related to the number of eggs produced per kilogram of spawning fish, to estimate the 
spawning stock biomass (Armstrong et al. 2001). Only a few such assessments have been conducted 
and the method is not yet being used to give management advice on sole stocks. 

There also some monitoring of secondary effects of fishing. For example, plaice and sole have become 
mature at younger ages and at smaller sizes in recent years than in the past. This has been attributed 
variously to a genetic fisheries-induced change or changes in eutrophic pollution levels (Grift et al., 
2003; Mollet et al., 2007). 

3.6 Stock Assessment 

The stock assessment method is Extended Survivors Analysis (XSA), which is a standard virtual 
population analysis method used by ICES (Shepherd 1999). It uses catch-at-age data and abundance 
indices to estimate the fishing mortality and population size of each age in each year. The name arises 
because of the focus on fitting the model on obtaining the best estimates of survivors from fishing and 
natural mortality, which are used to derive SSB, the indicator most of interest. The model is fitted using 
least squares. It incorporates some features of statistical catch-at-age models, but is computationally 
less demanding.  

The stock assessment has not included probabilistic outputs indicating uncertainties, although structural 
uncertainties in the model are discussed. With inexpensive computer power, it is reasonable to expect 
stock assessments to produce measures of uncertainty as well as point estimates for the values of 
interest. The XSA method does not include an integrated approach for probabilistic outputs, such as 
standard errors, confidence intervals or probability profiles for statistics of interest. However, other 
simple methods might be applied to estimate the effect of sampling error. For example, a non-
parametric bootstrap could be used to explore various uncertainties in the data (Miller and Shelton 
2007). 

A management strategy evaluation (MSE) has been conducted to test out the harvest control rule 
(Machiels et al. 2008). The MSE used a simple operational model to generate possible data sets, which 
was used with the XSA assessment to provide advice within the simulation. The result of the MSE 
indicated that the year on year 10% reduction in fishing mortality should be adequate for rebuilding the 
stock.  

Using MSE to test the entire decision rule is a very welcome procedure. However, the MSE did not take 
the opportunity to test all possible sources of uncertainty, in particular possible changes in survey 
catchability and natural mortality. The MSE was independently reviewed (Poos and Machiels, pers. 
comm.). The reviewers agreed that the MSE needed to be developed to take account of more 
uncertainties, but differed in opinion over whether the current simulation provided sufficient information 
to imply that the rule is precautionary. 
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A new benchmark assessment has been proposed for 2010. Among others, the following issues might 
be considered for their effect on the assessment and the MSE:  

• The effect of inclusion / exclusion of the various abundance indices. In particular, if the LPUE 
indices are not used, the status of the stock becomes significantly worse. Further analysis and 
standardization of the LPUE indices appears justified. 

• Changes to the plus group: the plus group is the combined ages of older fish when the model 
stops trying to separate the fish into different cohorts.  

• Change in mean weight at age, which has been observed in the time series.  

• Changes to the maturity ogive: the current knife edge maturity ogive might be altered to 
account for fecundity or for more recent observations (Mollet et al. 2007).  

• Developing probabilistic output from the assessment, so that scientific advice might be given 
on the various risks the fishery is subject to. 
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4. Environmental elements (P2) 
The second principle of the Marine Stewardship Council standard states that: 

Fishing operations should allow for the maintenance of the structure, productivity, 
function and diversity of the ecosystem (including habitat and associated dependent 
ecologically related species) on which the fishery depends. 

The following section of the report highlights some of the key characteristics of the fishery under 
assessment with regard to its wider impact on the ecosystem.  

4.1 Retained Species  

The sole gill net used in this fishery, is recognised as a relatively clean fishing method, with low levels of 
bycatch (either retained or discarded). Its relatively low height, lightweight nature and the fact that it is 
only set during night-time hours contributes to this. In addition fishermen are careful to fish the grounds 
where only target species are likely to occur. However, it is understood that some other species are 
caught. The majority of these are retained and landed, and recorded for fishery management purposes. 
For quota species, this will count directly against the vessels quota – although, if less than 50kg is 
landed, the amount does not count against an individual vessels quota (as only quantities in excess of 
50 kg have to be noted in the logbook (EU Regulation 2807/83, Annex 4)). 

The available analysis of retained species, does not allow sufficient differentiation of gear type, to allow 
the landings of the sole net to be distinguished from landings from other gill nets, such as trammel nets 
which target bass and cod. This is partly because the logbook coding is not clear for different gill-net 
types and partly because vessels will sometimes use different metiers in the same trip. The fact that the 
information on the precise nature of the retained species in the sole gill net is less than ideal is reflected 
in the scoring of this fishery (PI 2.1.3) and attracts a condition. 

Based on consultations during the site visit it appears that the main, albeit limited, retained bycatch 
species are dab, plaice and flounder. Some observer reports have also indicated that there may be a 
small and occasional bycatch of cod. The status and management of these quota species is briefly 
discussed in attributing scores for retained species status (PI 2.1.1). It is concluded that the main 
retained species are highly likely to be within biologically based limits (dab, flounder and plaice) or if 
outside the limits (cod) there is a full strategy of demonstrably effective management measures in place 
that enables the conclusion to be drawn that the Dutch sole gillnet fishery does not hinder recovery and 
rebuilding.   

A small amount of unpublished data has been obtained by the assessment team from the German 
Federal Research Institute for Rural Areas, Forestry and Fisheries, Institute of Sea Fisheries, based in 
Hamburg. They undertook 3 observer trips (in 2004, 2005 and 2008) on German sole gill net vessels in 
IVb/IVc. These trips recorded a cod bycatch of 47kg, out of 2700kg (2200kg sole). From that very small 
sample size, cod appears to be around 2% of the sole landings. By extrapolation, it can be inferred that 
if the entire sole quota was taken by gillnet fisheries, this would represent a total cod bycatch of 280 
tonnes per annum, or just over 1% of the total cod TAC (22,000 tonnes in 2008). This is not thought to 
be significant, however further clarification of this issue will be provided by addressing the information 
condition associated with this assessment. 

4.2 Discarding 

As noted above, this is a selective and clean fishery method and most bycatch species (plaice, flounder 
and dab) are retained and landed. However it has been reported that occasionally high numbers of 
undersized dab can be caught but fishermen actively seek to avoid areas where such catches may be 
likely due to the time lost in clearing nets.   

Gill nets are likely to accumulate some biogenic material, macroalgae and benthic organisms such as 
starfish, small crabs and whelks, which will typically be discarded. Overall it can be concluded that there 
may be a small amount of discarding, with high survival rates, and minimal impact.  
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Assessors conclude that the level of information on the question of discarding is currently insufficient, 
and although the scale of the problem is thought to be small, it is important to confirm that no species of 
concern are caught and discarded in this fishery. This is addressed in the scoring table (PI 2.2.3) and 
attracts a condition, requiring further information to be gathered. 

4.3 Endangered, threatened and protected species (ETP) 

In general, populations of endangered, threatened and protected (ETP) species are highly studied and 
well understood in the North Sea, with considerable work undertaken in relation to the regular 
monitoring of fishing activity through the deployment of onboard scientific observers, capture of 
anecdotal information, and a wide range of monitoring activity associated with the planning and 
management.  

The Netherlands is one of the 10 countries that are signatories to the "Agreement on the Conservation 
of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic, North East Atlantic, Irish and North Seas”3 (ASCOBANS) which was 
concluded in 1991 under the auspices of the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS or Bonn 
Convention) and entered into force in 1994.  

The agreement seeks to formalise and coordinate efforts to conserve the small cetacean species 
shared between member countries in the ASCOBANS Area, conscious that the management of threats 
to their existence, such as bycatch, habitat deterioration and other anthropogenic disturbance, requires 
concerted and coordinated responses, given that migrating cetaceans regularly cross national 
boundaries. 

A Conservation and Management Plan forming part of the Agreement obliges Parties to engage in 
habitat conservation and management, surveys and research, pollution mitigation and public 
information.  

Other recent projects have focussed on mapping small cetacean in North East Atlantic waters (often 
focussing on the North Sea). A recent notable example has been the Small Cetaceans in the European 
Atlantic and North Seas project (SCANS & SCANS II). The project is coordinated by the St. Andrew 
University Sea Mammal Research Institute and is financed by the EU LIFE-Nature funding which is 
intended for projects that contribute to the implementation of Community nature protection legislation: 
the “Birds” Directive (79/409/EEC) and the "Habitats" Directive (92/43/EEC). The project aims to: 

1. determine the absolute abundance of small cetacean populations 

2. develop and test methods to monitor cetacean populations 

3. develop a framework for management of bycatch 

The Dutch gill net fishery principally operates in SCANS survey area H (and the larger members of the 
fleet may, to a lesser extent operate in survey areas B and the southern part of G). This suggests that 
the cetacean species that the fishery is most likely to overlap with is harbour porpoise (Phocoena 
phocoena). It should be noted that the abundance survey looked at a wide range of dolphin, whale and 
porpoise species (as evidenced from the key in fig 4), and showed zero abundance of all other dolphin 
and whale species in the study area relevant to this fishery.  

The survey indicated that there are likely to be over 4,000 individual harbour porpoises in the Dutch, 
German and Danish coastal waters (German Bight). It is thought that the numbers of harbour porpoise 
in Dutch coastal waters have substantially increased in recent years (since the Scans II survey in figure 
4), following a sharp decline in the 1960s (Camphuysen 2004). This small porpoise has a circumpolar 
distribution in the Northern Hemisphere, mainly in coastal waters over the continental shelf and is the 
most abundant species cetacean species in the North Sea. They tend to occur singularly or in small 
groups and eat a variety of fish including gadoids and clupeids. 

In 2008 ICES (ICES 2008x) was asked to evaluate the bycatch of harbour porpoises in the North Sea 
against the Ecological Quality Objective used by OSPAR, which states that bycatch should be kept 

                                                                 
3 Originally known as “the Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas” but 
extended in 2008. 
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below 1.7% of the best population estimate. ICES referred to the findings of the SCANS II project for an 
abundance estimate (239,061 animals in the North Sea), but were unable to provide a complete bycatch 
estimate, nor state whether bycatch was below the 1.7% objective. ICES report that in the Netherlands 
some 500 porpoises were stranded, of which between 50 and 70% were considered to be by catch. 
Given this gap in the information, ICES have indicated that OSPAR may wish to discuss with the EC 
and expansion of observer monitoring beyond that undertaken under EU 812/2004. 

Fig 4: Distribution of Harbour Porpoise in and around the North Sea 

Source: SCANS II Project (St. Andrews University)4  

The most probable correlation between harbour porpoises and fisheries occurs in the German Bight 
with gill-net fisheries (ASCOBANS 2008). Evidence suggests that a significant proportion of stranded 
harbour porpoises are caught in gill-net fisheries (Leopold & Camphuysen, 2006; Osinga et al 2008). 
The question that the assessors have therefore focussed on is, what proportion (if any) of the potential 
bycatch comes from these assessed vessels, or more particularly, this gear-type (sole gill net). In 
answering this question the assessors have referred to a number of more local observation efforts and 
sought the opinion of a number of local experts.  

Sampling work undertaken over a number of years in Denmark (Vinther & Larsen 2004) indicates that 
although there is a high level of bycatch in gill-net fisheries targeting cod, turbot, plaice and hake, they 
reported zero incidences of bycatch in 22 observer trips carried out in the sole fishery (which uses a 
different net to those fisheries targeting gadoids or plaice).  

The indication that by caught porpoises are more likely to result from other coastal fisheries (including 
other types of gill-net) is supported by recent research work undertaken by Aqua Terra – KuiperBurger 
(AKTB). During this research 58 observer trips were carried out with the Dutch sole gill netters in Dutch 
coastal waters, and a zero bycatch of harbour porpoises (or any other marine mammals) was reported. 
In conclusion, the explanation provided was that due to the low net height and the small mesh size 
bycatch of marine mammals is unlikely (Klinge 2008). Other recent reports have indicated that 
recreational coastal gill netting and gill netting for cod (using a different type of gill net, which is both 
higher and has a large external trammel mesh) may be a more likely cause of porpoise bycatch 
(Haelters et al. 2004, Osinga, 2007 , Couperus, 2008)).  

A survey by IMARES covering 48 fishing trips targeting cod with gill nets (a different type of gill net to 
the sole net under assessment in this report) resulted in  a total by catch of 1 harbour porpoise and one 
grey seal (Couperus, 2008). On the basis of this catch it was estimated that this type of fishing resulted 

                                                                 
4 http://biology.st-andrews.ac.uk/scans2/inner-background.html 
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in a bycatch of 2-31 harbour porpoises in 20075. This is a lower estimate than the estimation of total 
drowning in fishing nets of approximately 100 per year based on examination of some 239 stranded 
animals on the Dutch coast in 2008. Couperus concludes that year to year variation of by catches is 
probably high and that the timing of fishing and the distribution of harbour porpoises are important 
factors determining the number of by catches.   

Given the available research, and the representations of local cetacean experts, the assessors 
conclude that although bycatch of porpoise in sole gill nets may occur (Kock 2003), it does appear to be 
very limited, when compared to other metiers (including other types of static gear nets) used in the 
region. In particular fisheries which fish further North (closer to German Bight), earlier in the season 
(around the spring peak in strandings), using taller nets with larger gill mesh sizes (including trammel 
nets) and setting nets for longer, have a far higher risk of porpoise bycatch.  

There are a number of Natura 2000 sites which are relevant to Dutch coastal fishing activities. These 
include Special Protection Areas (Council Directive 79/409/EEC) for birds within the Wadden Sea, 
“Voordelta” and Northern Netherlands coastal6 areas. Important water bird species in the area include 
Greater Scaup7 (Aythya marila), Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) and Common Scoter8 (Melanitta 
nigra). Klinge (2008) examined the potential for bird bycatch in sole gill nets and concluded that these 
nets are relatively low (less than 1m above the seafloor) and the current pushes them down to a height 
of only 10-30 cm with the result that the bycatch of birds is unlikely. Also the fact that these nets are 
generally set in deeper water means that only deep diving birds could, in theory, be caught.  

Where fishery practices have the potential to cause negative impacts in Natura 2000 sites, an 
assessment by Habitats Directive Article 6(3) is required and a licence will only be given when there are 
no significant negative impacts. In the Voordelta the Habitat Directive has been implemented in 2008 for 
the gill net fishery through the establishment of a management plan. For the Wadden Sea and the 
“Noordzeekustzone” the implementation process has started in 2008 and is ongoing. An evaluation of 
potential effects of all fishing activities is currently taking place.  

The assessment team is therefore satisfied that the main impacts of the Dutch sole gill net fishery are 
known and that these are highly likely to be within the limits of national and international requirements 
for protection of ETP species, and are highly unlikely to create unacceptable impacts to ETP species. 

4.4 Habitat  

Set gill nets have little significant interaction with the habitat, and given the nature of the gear and the 
nature of the substrate, are highly unlikely to reduce habitat structure or function to the point where 
there would be serious or irreversible harm. These nets are static, lightweight and are only set for 
relatively short periods, avoiding extremes of tide and weather, and areas of fouling macro-algae. The 
nets are anchored to the sandy or mud / sand seabed by a small (~20kg) four-fluke fisherman’s anchor, 
at either end, and at intervals of a few hundred meters when nets are linked.  

The demersal and pelagic habitats of the North Sea have been well studied over many years (REGNS 
2006, WGMHM 2009). Furthermore, the level of mapping in the study area is likely to increase further in 
coming years due to the requirements of the EU Marine Strategy Directive, and the need to determine 
ecological status, which has resulting in a wide range of EU projects, such as EUSeaMap which aims to 
provide broad-scale maps of seabed habitats, using common functional mapping methods (See 
WGMHM 2009). Good habitat mapping for the Dutch EEZ is also available at 
http://www.noordzeeatlas.nl , a website which is due to be updated. 

4.5 Ecosystem impacts 

There is considerable knowledge of the habitats and ecosystem of the North East Atlantic, drawing on 
more than one hundred years of regular monitoring and research, the intensity of which has accelerated 

                                                                 
5 The same estimate was made for grey seals. 
6 Natura 2000 area “Noordzeekustzone” 
7 Toppereend 
8 Zwarte zee-eend 
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in recent decades (REGNS 2006).  The food web of the North East Atlantic has been studied over many 
years and is reasonably well understood, and there is a good level of information on the trophic position 
of sole key life stages within this web. 

Many studies are available on the community structure in the North East Atlantic and sole is an 
important (although not keystone) component of the wider marine ecosystem – both as prey and 
predator.  

ICES provide an annual overview of the state of the North Sea Ecosystem. This has been an important 
source in reviewing the scoring in relation to ecosystem (ICES 2008z). 

In managing potential habitat and ecosystem impacts, industry and management authorities are guided 
by Dutch commitment to a number of relevant conventions and agreements, such as: 

• OSPAR Biological Diversity and Ecosystems Strategy which is concerned with all human 
activities which can have an adverse effect on the protection and conservation of the 
ecosystems and the biological diversity of the North East Atlantic. The Strategy (i) sets 
ecological quality objectives in support of the ecosystem approach to the management of 
human activities, (ii) requires assessments of species and habitats that are threatened or in 
decline, (iii) the development of an ecologically coherent network of marine protected areas 
and (iv) the assessment of human activities which may adversely affect ecosystems and the 
development of programmes and measures to safeguard against such harm. 

 

• Council Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna 
and flora came into force on 21 May 1992. The central aim of the Directive is to conserve 
biodiversity across the area of the European Union through a coherent network of Special 
Areas of Conservation (SACs). 

 

• The Convention on Biological Diversity was signed at the UN Rio Conference on 
Environment and Development (1992). This aims conserve biological diversity, encourage 
sustainable use of its components and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits arising 
from the use of these resources.  

The Dutch gill net fishing fleet that is the subject of this assessment report, has recently written and 
committed to a local fleet management plan, as part of the MSC certification process (referred to in 
section 2.4, with full details provided in Appendix 4). This includes reference to limiting wider ecosystem 
and environmental impacts, for example through proper waster disposal procedures and ensuring that 
all nets are properly disposed of (or where possible recycled) at the end of their working life. This is an 
important and commendable part of the management plan. In the heavily populated North Sea region, 
marine litter is a persistent problem, and certified fisheries should take a lead in implementing proper 
waste strategies – which should also include operations in port.   

Fishing with static gill nets has a far smaller fuel burden, and therefore carbon footprint, than the 
alternative fishing method for sole; beam trawling.  The European Commission’s economic report of 
selected fleet performance provides some evaluation of fuel consumption relative to landed value, 
indicating that in the Netherland a beam trawl vessel is likely to use €1.91 of fuel per kg of fish landed, 
whereas a French under 12m fixed net static gear vessel is likely to use €0.98 of fuel per kg of fish 
landed (SGECA 2008). As the vessels are mainly small inshore vessels they are less strongly governed 
by international shipping legislative requirements, such as MARPOL. However many of these 
requirements, such as requiring all waste oil to be recorded and properly disposed of as a requirement 
of the licence, should be seen as industry best practice, and an important contribution to the local fleet’s 
management plan. 

Assessors also addressed the question of lost nets and ghost fishing. Nets are numbered and strongly 
anchored at regular intervals along their length. Nets are set for a relatively short period of time, and all 
nets are brought ashore at the end of each fishing trip. As nets are not set and left, fishing is only 
undertaken in stable weather (maximum force 6), and vessels remain in close attendance, loss of gear 
is very rare. The greatest risk of gear loss results from other fisheries – in particular beam trawls. In this 
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instance the nets ‘ball-up’ and the gill net fishermen are typically able to recover the nets by dredging 
(line and hook). The nets are replaced annually, with the mesh discarded (ashore) and the more 
valuable floats, weights and anchored reused for many years. Ghost fishing of nets is not thought to be 
a major risk with this gear type. 
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5. Administrative context (P3)  
The third principle of the Marine Stewardship Council standard states that: 

The fishery is subject to an effective management system that respects local, national and 
international laws and standards and incorporates institutional and operational frameworks 
that require use of the resource to be responsible and sustainable. 

In the following section of the report a brief description is made of the key characteristics of the 
management system in place to ensure the sustainable exploitation of the fishery under assessment. 

5.1 Legislation 

EU 

Netherlands is a Member State of the European Union, and its fisheries are subject to the principles and 
practices of the Common Fisheries Policy. The Dutch sole gill net fishery is managed through the 
Common Fisheries Policy of the EU in accordance with the basic fisheries regulation (2371/2002)  

This policy came into being in the form we recognise today in 1983.  It was reviewed thoroughly in 2002 
and the current basic fisheries regulation (No.2731/2002) was adopted by the Council of Ministers on 20 
December 2002.  

This regulation is a ‘chapeau’ regulation setting out the strategic aims of the CFP and enabling the 
Council of Ministers, or in certain cases the Commission, to make more detailed Regulations.  These 
include ones dealing with control requirements, fleet structure, technical conservation, marketing and 
annual total allowable catches (TAC) etc.  

Outside the CFP framework other EU legislation dealing with habitats and species protection and is also 
relevant to fisheries management and to fishermen.  

National 

Implementation of the CFP at a national level is carried out through the individual Member States.  
Member States’ fisheries enforcement authorities co-operate in policing the fishery (e.g. satellite 
monitoring, landing recording etc).  National fisheries administrations are responsible for a range of 
management and regulatory duties, including management of fleet activity, management of national 
quota, monitoring and control of all fisheries occurring within national jurisdiction, collection, collation 
and transmitting of key fishery data, and undertaking at least a base range of scientific monitoring and 
development work. 

Within EU member states, Fisheries Departments divide the national quota allocations agreed each 
year in the Council of Ministers in Brussels between their various fleets. It is up to these fleets, usually 
(as in the Netherlands) operating within a Producer Organisation, to allocate their quota share to 
individual vessels. In turn, fishers have to report landings to the National Authorities who in turn report 
aggregate national information to the European Commission. If the stage is reached when the 
aggregate Total Allowable Catch is near to being taken the Commission will make a Regulation to close 
the fishery. There are also systems in place to monitor national uptake, and the facility exists to stop the 
fishery nationally once the quota is taken up.  

The main legislative instrument of fisheries management in the Netherlands is the Fisheries Act 
(Visserijwet 1963). The Fisheries Act establishes powers and responsibilities to regulate the Dutch 
fishery.  By the Royal Act (Koninklijk Besluit) “Reglement Zee- en Kustvisserij”  the Minister of 
Agriculture, Nature and Food Safety is empowered to regulate the fishery by establishing closed area, 
closed times, quota, minimum landing sizes etc. Important regulations are, for instance: 

• “Beschikking visserij, visserijzone, zeegebied en kustwateren” – which defines fishing areas 
and fishing gears  

• “Regeling vangstbeperking” - which forms the basis of Dutch national quota management.   
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5.2 Roles & Responsibilities 

There are several relevant organisations and bodies which take an active role in the fishery under 
assessment. Their roles are explicitly defined and well understood, and the interaction between them 
works effectively. 

Industry Representation 

There are several tiers of industry representation, which form a crucial role in providing the industry with 
an effective voice in both management and science. They also play an important role in lobbying at both 
national and EU level for the interests of fishermen. The first and, arguably the most important tier of 
industry representation in the Netherlands is provided by the National Fishermen Organisations. For the 
flatfish fleet (beam-trawlers, twin riggers, and gill-net fishermen) these are the Nederlandse Vissersbond 
and the Federatie van Visserijverenigingen.  

Besides a membership of these organisations most Dutch fishermen are also a member of a Producer 
Organisation. Both the Nederlandse Vissersbond and the Federatie van Visserijverenigingen are very 
closely linked with one or more Producers Organisations.  

In the Dutch Sole Gill net fishery under certification all vessels are members of either the PO 
Nederlandse Vissersbond, PO Urk, PO Wieringen or PO Delta Zuid. In every Dutch PO one ore more 
“groups” are formed in which the ITQ’s of the group members are aggregated. Transfer (or renting) of 
quota between group members and between groups takes place. The PO will monitor the uptake of 
quota on a weekly basis and when an individual quota is full (and no renting from other group members, 
other PO’s or foreign PO’s is possible) the fishermen concerned will be notified that he will have to stop 
landing that particular species. On overshoot of an individual quota will be fined and a fine of 25.000 
Euro will follow if an overshoot of an individual quota results in an overshoot of group quota. 

For the Dutch sole gill net fishermen who fish for sole from March to October this system means that 
there is always sufficient quota for rent since in October the national sole quota is typically far from 
exhausted. It is therefore allowed to rent sole quota after the fish is actually caught. Only when the 
group quota is (nearly) exhausted and this practice would lead to an overshoot of quota by the group a 
penalty will follow.  

The national fishery organisations and the POs form a vital conduit for information, communicating new 
management measures to the fleet and making managers and scientists aware of changes experienced 
on the fishing grounds. Both the Nederlandse Vissersbond and the Federatie van Visserijverenigingen 
operate a website with information for their members. 

The creation of Regional Advisory Councils (RACs) was one of the pillars of the 2002 reform of the 
Common Fisheries Policy in response to the EU and stakeholders’ desire to increase the latter’s 
participation in the CFP process. The RACs are made up of representatives of the fisheries sector and 
other groups affected by the CFP while scientists are invited to participate in the meetings of the RACs 
as experts. The Commission and regional and national representatives of Member States may be 
present at the meetings as observers. The Demersal Working group of the North Sea RAC has greatly 
improved effective communication links between industry, NGO’s, managers and scientists. Members of 
the Dutch Gill net fleet regularly attend the RAC meetings and a gill netting focus-group has recently 
been formed. 

Scientific Advice 

The core backdrop to the management of this fishery is the advice provided by the ICES Advisory 
Committee (ACOM) which draws on the on-going work of international scientists from relevant research 
laboratories and institutions on the stock biology and marine science.  

Scientific research and assessment is carried out by ICES Working Groups. The assessments are 
reviewed and evaluated by the ICES Advisory Committee (ACOM) which then provides advice on the 
status of target and non-target stocks to the European Commission.  ICES advice, via Commission 
proposals, informs the annual EU Council of Ministers regulation establishing management measures, 
in particular TACs and quotas.     
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Stock assessment and data gathering methodologies are regularly reviewed - at ICES level and at the 
level of the contributing laboratories and research institutions.  Within ICES, a methods working group 
keeps methods for fish stock assessment under regular review, and there are specific working groups 
dealing with various issues relevant to the fishery. The most important of these to Dutch Sole Gil net is 
the Working Group on the Assessment of Demersal Stocks in the North Sea and Skagerrak 
(WGNNSK).   

In The Netherlands, IMARES is the main scientific body working in the area of fisheries science. Their 
scientists are closely involved in the stock assessment and egg survey work of ICES. IMARES forms 
part of the Wageningen University and Research Centre organisation. IMARES has periodic meetings 
to plan research and to respond to EU research calls. The funding of IMARES by the Dutch government 
requires that a research planning is regularly discussed.  

National Management Bodies 

The Dutch Government’s Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Safety (Ministerie van LNV) is the 
main fisheries management body in The Netherlands. They represent Dutch fisheries interests within 
the EU and at the coastal states. The Ministry is also responsible for dividing quota allocations among 
the fleet, and monitoring uptake of quota.  

5.3 Monitoring, Control and Surveillance  

EU and national legislation is monitored and enforced by the General Inspection Service (Algemene 
Inspectiedienst, AID). The AID is responsible for enforcement of fishery regulations and collecting 
information on fishing activity and catches in ports and at sea within the nation states fishery limits and 
also monitors compliance by the fishing industry.  

The AID also applies the EC satellite monitoring requirements (VMS) to track vessels over 15 metres 
overall length and so discourage misreporting of the location at which fish were taken. Also the fishing 
effort (days at sea) is monitored by the flag state through the Vessel Monitoring System (VMS). 
Inspections at sea are carried out by the flag state or the state with national jurisdiction over the area. At 
sea gear (mesh size), logbooks and content of fish hold are checked.  

All registered fishing vessels are required to keep logbooks in accordance with EC Regulation No. 
2807/83 (and subsequent amendments) and Dutch regulations. Daily log sheets are completed and by 
agreement are submitted to the AID. Under 10 m. vessels have to record all quantities of all species 
kept on board. Over 10 m. vessels have to record all quantities in excess of 50 kg.  

At least two hours before entering a port a registered fishing vessel has to notify the local authorities 
(AID). Immediately after entering a port, fishing vessels have to deliver a log sheet with all landed 
quantities and species to the AID (in a special post box). In relation to TAC, there is a clear system of 
data collection, testing and clear feedback. All sole and plaice landings in the Netherlands have to be 
sold trough an auction including those landed by under 10 m. vessels. Due to this auction duty all sole 
landings are registered and reported to the authorities by the auctions, via sales notes.  

National authorities are also responsible for aggregating national fleet catches to a national total and 
policing other EC control requirements applicable on landing and as the fish moves through the 
distribution chain. 

Such activity forms the backbone of the CFP Monitoring Control and Surveillance (MCS) system, and 
performance of this system against national and CFP targets, including details of infringements and 
prosecutions, is reported on an annual basis. These activities are coordinated through the new EU 
Fisheries Control Agency based now based in Vigo, Spain. This agency has started up a Community 
Inspection Programme to improve coordination between Member State control agencies. In this 
Programme a Joint Deployment Programme has been organised in 2007. In this Joint Deployment 
Programme Fishery Inspectors of different Member States carry out joint inspections at sea.  The Joint 
Deployment Programme has been continued in 2008.  
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The machinery of this system (operational procedures) is well developed, is in place, and is applied in a 
clear and transparent way. The reporting process provides timely information to the Commission. This 
information allows the Commission to exercise the power vested in it to close the EU fishery 
immediately all quota allocations have been taken. 

5.4 Compliance 

Non-compliance is dealt with by the relevant Dutch authorities through their criminal justice systems, 
and using agreed and tested procedures. Levels of compliance and evaluations of actions by the AID 
suggest that this system is generally effective (AID evaluation reports, H. Vervoort, pers. comm.). The 
auction duty with a registration of buyers and sellers, although not directly targeted at the gill net sector 
in combination with regular inspections and high penalties has also contributed to a major cultural shift 
within the Dutch fishing industry towards high compliance levels (D.J. Berends, pers. Comm.).  
 
In the case of the Dutch gill net fishery for sole the fishermen have to notify the AID two hours before 
entering a port. Before entering the port the logbook has to be filled in. Landings of under 50 kg fresh 
weight (approx. 44 kg gutted weight) do not come of individual quota and TAC since only quantities in 
excess of 50 kg have to be entered in the logbook. This could be an incentive for under reporting (when 
catches are just above 50 kg) especially when likelihood of inspection is low.  The overall scale of the 
problem however is likely to be small since the whole Dutch gill net fishery lands a very limited 
percentage (1.6 %) of the Dutch national sole quota. Also the rent for sole quota is currently very low 
compared to fish prices so the financial advantage in most occasions will not outweigh the risks 
involved with non-compliance. To address this the assessors recommend that the fishery develop a 
system to clearly demonstrate compliance. 

In case of a breach of rules or regulations the PO’s can fine a member and have done so in the past. 
The fines for a breach of the auction duty are related to the number of kg (sole 6 euro per kg) sold 
outside an auction with a minimum of 2500 Euro. An overshoot of an individual quota resulting in an 
overshoot of the PO’s group quotum will result in a fine of 25.000 Euro. Based on Regulation EC 
104/2000 PO’s are obliged to report any breaches to the Dutch government and European Commission 
on a yearly basis. 

5.5 Dispute resolution 

Disputes that arise are first of all dealt with by individual fishermen (and their lawyers). Fishermen’s 
organisations are at times asked to negotiate/intervene to resolve/settle disputes. In case of cross 
border disputes PO’s can also intervene through their international contacts with other fisheries 
organisations and foreign authorities. The Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Safety and country 
representatives (Embassies) will be involved when serious international disputes arise that can not be 
solved at a lower level.  

All member states have signed up to CFP, and are bound by European legislation.  Disputes between 
Member States and the Commission are resolved in the Council of Ministers.   

Where appropriate, European legislation is enacted at the national level through relevant primary and 
secondary legislation.  Formal procedures apply for the resolution of disputes through the national court 
systems.  Ultimately, any European citizen or organisation can take legal action against the Council of 
Ministers in the European Court of Justice. This is a system that is widely known and has been used 
when considered necessary. 

Currently there is a dispute (spatial conflict) between gill net fishermen and sport fishermen about the 
use of some sport fishing hot spots along the Dutch coast. The lines of the sport fishermen get 
entangled in the nets of the professional fishermen. At the same time the nets will reduce the number of 
fish available for sport fishermen. Therefore sport fishing organisations are asking for a 250 meter zone 
free of fishing nets along the Dutch coast. Several meetings to resolve this conflict have been held but 
no compromise has, as yet, been found. The subject has also been discussed at the demersal working 
group of the North Sea RAC. In this situation the sport fishing organisations have approached members 
of parliament and subsequently all relevant stakeholders were invited to express their views to the 
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parliamentary commission for Agriculture and Fishery in January 2009.  The result has been that the 
Dutch Parliament adopted a Resolution (motion) on this subject on 26th March 2009. In this Resolution 
the Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Safety is urged to install a task force with an independent 
chairman to develop an action plan with all involved parties concerning the use of the coastal zone. 

In her letter to Parliament of 24th August 2009 the Minister replied that she has discussed this matter 
with the Minister of the Interior and Kingdom Affairs and concluded that this matter is primarily the 
responsibility of the coastal municipalities and Provinces. She states that she has therefore acted on the 
Resolution by sending a letter to the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) and the Dutch 
United Provinces (IPO) in which she calls their attend to this matter. 

This demonstrates that where disputes arise they are taken seriously and addressed in an appropriate 
manner. It will be important at the time of surveillance visits to ascertain how on-going discussions over 
the issue of the 250m coastal exclusion zone for gillnetting are progressing. A recommendation in this 
report calls for all parties to actively and constructively engage in this on-going process. 
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6.  Background to the evaluation  

6.1  Evaluation team 

Evaluation Leader:  Tristan Southall  

This evaluation was led by Tristan Southall, an experienced fisheries assessor who has worked as both 
principle 2 and principle 3 expert on a number of previous MSC assessments, including the Scottish 
Pelagic assessments for both herring and mackerel. More recently Tristan has been involved in the 
development and trialling of a new MSC assessment methodology, based on risk analysis, for use in 
data deficient situations. 

When not assessing the sustainability of fisheries Tristan specialises in fishing and marine industry 
consultancy, combining detailed understanding of marine ecosystems with broad experience of fishing 
and aquaculture industry systems, infrastructure and management. This provides him with an informed 
position which balances the needs of marine ecosystems, biodiversity and wider environment with the 
practicalities of the industry operation. Bridging these two important areas enables sustainably-minded 
consultancy, able to interpret and advise upon the impacts of different management decisions on both 
marine ecosystems and economics.  

Tristan’s professional experience also includes the evaluation of fisheries on sub-sea environments, 
analysis of fishery and fleet performance, and a wide range of fisheries and aquaculture planning and 
management studies, all of which seek to combine both socio-economic and environmental 
perspectives. Tristan has recently coordinated EU fisheries training and promotion activities – covering 
all aspects of sustainable fisheries management and control, and co-authored the Fisheries 
Management Plan for the Sea of Marmara. 

Expert Advisor: Martin Gill 

Martin Gill, the Managing Director of FCI, coordinated the assessment process, and participated as a 
team member during the assessment as required. Martin is a marine biologist and fisheries specialist, a 
former staff member of the Copenhagen-based Eurofish international fishery development organisation, 
and is a shareholder and board member of Food Certification International.  

Martin was appointed as Executive Director of Food Certification (Scotland) Ltd in June 2002 and led a 
successful management buyout in early 2007. He joined from a five year period with FAO EASTFISH, a 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations project providing a fish marketing and 
investment service for Central and Eastern Europe based in Copenhagen. (This project is now known 
as Eurofish). Among other duties he acted as the founding editor of the organisation’s Eurofish 
magazine. 

A graduate in Marine Biology from University College, Swansea, he was also a former Editor of World 
Fishing magazine for 5 years and has contributed since 1992 to the Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of 
the Year with the commercial fisheries section. 

Expert Advisor: Dr Paul Medley 

Dr Medley is an experienced stock assessment specialist, will assist with analysis of the fishery 
management systems in place, assessment of stock health. He is a fishery biologist and population 
dynamicist with particular experience with respect to pelagic fisheries, shellfish and small-scale 
fisheries, and wide experience with MSC pre-assessment and full assessments. Dr Paul Medley is an 
experienced fishery scientist and population analyst and modeller, with wide knowledge and experience 
in the assessment of pelagic stocks (amongst a range of marine fish stocks and ecosystems). He has 
travelled widely and worked with a range of fishery systems and biological stocks, both as principal 
researcher and as evaluator. He is familiar with MSC assessment procedures, having participated in the 
first MSC full assessment – Thames herring – and is currently working with the MSC on the 
development of guidelines for certification of small scale, data poor fisheries. He has also participated in 
the full assessment of the South Georgia toothfish fishery, and with a number of pre-assessments. He is 
familiar with a wide range of fisheries in the North East Atlantic, and other parts of the world, and over 
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the period 2000 to 2005 he has been serving with the Centre for Independent Experts, University of 
Miami, as an evaluator of various US fishery research programmes. He is based in York.  

Expert Advisor: Bert Keus  

Bert Keus is an independent consultant based in Leiden, the Netherlands. He holds degrees in biology 
and law, and has previously held the position of Head of the Environmental Division of the Dutch 
Fisheries Board (Productschap Vis), and research fellow with the fisheries division of the Agricultural 
Economics Research Institute of Holland (LEI-DLO).  

Over the years 2003 and 2004 he managed fishing and processing companies in the Gambia handling 
fish from industrial and artisanal fisheries, and he maintains his contacts with the Gambian seafood 
industry. In addition, however, he has long association with the shellfish fisheries in the Netherlands, 
and he is currently involved in efforts to achieve MSC certification of the North Sea brown shrimp fishery 
– acting as technical advisor to this multi-stakeholder initiative, and sitting on the project’s management 
board. Through this work and several other MSC certifications he has become particularly familiar with 
the MSC certification process. Between the years 1998 and 2003 he was a Member of the European 
Sustainable Use Specialist Group (ESUSG), Fisheries Working Group of IUCN.  

6.2  Public consultation 

Public announcements of the progression of the assessment were made as follows:  

 Date Purpose Media 

12.11.08 notification of commencement of assessment notification on MSC website  

12.11.08 nomination of Assessment Team candidates notification on MSC website 

25.11.08 solicitation of inputs to stakeholder consultation 
and assessment 

email, phone and mail 

12.11.08 posting of Assessment Tree and Scoring 
Guideposts 

notification on MSC website 

19.12.08 announcement of assessment visit and 
convening of stakeholder consultation meeting 

direct email, notification on 
MSC website  

02.02.09 – 
06.02.09 

assessment visit   meetings 

29.04.09 notification  of  Proposed  Peer Reviewers Notification on MSC website  

01.08.09 notification of Draft Report Notification on MSC website 

28.10.09 notification of Final Report Notification on MSC website 

xxxxxxxx notification of Public Certification Report Notification on MSC website 

6.3  Stakeholder consultation 

Extent of available information 

At the time this assessment was undertaken, one other MSC full assessment of a sole fishery had 
already been completed (Hastings fleet Dover sole fishery) and findings presented in published 
assessment reports on the MSC web site.  These formed an important background resource for the 
assessment team – collating and reporting on available stock and fishery information, as well as 
highlighting areas of stakeholder and assessment team concern. 

A total of 67 stakeholder organisations and individuals having relevant interest in the fishery 
assessment were identified and consulted during this assessment. The interest of others not appearing 
on this list was solicited through the postings on the MSC website, and by advertising in the Dutch 
Visserijnieuws. 
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Initial approaches were made by email and followed up by phone conversations. Issues raised during 
correspondence were investigated during research and information gathering activities, and during 
interviews. 

Most stakeholders contacted during this exercise either indicated that they had no direct interest in this 
fishery assessment, or that they had no particular cause for concern with regard to its assessment to 
the MSC standard. 

Stakeholder issues 

Written and verbal representations were provided to the assessment team expressing a range of views, 
opinions and concerns. The team is of the view that matters raised have been adequately debated and 
addressed as a part of the scoring process for this fishery, and that none of the issues raised, therefore, 
require separate attention beyond that represented in this report.  

6.4  Interview programme 

Following the collation of general information on the fishery, a number of meetings with key 
stakeholders were scheduled to fill in information gaps and to explore and discuss areas of concern.   
Meetings were held as follows: 

Name Position Organisation 

Derk Jan Berends Secretary Nederlandse Vissersbond 

Arjan Korving Skipper Nederlandse Vissersbond 

Jan Verschoor Skipper Nederlandse Vissersbond 

Rems Cramer Skipper  Nederlandse Vissersbond 

Theo Wols Skipper Nederlandse Vissersbond 

Hans Vervoort Fisheries Inspection Officer Dutch Fisheries Inspection 
Service (AID) 

Sjaak Vonk Policy Advisor Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature & Food Quality  

Harold Huizing Fleet Management Advisor Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature & Food Quality 

Leon Lomans International Policy Advisor Dutch Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature & Food Quality 

Dr Jan Jaap Poos Sole scientist IMARES 

Dr Bram Couperus Marine mammal scientist IMARES 

Dr Jouke Kampen Environmental & Fishery 
scientist  

AquaTerra-KuiperBurger 
Consultancy  

Johan van Giels Environmental & Fishery 
scientist 

 AquaTerra-KuiperBurger 
Consultancy 

Dr Christine Absil Fisheries Policy Advisor North Sea Foundation 

Emilie Hugenholtz Marine Advisor WWF Netherlands 

Nynke Osinga Researcher Dutch Seal Rescue Centre 

Jan Willem Wijnstroom Policy advisor Dutch Recreational Angling 
Association(Sportvisserij 
Nederland) 
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6.5  Other certification evaluations and harmonisation 

There has only been one previous MSC assessment for sole in the North East Atlantic region (Europe). 
This assessment was for the Hastings sole fishery in South-east England. The fishery was certified as 
sustainable in September 2005. Although there is some similarity between the two fisheries – not least 
because it is the same species - there are sufficient differences to make it of limited relevance. 
Examples of the differences between the two fisheries are detailed below: 

• Sole in the Eastern English channel (VIId) is managed separately from the North Sea (IV a, b 
& c).  

• Separate stock assessments are undertaken for the two fisheries. 

• The Hastings fleet is certified to use a trammel net, as opposed to the single layer gill net 
used in the Dutch fishery under certification. 

• Only the under 10m vessels in the Hastings fleet are certified. 

• Distribution of ETP species (in particular Harbour porpoise) is different in the 2 fishery areas. 

In spite of these differences, some reference was made to the scoring used in the Hastings fishery to 
minimise issues of harmonisation between certificates. 

6.6  Information sources used 

The principle sources of information used in this assessment process derive from information presented 
to the team by the client and fishery managers, by information derived as a result of interviews and 
consultations with members of the fishing industry, processors, regulators, and other stakeholders, and 
as a result of literature review. The primary sources of information on this stock and the fishery are: 

• the 2008 Report of the Working Group on the Assessment of Demersal Stocks in the 
North Sea and Skagerrak – Combined Spring And Autumn (WGNSSK) 

• and the 2008 ICES advice - Sole in Subarea IV (North Sea). Advice Book 6.4.10 

Taken in combination these provide a clear and consolidated view of the North Sea sole stock, the 
fisheries that exploit the stock, and the science behind advice on the management of the stock. 
Appendix 2 of this report provides full references for these reports as well as detailing a number of other 
sources that have been used in this assessment. 
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7. Scoring 

7.1 Scoring Methodology  

Process 

The MSC is dedicated to promoting “well-managed” and “sustainable” fisheries, and the MSC initiative 
focuses on identifying such fisheries through means of independent third-party assessments and 
certification.  Once certified, fisheries are awarded the opportunity to utilise an MSC promoted eco-label 
to gain economic advantages in the marketplace.  Through certification and eco-labelling the MSC 
works to promote and encourage better management of world fisheries, many of which have been 
suggested to suffer from poor management. 

The MSC Principles and Criteria for Sustainable Fisheries form the standard against which the fishery is 
assessed and are organised in terms of three principles:  

• MSC Principle 1 - Resource Sustainability 

• MSC Principle 2 - Ecosystem Sustainability  

• MSC Principle 3 - Management Systems 

A fuller description of the MSC Ps & Cs and a graphical representation of the assessment tree is 
presented as Appendix 1 to this report.   

The MSC Principles and Criteria provide the overall requirements necessary for certification of a 
sustainably managed fishery.  To facilitate assessment of any given fishery against this standard, these 
criteria are further split into sub-criteria.  Sub-criteria represent separate areas of important information 
(e.g. Sub-criterion 1.1.1.requires a sufficient level of information on the target species and stock, 1.1.2 
requires information on the effects of the fishery on the stock and so on).  These Sub-criteria, therefore, 
provide a detailed checklist of factors necessary to meet the MSC Criteria in the same way as the 
Criteria provide the factors necessary to meet each Principle.   

Below each Sub-criterion, individual ‘Performance Indicators’ (PIs) are identified.  It is at this level that 
the performance of the fishery is measured. Altogether, assessment of this fishery against the MSC 
standard is achieved through measurement of 31 Performance Indicators. The Principles and their 
supporting Criteria, Sub-criteria and Performance Indicators that have been used by the assessment 
team to assess this fishery are incorporated into the scoring sheets (Appendix 3). 

Scoring of the attributes of this fishery against the MSC Ps & Cs involves a three-stage process: 

• confirming the relevance of the default assessment tree to the fishery under assessment; 

• Agreeing a description and justification of the argument as to why a particular score has been 
given to each sub-criterion; 

• allocation of a score (out of 100) to each sub-criterion. 

In order to make the assessment process as clear and transparent as possible, the Scoring Guideposts 
are presented in the scoring table and describe the level of performance necessary to achieve 100 
(represents the level of performance for a performance indicator that would be expected in a 
theoretically ‘perfect’ fishery), 80 (defines the unconditional pass mark for a performance indicator for 
that type of fishery), and 60 (defines the minimum, conditional pass mark for each performance indicator 
for that type of fishery).  The Assessment Tree and Scoring Guideposts for the Dutch North Sea sole gill 
net fishery is shown as Appendix 3 to this report.   

Scoring outcomes 

There are two, coupled, scoring requirements that constitute the Marine Stewardship Council’s 
minimum threshold for a sustainable fishery:  
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• The fishery must obtain a score of 80 or more for each of the MSC’s three Principles, based on 
the weighted average score for all Criteria and sub-criteria under each Principle; and  

• The fishery must obtain a score of 60 or more for each Performance Indicator.  

A score below 60 for a Performance Indicator would represent a level of performance that causes the 
fishery to automatically fail the assessment, unless performance is improved as a pre-condition to 
certification. 

7.2  Scoring 

The assessment team convened a scoring meeting on 4th & 5th February 2009. The output of these 
meetings is shown in the scoring sheets forming Appendix 3 to this report. The scores allocated to the 
assessment tree at sub-criterion, Criterion and Principle levels are shown schematically in Fig 5. The 
weighted scores for those sub-criteria where a score of below 80 has been allocated at Performance 
Indicator level – and thus triggering the placing of a condition to bring that element up to good industry 
practice - are indicated in red. 

Fig 5: Summary of the scores for North Sea Dutch Sole Gill Net Fishery. 

 

Further details are provided below on those areas where current practices (or status) are considered to 
be below good industry practice. In all cases however, these are not sufficiently below best practice to 
warrant an automatic failure (i.e. none score less than 60).  

1.1.1 Stock status 75

1.1.2 Reference points 80

1.1.3 Stock rebuilding 75

1.2.1 Harvest strategy 90

1.2.2 Harvest control rules & tools 80

1.2.3 Information & monitoring 90

1.2.4 Assessment of stock status 80

2.1.1 Outcome 85

2.1.2 Management 85

2.1.3 Information 75

2.2.1 Outcome 80

2.2.2 Management 80

2.2.3 Information 75

2.3.1 Outcome 80

2.3.2 Management 80

2.3.3 Information 75

2.4.1 Outcome 95

2.4.2 Management 80

2.4.3 Information 85

2.5.1 Outcome 90

2.5.2 Management 85

2.5.3 Information 85

3.1.1 Legal & customary framework 90

3.1.2 Consultation, roles & resp. 90

3.1.3 Long term objectives 90

3.1.4 Incentives for sustainable fishing 80

3.2.1 Fishery specific objectives 80

3.2.2 Decision making processes 85

3.2.3 Compliance & enforcement 80

3.2.4 Research plan 85

3.2.5 Mgt. performance evaluation 90

Principle 1 - Stock Status / Harvest Rules

Principle 2 - Wider ecosystem impacts

Principle 3 - Management / Governance

Outcome

Management

Retained species

Bycatch

ETP species

Habitats

Ecosystem

Governance & policy

Fishery specific 

management system
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In Principle 1, there were 2 performance indicators that scored below 80 and therefore trigger 
conditions. These relate to the status of the stock and the stock rebuilding process. Full details on the 
justification for these scores are provided in the assessment tree (Appendix 3), however, in brief 
summary, the main focus of concern for assessors related to the fact that the stock status (spawning 
stock biomass) was currently below the precautionary reference point (Bpa). As a result of this the 
fishery was also scored for the rebuilding plan (not required to be scored for fisheries where the 
spawning stock biomass is above a precautionary reference point). Although rebuilding strategies have 
been recently implemented, it is too early to state that there is “evidence that they are rebuilding stocks”.  

In Principle 2, there were 3 performance indicators which scored below the 80 pass mark and therefore 
attract a condition. Again, full details on the justification for these scores are provided in the assessment 
tree (Appendix 3). The performance indicators are closely connected and relate to the level of 
information available to assessors to determine the nature and scale of bycatch species – both landed 
(retained) and discarded (and including any ETP interactions). Although there are clear indications that 
this is a relatively clean and selective fishery, there is a need to routinely gather quantitative information 
to monitor and corroborate this.  

No performance indicators in Principle 3 fell below the requisite 80 mark, and there are therefore no 
conditions related to principle 3, although there are some applicable recommendations. 

In each of the cases referred to above where a performance indicator was awarded a score of 
less than 80, a condition is placed upon the fishery as a requirement of certification. Further 
explanation of the attached conditions9 is provided in section 8.3. And further elaboration on the 
justification for the scores is provided in the relevant performance indicator in the assessment tree in 
Annex 3.  

 

 

                                                                 
9 In some cases several of the issues of concern raised in the scoring and outlined here, are covered by a single 
condition. 



Dutch Fisheries Organisation (DFO) Gill Net Sole Fishery 

 Food Certification International   

 Public Certification Report  

 

36 

8. Certification recommendation  

8.1  Overall Scores 

The Performance of the Dutch Sole Gill net fishery in relation to MSC Principles 1, 2 and 3 is 
summarised below:  

MSC Principle    Fishery Performance 

Principle 1: Sustainability of Exploited Stock    Overall  :  81 PASS 

Principle 2: Maintenance of Ecosystem    Overall  :  82 PASS 

Principle 3: Effective Management System    Overall  :  86 PASS 

 

The fishery attained a score of 80 or more against each of the MSC Principles and did not score less 
than 60 against any MSC Criteria.   

It is therefore recommended that the Dutch Fisheries Organisation (DFO) Gill Net Sole Fishery 
be certified according to the Marine Stewardship Council Principles and Criteria for Sustainable 
Fisheries.  

Following this recommendation of the assessment team, and review by stakeholders and peer-
reviewers, a determination is hereby made by the Certification Board of FCI to certify this fishery. 

8.2  Limit of Identification of Landings 

This assessment relates only to the fishery defined in Section 2.1 up to the point of landing of Common 
Sole (Solea solea) from ICES Area IV (North Sea) by the registered vessels defined in Section 2.3 
Table 1 of this assessment report. 

Monitoring and control of fishing locations and methods is considered sufficient to ensure fish and fish 
products invoiced as such by the fishery originate from within the evaluated fishery.  

The actual eligibility date is the 1st March 2009. 

8.3  Conditions  

The fishery attained a score of below 80 against a number of Performance Indicators.  The assessment 
team has therefore set a number of conditions for continuing certification that the Stichting van de 
Nederlandse Visserij (Foundation of the Dutch Fishery), as the client for certification, is required to 
address. The conditions are applied to improve performance to at least the 80 level within a period set 
by the certification body but no longer than the term of the certification.   

As a standard condition of certification, the client shall develop an 'Action Plan’ for meeting the 
conditions for continued certification, to be approved by Food Certification International Ltd.  

The conditions are associated with five key areas of performance of the fishery, each of which 
addresses one or more Performance Indicators.  Conditions, associated timescales and relevant 
Performance Indicators are set out below. 
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Condition 1 – Target Stock Status / Rebuilding  

(Performance Indicators 1.1.1 & 1.1.3) 

It is not currently possible to state with a high degree of certainty that the recently agreed rebuilding 
strategy in place for the fishery is effective. Once it can be demonstrated that the stock is being rebuilt, 
and the rebuilding strategy has been effective then 1.1.3 will be rescored above 80. 

Timeline 

Within 2 years the rebuilding strategy (which includes the harvest control rule) should have been re-
evaluated, followed by an appropriate management response. 

 

Condition 2 – Retained Species Information  

(Performance Indicator 2.1.3) 

All retained catches by this fleet under assessment must be reported accurately. At present it is not 
possible to differentiate between different gill net types within either the log sheet recording system, or 
the national database (VIRIS). This undermines the assessment of Retained Species, and makes it 
harder to monitor trends in species landings from specific gear types. In the future data should be 
available to assessors which provide landings information for the sole gill net only. 

Timeline 

By the time of the first assessment visit assessors should be provided with accurate and verifiable data 
on all landings, specific to (i) this gear type and (ii) the certified fleet (for example - one year total catch 
recording - including below 50kg landings outside the quota). 

 

Condition 3 – Discarding & ETP Information 

(Performance Indicator 2.2.3, 2.3.3) 

Although it is anticipated that discarding level is low, there is no independent corroboration of this 
available to assessors. Discard levels (both species and quantity) should be independently assessed by 
research project(s). Any such on-board observations should also take the opportunity to record 
interactions with ETP species. IMARES and other national environmental groups with relevant expertise 
should be consulted in the design of any such program. 

Timeline 

Analysis of focused research on discard levels and interaction with ETP species in the Dutch sole gill 
net fishery should be available to MSC assessors by the time of the 3rd surveillance visit. Progress on 
meeting this milestone should be discussed on the 1st and 2nd surveillance visit. 
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8.4  Recommendations 

In addition to the above Conditions, it is also considered that there are areas of performance that the 
team would like to see improvements in, despite the fact that they relate to Performance Indicators 
where the client vessels scored 80 or better.   

The assessment team has made a number of recommendations. These are not required to maintain 
certification but would improve the performance of the fishery against the MSC Principles and Criteria.  
Accordingly, the action taken and timescales are at the discretion of the client. Recommendations are 
made in respect of: 

Recommendation 1 – Stock Assessment (Performance Indicator 1.2.4) 

The stock assessment should take account of wider uncertainties and evaluate stock status 
relative to reference points in a probabilistic way (e.g. confidence intervals on key parameters 
of interest). The 2010 benchmark assessment should include an improved system to address 
uncertainty. 

Recommendation 2 – Gear Loss (Performance Indicator 2.5.1) 

Although all stakeholder consultations suggest that gear loss was a minor issue, it would be 
advantageous to future scoring of the fishery if this could be quantified more accurately to 
confirm that it is indeed a minor problem. Records of gear loss should therefore be kept. 

Recommendation 3 – Stakeholder / Spatial Issues (Performance Indicator 3.1.2) 

The fishery should actively engage with other Dutch or North Sea marine stakeholders with an 
interest in both the resource and the spatial elements of the fishery. In particular the fishery 
should cooperate fully in any on-going efforts to develop spatial planning and stakeholder 
management initiatives which may result from the EU Marine Strategy Directive. A spatial 
overview of netting per month could help to assess cumulative spatial pressures. 

Recommendation 4 – Incentives (Performance Indicators 3.1.4, 3.2.1) 

Assessors recommend that efforts are made to develop a clear national policy and strategy for 
gill net fisheries (building further on those measures announced in August 2009 and reported 
in section 2.5 of this report). In particular, this should examine the appropriate fleet size and 
number of nets per vessel. Within the context of the certified fishery, the assessors are of the 
view that the 300 net limit appears to be high, and recommend that this figure is either re-
evaluated or more clearly justified in the future. 

Recommendation 5 – Enforcement (Performance Indicator 3.2.3) 

Although it is thought that the overall scale of under-reporting is low, there is a clear 
opportunity to remove any possibility or incentive for under-reporting. For example, if the total 
amount (either as kilos, or as boxes) was reported to AID, at the same time as notifying of an 
intention to land (2 hours prior), this would provide greater assurance that the log sheet data 
was correct, and filled in prior to landing. 

Recommendation 6 – ETP Interactions (Performance Indicator 2.3.2) 

WWF and North Sea Foundation have offered to distribute guidelines (in the form on an 
onboard sticker) for what to do in event of a mammal bycatch. Having these displayed on 
board all member vessels would contribute to the overall strategy for ETP interactions. 
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9. Applicant’s agreement to conditions 
The agreed and signed Action Plan of the Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij (Foundation of the 
Dutch Fishery) to meet the above Conditions of Certification is appended to this report in Appendix 6. 

 

10. Amendments made to the report following 

the consultation period 
 

During and following the consultation period a number of stakeholder comments were 
submitted to FCI, the details of relevant comments plus the assessment team’s responses to 
the issues raised are detailed in Appendix 7. 
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Appendix 1 – MSC Ps & Cs 

 

Below is a much-simplified summary of the MSC Principles and Criteria, to be used for over-view 
purposes only. For a fuller description, including scoring guideposts under each performance indicator, 
reference should be made to the full assessment tree, complete with scores and justification, contained 
in annex 3 of this report. Alternately a fuller description of the MSC Principles and Criteria can be 
obtained from the MSC website (www.msc.org).  

Principle 1 

A fishery must be conducted in a manner that does not lead to over-fishing or depletion 
of the exploited populations and, for those populations that are depleted, the fishery 
must be conducted in a manner that demonstrably leads to their recovery. 

Intent:  

The intent of this principle is to ensure that the productive capacities of resources are maintained at high 
levels and are not sacrificed in favour of short-term interests.  Thus, exploited populations would be 
maintained at high levels of abundance designed to retain their productivity, provide margins of safety 
for error and uncertainty, and restore and retain their capacities for yields over the long term.  

Outcomes 

• The stock is at a level that maintains high productivity and has a low probability of recruitment 
overfishing.  

• Limit and target reference points are appropriate for the stock (or some measure or surrogate 
with similar intent or outcome).  

• Where the stock is depleted, there is evidence of stock rebuilding and rebuilding strategies are 
in place with reasonable expectation that they will succeed. 

Harvest strategy / management 

• There is a robust and precautionary harvest strategy in place, which is responsive to the state 
of the stock and is designed to achieve stock management objectives.   

• There are well defined and effective harvest control rules in place that endeavour to maintain 
stocks at target levels.   
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• Sufficient relevant information related to stock structure, stock productivity, fleet composition 
and other data is available to support the harvest strategy. 

• The stock assessment is appropriate for the stock and for the harvest control rule, takes into 
account uncertainty, and is evaluating stock status relative to reference points.   

Principle 2  

Fishing operations should allow for the maintenance of the structure, productivity, 
function and diversity of the ecosystem (including habitat and associated dependent 
and ecologically related species) on which the fishery depends 

Intent:  

The intent of this principle is to encourage the management of fisheries from an ecosystem perspective 
under a system designed to assess and restrain the impacts of the fishery on the ecosystem. 

Retained species / Bycatch / ETP species 

• Main species are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or if outside the limits there 
is a full strategy of demonstrably effective management measures.   

• There is a strategy in place for managing these species that is designed to ensure the fishery 
does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to retained species.  

• Information is sufficient to quantitatively estimate outcome status and support a full strategy to 
manage main retained / bycatch and ETP species.  

Habitat & Ecosystem 

• The fishery does not cause serious or irreversible harm to habitat or ecosystem structure and 
function, considered on a regional or bioregional basis.  

• There is a strategy and measures in place that is designed to ensure the fishery does not pose 
a risk of serious or irreversible harm to habitat types.   

• The nature, distribution and vulnerability of all main habitat types and ecosystem functions in 
the fishery area are known at a level of detail relevant to the scale and intensity of the fishery 
and there is reliable information on the spatial extent, timing and location of use of the fishing 
gear. 

Principle 3  

The fishery is subject to an effective management system that respects local, national 
and international laws and standards and incorporates institutional and operational 
frameworks that require use of the resource to be responsible and sustainable. 

Intent:  

The intent of this principle is to ensure that there is an institutional and operational framework for 
implementing Principles 1 and 2, appropriate to the size and scale of the fishery. 

Governance and policy 

• The management system exists within an appropriate and effective legal and/or customary 
framework that is capable of delivering sustainable fisheries and observes the legal & 
customary rights of people and incorporates an appropriate dispute resolution framework. 

• Functions, roles and responsibilities of organizations and individuals involved in the 
management process are explicitly defined and well understood. The management system 
includes consultation processes. 

• The management policy has clear long-term objectives, incorporates the precautionary 
approach and does not operate with subsidies that contribute to unsustainable fishing. 
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Fishery specific management system 

• Short and long term objectives are explicit within the fishery’s management system. 

• Decision-making processes respond to relevant research, monitoring, evaluation and 
consultation, in a transparent, timely and adaptive manner.  

• A monitoring, control and surveillance system has been implemented. Sanctions to deal with 
non-compliance exist and there is no evidence of systematic non- compliance. 

• A research plan provides the management system with reliable and timely information and 
results are disseminated to all interested parties in a timely fashion. 
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Appendix 3 – Assessment Tree / Scoring sheets  
The following Assessment Tree includes description of the scoring guideposts (SGs) and performance indicators (PIs) used to score the fishery. The Assessment tree provides detailed 
justification for all scores attributed to the fishery, in a way which is clearly auditable by future assessors 

NAME OF FISHERY   DUTCH GILL NET FISHERY FOR SOLE 
Principle 1 A fishery must be conducted in a manner that does not lead to over-fishing or depletion of the 

exploited populations and, for those populations that are depleted, the fishery must be conducted in a 
manner that demonstrably leads to their recovery. 

  

 

1.1 Outcomes   

 

1.1.1 Stock status 
The stock is at a level that maintains high productivity and has a low probability 
of recruitment overfishing. 

 75 

60 It is likely that the stock is above the point where recruitment would be impaired. 

80 It is highly likely that the stock is above the point where recruitment would be impaired. The stock 
is at or fluctuating around its target reference point. 

100 There is a high degree of certainty that the stock is above the point where recruitment would be 
impaired. There is a high degree of certainty that the stock has been fluctuating around its target 
reference point, or has been above its target reference point, over recent years. 

There is high confidence that the stock is above its biomass limit reference point. The 
most recent estimate of 2008 biomass was approximately 33000t, which is below the 
trigger point (Bpa = 35000t), but above the limit reference point (Blim = 25000t). The 
most recent estimate of fishing mortality (2007) was 0.43 year-1, which is above the 
precautionary level (Fpa=0.4). The stock is therefore in recovery, since the biomass is 
lower than Bpa and F is still well above the long term target (Fy=0.2). There is no Flim 
defined. 
 

The fishing mortality has shown significant reductions in recent years. Historically from 
1993 to 2005 F has been greater than 0.5, and has significantly decreased due to the 
implementation of a long term management plan. 

WGNSSK 
(2007)  
WGNSSK 
(2008)  
ICES(2008) 

 

 

1.1.2 Reference points Limit and target reference points are appropriate for the stock.  80 

60 Generic limit and target reference points are based on justifiable and reasonable practice 
appropriate for the species category. 

80 Reference points are appropriate for the stock and can be estimated. The limit reference point is 
set above the level at which there is an appreciable risk of impairing reproductive capacity. The 
target reference point is such that the stock is maintained at a level consistent with BMSY or 
some measure or surrogate with similar intent or outcome. For low trophic level species, the 
target reference point takes into account the ecological role of the stock. 

The limit reference point is set at the level below which there is an appreciable risk of 
impairing reproductive capacity. The Blim is based on the lowest observed biomass, 
where recruitment appears not to have been impaired (Bloss=25000t). There is no 
clear stock-recruitment relationship on which to base Blim, although likely stock 
recruitment functions were explored as part of a management strategy evaluation. 
The precautionary biomass (Bpa), used in the harvest control rule, is set at 40% 
above the limit. 

WGNSSK 
(2007)  
WGNSSK 
(2008)  
ICES(2008) 
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100 Reference points are appropriate for the stock and can be estimated. The limit reference point is 
set above the level at which there is an appreciable risk of impairing reproductive capacity 
following consideration of relevant precautionary issues. The target reference point is such that 
the stock is maintained at a level consistent with BMSY or some measure or surrogate with 
similar intent or outcome, or a higher level, and takes into account relevant precautionary issues 
such as the ecological role of the stock with a high degree of certainty. 

The target fishing mortality reference point (Fy) is set such that the stock is 
maintained at a high level, well above the biomass limit reference point. The current 
target fishing mortality (Fy=0.2) is close to F0.1 (0.15 year-1), but there is no specific 
theoretical derivation. However, being well below the fishing mortality most likely to 
produce a long term average biomass equal to the precautionary level (Bpa), it should 
derive a biomass above this and therefore should be sustainable. Analyses suggest 
that Fpa of 0.4 is consistent with an SSB of around Bpa. 
Reference points are appropriate for the stock and can be estimated. Given the 
limitations of the available information, the reference points seem robust and should 
provide a good basis for scientific advice. 

The target reference point is set taking into account the ecological role of the stock. 
The species is not at a particularly low trophic level. The current target (and limits) 
should allow a significant increase in population size which should help it meet 
ecosystem requirements in the future. 

 

1.1.3 Stock recovery Where the stock is depleted, there is evidence of stock rebuilding.   75 

60 Where stocks are depleted rebuilding strategies which have a reasonable expectation of success 
are in place. Monitoring is in place to determine whether they are effective in rebuilding the stock 
within a specified timeframe. 

80 Where stocks are depleted rebuilding strategies are in place. There is evidence that they are 
rebuilding stocks, or it is highly likely based on simulation modelling or previous performance that 
they will be able to rebuild the stock within a specified timeframe. 

100 Where stocks are depleted, strategies are demonstrated to be rebuilding stocks continuously 
and there is strong evidence that rebuilding will be complete within the shortest practicable 
timeframe. 

A rebuilding strategy is in place. The sole fishery is implementing an explicit 
rebuilding plan to increase stock size above the precautionary level and reduce 
fishing mortality so that it is consistent with the Bpa and above. 
The rebuilding plan has only just been implemented so that there is no empirical 
evidence that it will rebuild the stock. A management strategy evaluation (MSE) 
suggests that there is a reasonable expectation that they will be able to rebuild the 
stock within a specified timeframe (by 2010), although it does not take full account of 
all uncertainties, notably the retrospective bias which indicates a structural error in the 
assessment model. 
The harvest control rule has resulted in the TAC increasing from 12600t in 2008 to 
14000t in 2009, which in turn will projected to contributed to a short term decline in 
SSB (from in 33300t in 2008 to around 28900t in 2010). The “knife-edge” maturity 
ogive contributes to the SSB fluctuating strongly with year class abundance changes, 
so that even while lowering fishing mortality the TAC, which is based on the SSB, 
may still increase in any given year. Clearly, limiting the level of fishing on the 2005 
strong year class could have allowed the stock to rebuild more rapidly and been more 
precautionary. 

WGNSSK 
(2007)  
WGNSSK 
(2008)  
ICES(2008) 
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1.2 Harvest strategy / management 

  

 

1.2.2 Harvest control rule(s) & tools There are well defined and effective harvest control rules in place.  80 

60 Generally understood harvest control rules are in place that are consistent with the harvest 
strategy and which act to reduce the exploitation rate as limit reference points are approached. 
There is some evidence that tools used to implement harvest control rules are appropriate and 
effective in controlling exploitation. 

80 Well defined harvest control rules are in place that are consistent with the harvest strategy and 
ensure that the exploitation rate is reduced as limit reference points are approached. The selection 
of the harvest control rules takes into account the main uncertainties. Available evidence indicates 
that the tools in use are appropriate and effective in achieving the exploitation levels required 
under the harvest control rules. 

1.2.1 Harvest strategy There is a robust and precautionary harvest strategy in place.  90 

60 The harvest strategy is expected to achieve stock management objectives reflected in the target 
and limit reference points. The harvest strategy is likely to work based on prior experience or 
plausible argument. Monitoring is in place that is expected to determine whether the harvest 
strategy is working. 

80 The harvest strategy is responsive to the state of the stock and the elements of the harvest 
strategy work together towards achieving management objectives reflected in the target and limit 
reference points. The harvest strategy may not have been fully tested but monitoring is in place 
and evidence exists that it is achieving its objectives. 

100 The harvest strategy is responsive to the state of the stock and is designed to achieve stock 
management objectives reflected in the target and limit reference points. The performance of the 
harvest strategy has been fully evaluated and evidence exists to show that it is achieving its 
objectives including being clearly able to maintain stocks at target levels. The harvest strategy is 
periodically reviewed and improved as necessary. 

The harvest strategy is responsive to the state of the stock and is designed to achieve 
stock management objectives reflected in the target and limit reference points. 
Management is applying controls mainly through a sole TAC and a limit to the days-
at-sea (> 10m length). The TAC is set to limit the fishing mortality to the desired level, 
whereas limits on days-at-sea are mostly to enhance the recovery of North Sea cod. 
In the Dutch fishery, the individual vessel quotas are managed through the producer 
organisations. There has also been put in place a programme to limit overall fishing 
capacity, although the effectiveness of this programme is uncertain. Fishing activity 
has been reducing due to high fuel costs among other things. 

The performance of the harvest strategy has not been fully evaluated yet, but 
evidence exists that shows that it should achieve its objectives. A new harvest control 
rule (see 1.2.2) is being implemented designed to raise SSB above the precautionary 
level. The harvest strategy is due to be reviewed in 2010. Recent evidence suggests 
that the TAC has been reduced and that landings are being controlled. 

The sole catches are being affected by the cod recovery plan which applies to 
vessels over 10m length. Cod is caught as by-catch particularly by the beam trawlers 
targeting demersal fish, including sole. Under the cod recovery plan, vessels over 
10m length are limited to the number of days they can spend fishing as well as their 
TAC for each species landed. 

Sole has become mature at younger ages and at smaller sizes in recent years than in 
the past. There is a risk that this shift is a genetic fisheries-induced change. While 
there is no specific strategy to deal with this issue, reducing overall fishing mortality 
should significantly reduce selection on larger fish. 

WGNSSK 
(2007)  

WGNSSK 
(2008)  

ICES(2007b) 

ICES(2008) 

Grift et al. 
(2003)  

Mollet et al. 
(2007) 

Pascoe et al. 
(2001) 
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100 Well defined harvest control rules are in place that are consistent with the harvest strategy and 
ensure that the exploitation rate is reduced as limit reference points are approached. The design of 
the harvest control rules take into account a wide range of uncertainties. Evidence clearly shows 
that the tools in use are effective in achieving the exploitation levels required under the harvest 
control rules. 

structural error associated with the retrospective pattern was not covered in the 
evaluation. Nevertheless, the rule seems sufficient to recover stocks and this is 
currently being tested and monitored adequately, so unforeseen uncertainties are 
taken into account. 
Available evidence indicates that the tools in use are appropriate and effective in 
achieving the exploitation levels required under the harvest control rules. 
To achieve a higher score, a more precautionary harvest control rule would be 
chosen which would be evaluated before it was selected by management. 

 

1.2.4 Stock assessment There is an adequate assessment of the stock status.  80 

60 The stock assessment estimates stock status relative to reference points.  The major sources of 
uncertainty are identified. 

80 The assessment is appropriate for the stock and for the harvest control rule, and is evaluating 
stock status relative to reference points. The assessment takes uncertainty into account. The stock 
assessment is subject to peer review. 

1.2.3 Information / monitoring Relevant information is collected to support the harvest strategy.  90 

60 Some relevant information related to stock structure, stock productivity and fleet composition is 
available to support the harvest strategy. Stock abundance and fishery removals are monitored 
and at least one indicator is available and monitored with sufficient frequency to support the 
harvest control rule. 

80 Sufficient relevant information related to stock structure, stock productivity, fleet composition and 
other data is available to support the harvest strategy. Stock abundance and fishery removals are 
regularly monitored at a level of accuracy and coverage consistent with the harvest control rule, 
and one or more indicators are available and monitored with sufficient frequency to support the 
harvest control rule. There is good information on all other fishery removals from the stock. 

100 A comprehensive range of information (on stock structure, stock productivity, fleet composition, 
stock abundance, fishery removals and other information such as environmental information), 
including some that may not be directly relevant to the current harvest strategy, is available. All 
information required by the harvest control rule is monitored with high frequency and a high degree 
of certainty, and there is a good understanding of the inherent uncertainties in the information 
[data] and the robustness of the assessment and management to this uncertainty. 

A comprehensive range of information, including some that may not be directly 
relevant to the current harvest strategy, is available. As well as data used directly in 
the stock assessment (catch-at-age, survey and LPUE data), additional information 
includes changing patterns of growth, and the relative spatial distribution of juvenile 
and adult sole in response to the Plaice Box management initiative. 
The data required by the harvest control rule are monitored with high frequency and a 
high degree of confidence. The main information required to support the stock 
assessment are the total landings, age and weight composition of the landings, 
abundance surveys together with age and weight composition of the survey catch. 
However, the understanding of some of the uncertainties in the data is incomplete and 
some of the data, used to model the maturity ogive for example, is potentially out of 
date. 

WGNSSK 
(2007) 
WGNSSK 
(2008) 
Grift et al. 
(2004) 
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100 The assessment is appropriate for the stock and for the harvest control rule and takes into account 
the major features relevant to the biology of the species and the nature of the fishery. The 
assessment takes into account uncertainty and is evaluating stock status relative to reference 
points in a probabilistic way. The assessment has been tested and shown to be robust. Alternative 
hypotheses and assessment approaches have been rigorously explored. The assessment has 
been internally and externally peer reviewed. 

This year’s assessment of North Sea sole was carried out as an update assessment. 
Retrospective patterns from previous years suggested that the terminal F has been 
underestimated in previous years, and SSB overestimated. This was also confirmed in 
this year’s assessment results. The 2007 terminal mean F estimate for catch year 
2006 of 0.38 was estimated to be 0.42 in the 2007 assessment. The 2007 SSB 
estimate for catch year 2006 was 28000t, which is 2000t higher then the estimate in 
the 2008 assessment. The retrospective pattern suggests that there is a structural 
error (apparent productivity is decreasing which has not been accounted for, possibly 
due to changes in the survey catchability, natural mortality or unrecorded catches). A 
new benchmark assessment is planned for 2010 and there is evidence that ongoing 
research required to account for this structural error is being undertaken. 

 

Principle 2 Fishing operations should allow for the maintenance of the structure, productivity, function and 
diversity of the ecosystem (including habitat and associated dependent and ecologically related 
species) on which the fishery depends 

  

 

2.1 Retained species   

 

2.1.1 Outcome Status 
The fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to the retained 
species and does not hinder recovery of depleted retained species. 

 85 

60 Main retained species are likely to be within biologically based limits or if outside the limits there 
are measures in place that are expected to ensure that the fishery does not hinder recovery and 
rebuilding of the depleted species.  
If the status is poorly known there are measures or practices in place that are expected to result in 
the fishery not causing the retained species to be outside biologically based limits or hindering 
recovery 

The sole gill-net fishery is a clean and selective method of fishing with relatively low 
levels of other species. The ‘main’ species that are likely to be caught in low levels 
are typically dab, N. Sea plaice and flounder. Any landings of retained bycatch 
species are recorded and, in the case of quota species, such as plaice, counted 
against quota.   
 
Plaice spawning stock biomass is above Bpa and fishing mortality is below Fpa. 

FAO Gear 
type factsheet 
(Set Gillnet) 
ICES Advice 
2008 
(sections 
6.4.7 (N.Sea 
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80 Main retained species are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or if outside the limits 
there is a partial strategy of demonstrably effective management measures are in place such that 
the fishery does not hinder recovery and rebuilding.  

100 There is a high degree of certainty that retained species are within biologically based limits.  
Target reference points are defined and retained species are at or fluctuating around their target 
reference points. 

Landings of non-quota species, such as dab and flounder are also recorded. These 
species are regarded as non-pressure stocks which have a low level of commercial 
exploitation and are highly likely to be within safe biological limits. 
 
ICES give periodic review to the status of other non-pressure stocks including Dab 
and flounder. Information for both these species was evaluated in 2007 (WGNEW 
2007). This reports that the ‘abundance of Dab has increased remarkably in the long 
term’ and that flounder abundance peaked in the late1980s but has gradually 
declined. Both are highly likely to be within biologically based limits. Hessen and 
Daan (1996) also report high Dab abundance. 
 
Some unpublished observer work of sole gill net fishing in the German fleet 
suggested some cod (around 2%) could be caught in the fishery. In event of this 
being applicable to the Dutch fleet, it is noted that a recovery plan is in place for cod 
and fishing mortality is currently below Fpa. Any cod (above the minimum size) 
caught would be retained and count directly against TAC. 

Plaice), 6.4.2 
(N. Sea Cod). 
Pers. Comms 
Ulleweit 
(German 
Federal 
Research 
Institute for 
Rural Areas, 
Foresty & 
Fisheries). 
Cod recovery 
plan. (Council 
Regulation 
423/2004, 
amended 
COM (2008) 
162 Final). 
WGNEW 
2007 
Hessen & 
Daan 1996 

 
 
 

2.1.2 Management strategy 
There is a strategy in place for managing retained species that is designed to 
ensure the fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to 
retained species. 

 85 

60 There are measures in place, if necessary, tat are expected to maintain the main retained species 
at levels which are highly likely to be within biological based limits, or to ensure the fishery does 
not hinder their recovery and rebuilding. 
The measures are considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g., general 
experience, theory or comparison with similar fisheries/species).  

80 There is a partial strategy in place, if necessary that is expected to maintain the main retained 
species at levels which are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or to ensure the fishery 
does not hinder their recovery and rebuilding.  

There is some objective basis for confidence that the partial strategy will work, based on some 
information directly about the fishery and/or species involved.  

There is some evidence that the partial strategy is being implemented successfully. 

The fleet have a clear strategy for limiting bycatch which is being implemented 
successfully. By fishing only during the summer season (when sole are on the grounds) 
bycatch of many species (including cod) is minimised. By setting nets only at night, 
bycatch of species such as plaice, which are more active during daylight hours, is also 
typically avoided. The nets are only set for a short time (between dusk and dawn) which 
also limits bycatch. Finally the use of low lying nets limits bycatch.  

This strategy is based on experience in the fishery and of species behaviour, and 
fishermen would quickly adapt if this ceased to work. 

At ICES level there is a strategy in place for managing retained species. The main 
species of relevance within the North Sea (pressure stocks) are primarily considered on 

WGRED 
(2008) 

REGNS 2006 
ICES Advice 
2008 
(sections 
6.4.7 (N.Sea 
Plaice), 6.4.2 
(N. Sea Cod). 
WGNEW 
2007 
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100 There is a strategy in place for managing retained species.  
The strategy is mainly based on information directly about the fishery and/or species involved, and 
testing supports high confidence that the strategy will work.  
There is clear evidence that the strategy is being implemented successfully, and intended changes 
are occurring.  
There is some evidence that the strategy is achieving its overall objective. 

an individual basis (ACOM Advice), but they are also increasingly considered on a 
collective basis (along with some non-pressure stocks) as part of ecosystem 
management, supported by modelling – although this continues to be refined. For 
example, for Plaice there is a similar ICES-based approach with clearly defined 
management plan and resultant TAC and management measures seeking to ensure 
the stock remains above biological reference points. For Dab and Flounder in ICES 
areas IIa and IV (EC waters) a combined TAC is set. There is objective basis for 
confidence that the combination of the fleet measures to minimise landings of non-
target species, and the management actions in place for those non-target species will 
work. This is further enhanced by broad management strategy for the North Sea at 
ICES level which aims to highlight any stocks of concern. 

 

 

2.1.3 Information monitoring 
Information on the nature and extent of retained species is adequate to 
determine the risk posed by the fishery and the effectiveness of the strategy to 
manage retained species. 

 75 

60 Qualitative information is available on the amount of main retained species taken by the fishery.  

Information is adequate to qualitatively assess outcome status with respect to biologically based 
limits.  

Information is adequate to support measures to manage main retained species. 
80 Qualitative information and some quantitative information are available on the amount of main 

retained species taken by the fishery.  

Information is sufficient to estimate outcome status with respect to biologically based limits.  

Information is adequate to support a partial strategy to manage main retained species.  

Sufficient data continue to be collected to detect any increase in risk level (e.g. due to changes in 
the outcome indicator scores or the operation of the fishery or the effectiveness of the strategy). 

100 Accurate and verifiable information is available on the catch of all retained species and the 
consequences for the status of affected populations.  
Information is sufficient to quantitatively estimate outcome status with a high degree of certainty.  
Information is adequate to support a comprehensive strategy to manage retained species, and 
evaluate with a high degree of certainty whether the strategy is achieving its objective.  
Monitoring of retained species is conducted in sufficient detail to assess ongoing mortalities to all 
retained species. 

All retained species are recorded (catch weight) and the information is available for 
fishery managers and scientists. Monitoring of landings of pressure stocks (plaice) will 
also capture size and sex will also take place. This is sufficient to allow catch and the 
impact of fishing to be quantitatively estimated for the main retained species, in support 
of estimates of outcome status and support management strategies. 
 
It is however thought that there is a limitation in the distinguishing of gear types within 
the overall ‘gillnet’ classification used in the recording system and national database 
(VIRIS). For example, it is not thought possible to readily differentiate in the database 
between landings of sole gill nets and other types of static gear nets, such as trammel 
nets used in the winter months to target cod, mullet and sea bass. This may be further 
complicated where different gears are used to within single trips. A condition is 
therefore attached to this assessment to address this issue. 

IMARES 
VIRIS 

Database 
IMARES pers 

comms. 
 

 

 

2.2  Bycatch   

 

2.2.1 Outcome Status 
The fishery does not pose a risk of serious or reversible harm to the bycatch 
species or species groups and does not hinder recovery of depleted bycatch 
species or species groups. 

 90 
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60 Main bycatch species are likely to be within biologically based limits, or if outside such limits there 
are mitigation measures in place that are expected to ensure that the fishery does not hinder 
recovery and rebuilding.  

If the status is poorly known there are measures or practices in place that are expected result in the 
fishery not causing the bycatch species to be biologically based limits or hindering recovery. 

80 Main bycatch species are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or if outside such limits 
there is a partial strategy of demonstrably effective mitigation measures in place such that the 
fishery does not hinder recovery and rebuilding. 

100 There is a high degree of certainty that bycatch species are within biologically based limits.  

The sole gill net fishery is highly selective for sole. Almost all other species caught 
(plaice, flounder, dab) are retained. The mesh size also means that retained species 
are typically above MLS. There is therefore thought to be a very low level of discards 
although occasionally high numbers of undersized dab can be caught. Fishermen will 
try to avoid these catches because this would result in a lot of net clearing. There is a 
low risk of discarded bycatch in this fishery contributing to unsustainable fishing.  
 
The newly developed management plan for the fishery (Appendix 4) refers to 
occasional unwanted bycatch of trout, salmon, sturgeon and some undersize cod. 
Consultations with IMARES suggest that these are likely to be rare, and therefore not 
considered to be ‘main’ bycatch species. However, the requirement within the 
management plan to record all such incidences, and the condition attached to the 
fishery to address retained and bycatch information should provide assessors with a 
far clearer picture in the future. 
 

Further corroboration of the above statement is addressed in 2.2.3.  

FAO Gear 
type factsheet 
(Set Gillnet) 
IMARES pers 
comms. 

 

 

 

2.2.2 Management strategy 
There is a strategy in place for managing bycatch that is designed to ensure the 
fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to bycatch 
populations. 

 80 

60 There are measures in place, if necessary, which are expected to maintain main bycatch species at 
levels which are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or to ensure that the fishery does 
not hinder their recovery.  

The measures are considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g. general experience, 
theory or comparison with similar fisheries/species).  

80 There is a partial strategy in place, if necessary, for managing bycatch that is expected to maintain 
main bycatch species at levels which are highly likely to be within biologically based limits or to 
ensure that the fishery does not hinder their recovery.  

There is some objective basis for confidence that the partial strategy will work, based on some 
information directly about the fishery and/or the species involved.  

There is some evidence that the partial strategy is being implemented successfully. 

100 There is a strategy in place for managing and minimising bycatch.  

The strategy is mainly based on information directly about the fishery and/or species involved, and 
testing supports high confidence that the strategy will work.  

There is clear evidence that the strategy is being implemented successfully, and intended changes 
are occurring. There is some evidence that the strategy is achieving its objective. 

Currently it appears that fishing operation is managed in a way to reduce discards. For 
example, by fishing only during the summer season, when sole are on the (shallow) 
grounds, bycatch of many species (including cod that prefers colder water) is low. By 
setting nets only at night, bycatch of species such as plaice, which are more active 
during daylight hours, is also typically avoided. The nets are only set for a short time 
(between dusk and dawn) which also limits bycatch. Finally the use of low lying nets 
limits bycatch.  
Risk is low, and strategy is appropriate for the perceived level of risk. However, the 
strategy for minimising discards is not clearly defined, particularly in event of a change 
in the level of discarding – it is not clear that this would be recognised or adequately 
addressed by the fishery or by the fishery managers – although the requirement within 
the new management plan to record all instances of discarding should help. 

 

GPO Sole 
Gillnet 

Management 
Plan 

IMARES pers 
comms. 

Industry pers 
comms. 
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2.2.3 Information / monitoring 
Information on the nature and amount of bycatch is adequate to determine the 
risk posed by the fishery and the effectiveness of the strategy to manage 
bycatch.  

 75 

60 Qualitative information is available on the amount of main bycatch species affected by the fishery.  

Information is adequate to broadly understand outcome status with respect to biologically based 
limits.  

Information is adequate to support measures to manage bycatch.  

80 Qualitative information and some quantitative information are available on the amount of main 
bycatch species affected by the fishery.  

Information is sufficient to estimate outcome status with respect to biologically based limits.  

Information is adequate to support a partial strategy to manage main bycatch species.  

Sufficient data continue to be collected to detect any increase in risk to main bycatch species (e.g. 
due to changes in the outcome indicator scores or the operation of the fishery or the effectiveness of 
the strategy).  

100 Accurate and verifiable information is available on the amount of all bycatch and the consequences 
for the status of affected populations.  

Information is sufficient to quantitatively estimate outcome status with respect to biologically based 
limits with a high degree of certainty.  

Information is adequate to support a comprehensive strategy to manage bycatch, and evaluate with 
a high degree of certainty whether a strategy is achieving its objective.  

Monitoring of bycatch data is conducted in sufficient detail to assess ongoing mortalities to all 
bycatch species.  
 

Although it is not considered that bycatch (discards) is a problem in this fishery, there 
is a paucity of information to support this claim. Even when observers have been 
upon the vessels, the focus has been on ETP species, rather than on discards. The 
current system is reliant on fishermen to report if there is a substantial change in 
discarding. 
A condition has therefore been attached to the fishery to address the paucity of 
discard information. 

GPO Sole 
Gillnet 

Management 
Plan 

IMARES pers 
comms. 

Industry pers 
comms. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2.3 ETP species   

 

2.3.1 Status 
The fishery meets national and international requirements for protection of ETP 
species.  The fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to ETP 
species and does not hinder recovery of ETP species. 

 85 
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60 Known effects of the fishery are likely to be within limits of national and international requirements 
for protection of ETP species.  

Known direct effects are unlikely to create unacceptable impacts to ETP species.  

80 The effects of the fishery are known and are highly likely to be within limits of national and 
international requirements for protection of ETP species.  

Direct effects are highly unlikely to create unacceptable impacts to ETP species.  

Indirect effects have been considered and are thought to be unlikely to create unacceptable impacts. 

100 There is a high degree of certainty that the effects of the fishery are within limits of national and 
international requirements for protection of ETP species.  

There is a high degree of confidence that there are no significant detrimental effects (direct and 
indirect) of the fishery on ETP species.  

The effects of the fishery are known and are highly likely to be within limits of national 
and international requirements for protection of ETP species.  

The Small Cetacean Abundance in the European Atlantic and North Sea (SCANS) 
project provides abundance estimates of dolphins (Atlantic white sided, white beaked, 
short beaked, common, bottlenose, striped, Risso’s), whales (minke, killer, longfinned 
pilot) and porpoise (harbour). This clearly shows that the only one of these species 
which overlaps with the Dutch sole gill net fishery (in SCANS study area H) and which 
is therefore the main potential impact with gill net fisheries in the southern North Sea 
is harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena). Populations of harbour porpoise have 
increased in the Southern North Sea in recent years, which has increased the 
potential for interaction with the fishery. Recent higher levels of strandings in the 
Dutch coastal region have triggered an increase in research activity to identify the 
source. This work has concluded that the contribution of the Dutch sole gill net fishery 
to harbour porpoise bycatch is very likely to be negligible. There are several reasons 
for this: 

• The fishing season for sole is mainly outside of the peaks in porpoise 
presence in Dutch coastal waters and strandings. 

• The sole gill net is a small mesh size, without large mesh trammel nets. 

• The sole gill net is, at most, 1m above the seabed, but typically lies far 
closer to the seabed, affected by tide or minor entanglement. 

In spite of this, this falls short of providing a high degree of confidence that there are 
no significant detrimental reactions. It is probable that there is very occasional 
porpoise capture and therefore further data would be required before this PI could be 
scored higher. 
 
Sampling work undertaken over a number of years in Denmark (Vinther & Larsen 
2004) indicates that although there is a high level of bycatch in gill-net fisheries 
targeting cod, turbot, plaice and hake, they reported zero incidences of bycatch in 22 
observer trips carried out in the sole fishery (which uses a different net to those 
fisheries targeting gadoids or plaice). 
 
The indication that bycaught porpoises are more likely to result from other coastal 
fisheries is supported by recent research work undertaken by Aqua Terra – 
KuiperBurger (AKTB). During this research 58 observer trips were carried out with the 
Dutch sole gill netters in Dutch coastal waters, and a zero bycatch of harbour 
porpoises (or any other marine mammals) was reported. In conclusion, the 
explanation provided was that due to the low net height and the small mesh size 
bycatch of marine mammals is unlikely (Klinge 2008). Other recent reports have 
indicated that recreational coastal gill netting and gill netting for cod may be a more 
likely cause of porpoise bycatch (Haelters et al. 2004, Osinga, 2007, Couperus, 
2008)). 
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2.3.2 Management strategy 

The fishery has in place precautionary management strategies designed to: 
-       meet national and international requirements:  
- ensure the fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to 

ETP species;  
- ensure the fishery does not hinder recovery of ETP species; and  
- minimise mortality of, or injuries to, ETP species. 

 80 

60 There are measures in place that minimise mortality, and are expected to be highly likely to achieve 
national and international requirements for the protection of ETP species.  

The measures are considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g. general experience, 
theory or comparison with similar fisheries/species).  

80 There is a strategy in place for managing the fishery’s impact on ETP species, including measures 
to minimise mortality, which is designed to be highly likely to achieve national and international 
requirements for the protection of ETP species.  

There is an objective basis for confidence that the strategy will work, based on some information 
directly about the fishery and/or the species involved.  

There is evidence that the strategy is being implemented successfully.  

100 There is a comprehensive strategy in place for managing the fishery’s impact on ETP species, 
including measures to minimise mortality, that is designed to achieve above national and 
international requirements for the protection of ETP species.  

The strategy is mainly based on information directly about the fishery and/or species involved, and a 
quantitative analysis supports high confidence that the strategy will work.  

There is clear evidence that the strategy is being implemented successfully, and intended changes 
are occurring. There is evidence that the strategy is achieving its objective.  

There is a clear management strategy to map ETP species abundance in and around 
the North Sea, and to investigate causes of interactions with the fisheries of the North 
Sea.  
The local fleet use gear types and fishing times (both daily and seasonal) which limit 
interactions with ETP species (see 2.3.1). The local fleet also fully cooperates with 
recent observer-based research, and it is assumed that once certified, the fishery 
would continue to cooperate in any such research. The local management plan drawn 
up for the fishery as part of the certification process also requires member vessels to 
record interactions with ETP species. There is an objective basis for confidence that 
the strategy will work, based on some information directly about the fishery and/or the 
species involved. 
 

ASCOBANS 
2008 
SCAN II 
Project 

 

 

2.3.3 Information / monitoring 

Relevant information is collected to support the management of fishery impacts 
on ETP species, including: 
- information for the development the management strategy; 

- information to assess the effectiveness of the management strategy; and  

- information to determine the outcome status of ETP species.  

 80 

60 Information is adequate to broadly understand the impact of the fishery on ETP species.  
Information is adequate to support measures to manage the impacts on ETP species  
Information is sufficient to quantitatively estimate the fishery related mortality of ETP species. 

80 Information is sufficient to determine whether the fishery may be a threat to protection and 
recovery of the ETP species, and if so, to measure trends and support a full strategy to manage 
impacts.  
Sufficient data are available to allow fishery related mortality and the impact of fishing to be 
quantitatively estimated for ETP species. 

There has been a good level of recent mapping of ETP species in the North Sea, and 
this now includes useful time series data and as such provides sufficient information to 
determine whether the fishery may be a threat to protection and recovery of the ETP 
species. The research work that has been carried out to date (noted above in 2.3.1) 
has provided sufficient information to determine that the fishery is highly unlikely to 
pose a threat to ETP populations. This information is not yet sufficient to provide a 
high degree of certainty, or to be accurate and verifiable however, steps are in place 
(including a management plan requirement to measure all incidences of ETP 

ASCOBANS 
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Camphuysen 
(2006) 
 
Camphuysen,  
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100 Information is sufficient to quantitatively estimate outcome status with a high degree of certainty.  
Information is adequate to support a comprehensive strategy to manage impacts, minimize 
mortality and injury of ETP species, and evaluate with a high degree of certainty whether a 
strategy is achieving its objectives.  
Accurate and verifiable information is available on the magnitude of all impacts, mortalities and 
injuries and the consequences for the status of ETP species. 

interaction) to measure trends and support a full strategy to manage impacts. 
 
A condition has been placed on the fishery in respect of recording (and independent 
verification) of bycatch and discard information, it is suggested that ETP species 
interactions are therefore recorded at the same time, to further add to the level of 
information available. 

Haelters et al 
2004 
ICES (2008x). 
Klinge 2008 
Kock 2003 
Osinga et al 
2008 
Vinther & 
Larsen 2004 

 

 
 
 
 
 

2.4 Habitat   

 

2.4.1 Status 
The fishery does not cause serious or irreversible harm to habitat structure, 
considered on a regional or bioregional basis, and function, in relation to 
ecosystem services.  

 95 

60 The fishery is unlikely to reduce habitat structure and function to a point where there would be 
serious or irreversible harm.   

80 The fishery is highly unlikely to reduce habitat structure and function to a point where there would 
be serious or irreversible harm.   

100 There is evidence that the fishery is highly unlikely to reduce habitat structure and function to a 
point where there would be serious or irreversible harm.   

Although there has been no directed study on the impact of bottom set gill nets on the 
sandy or mud/sand seabed habitat, it is recognised that there is negligible risk of 
reducing habitat structure and function to the point where there would be serious or 
irreversible harm. Any minor impact would be caused by the lightweight net brushing 
the local seabed and from the widely spaced anchors. 

FAO Gear 
type 
factsheets 
 
Noordseeatlas 

 

 

2.4.2 Management strategy 
There is a strategy in place that is designed to ensure the fishery does not pose 
a risk of serious or irreversible harm to habitat types. 

 80 

60 There are measures in place, if necessary, that are expected to achieve the Habitat Outcome 80 
level of performance.  

The measures are considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g. general experience, 
theory or comparison with similar fisheries/habitats).  

80 There is a partial strategy in place, if necessary, that is expected to achieve the Habitat Outcome 80 
level of performance or above.  

There is some objective basis for confidence that the partial strategy will work, based on some 
information directly about the fishery and/or habitats involved.  

There is some evidence that the partial strategy is being implemented successfully.  

This gear has a low habitat impact compared to beam trawling (the main method for 
targeting sole in the southern North Sea), and it is therefore positive that there has 
been a recent change in effort from beam trawling; however this is not a clear strategy. 
In the two main coastal Natura sites in the Netherlands a management strategy 
includes limiting the number of nets – although the focus of this reduction in fishing 
effort is more likely to focus on limiting removals, rather than direct habitat impacts. 

There is no clear over-riding management strategy on where nets should be placed and 
on limiting interactions with other users or particular habitat types – indicating that there 
may be scope for improved spatial planning. However, given the likely scale of impact 
(negligible risk), there is some objective basis for confidence that current systems are 
sufficient and will work, based on some information directly about the fishery and 

GPO Sole 
Management 
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100 There is a strategy in place for managing the impact of the fishery on habitat types.  

The strategy is mainly based on information directly about the fishery and/or habitats involved, and 
testing supports high confidence that the strategy will work.  

There is clear evidence that the strategy is being implemented successfully, and intended changes 
are occurring. There is some evidence that the strategy is achieving its objective. 

habitats involved. 

 

2.4.3 Information / monitoring 
Information is adequate to determine the risk posed to habitat types by the 
fishery and the effectiveness of the strategy to manage impacts on habitat 
types.  

 85 

60 There is a basic understanding of the types and distribution of main habitats in the area of the 
fishery.  
Information is adequate to broadly understand the main impacts of gear use on the main habitats, 
including spatial extent of interaction.  

80 The nature, distribution and vulnerability of all main habitat types in the fishery area are known at a 
level of detail relevant to the scale and intensity of the fishery.   
Sufficient data are available to allow the nature of the impacts of the fishery on habitat types to be 
identified and there is reliable information on the spatial extent, timing and location of use of the 
fishing gear. 

Sufficient data continue to be collected to detect any increase in risk to habitat (e.g. due to changes 
in the outcome indicator scores or the operation of the fishery or the effectiveness of the measures). 

100 The distribution of habitat types is known over their range, with particular attention to the 
occurrence of vulnerable habitat types.   
Changes in habitat distributions over time are measured.   
The physical impacts of the gear on the habitat types have been quantified fully. 

Habitat mapping in the North Sea is undertaken by ICES. The annual report of the 
Working Group on Marine Habitat Mapping also provides a useful summary of other 
applicable mapping work that is currently taking place. The increased importance of 
marine habitat mapping (and therefore the impetus for on-going work) is reflected in 
recent EU policy mechanisms such as the EU marine Strategy Directive. It will be 
important in the future to ensure coordination and harmonisation between different 
mapping projects.  
For the southern North Sea it can be concluded that sufficient data are available to 
allow the nature of the impacts of the fishery on habitat types to be identified and there 
is reliable information on the spatial extent, timing and location of use of the fishing 
gear. For larger vessels this information is provided by VMS and logbook data, for 
smaller vessels this can be sufficiently reliably inferred given the inshore nature of 
fisheries, within single day out and back steaming time from home port, supported by 
qualitative information from AID, researches (IMARES) and POs.  

ICES WGMHM 
2008 

 

 

2.5 Ecosystem   

 

2.5.1 Status 
The fishery does not cause serious or irreversible harm to the key elements of 
ecosystem structure and function.  

 90 

60 The fishery is unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying ecosystem structure and function to a 
point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm.   

80 The fishery is highly unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying ecosystem structure and 
function to a point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm.   

The fishery is highly unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying ecosystem 
structure and function to a point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm. 
The overall biomass of sole in the North Sea is small compared to many other species, 
indicating that this is not a big part of the ecosystem. The area of this fishery, is around 

ICES WGRED 
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100 There is evidence that the fishery is highly unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying 
ecosystem structure and function to a point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm.   

the northern limit of the species distribution, and is widely distributed further south. 
Sole is not a keystone species in the North Sea ecosystem. 
Sole feed on polychaete worms (Arenicola marina, Lanice spp. and Neries spp.), 
molluscs and small crustaceans. During the short pelagic phase, larvae feed on 
copepod nauplii. Sole is a prey item for larger demersal fish. 
A number of ecosystem modelling exercises have been undertaken for the North Sea 
(Mackinson & Daskalov 2007). 
The fishery under assessment has a low environmental impact: Low carbon footprint 
(compared to other methodologies for catching sole), low waste, no evidence of ghost 
fishing, nets recycled. 

(2007) 
SGECA 2008 

 

2.5.2 Management strategy 
There are measures in place to ensure the fishery does not pose a risk of 
serious or irreversible harm to ecosystem structure and function. 

 85 

60 There are measures in place, if necessary, that take into account potential impacts of the fishery on 
key elements of the ecosystem.  

The measures are considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g. general experience, 
theory or comparison with similar fisheries/ ecosystems).  

80 There is a partial strategy in place, if necessary, that takes into account available information and is 
expected to restrain impacts of the fishery on the ecosystem so as to achieve the Ecosystem 
Outcome 80 level of performance.  

The partial strategy is considered likely to work, based on plausible argument (e.g. general 
experience, theory or comparison with similar fisheries/ ecosystems).  

There is some evidence that the measures comprising the partial strategy are being implemented 
successfully.  

The management plan drawn up by the PO for the Dutch Sole Gill Netters, includes 
explicit consideration of ecosystem / environmental impacts such as carbon 
emissions, waste management and on-board waste handling protocols. 

Sole is included in the MSVPA for the North Sea, which models ecosystem relations 
and impacts. This has been regularly updated, analysed and refined and is considered 
a reasonable tool for predicting trends in stock levels. In addition the estimated North 
Sea population of common/harbour seals is around 45 900 individuals and these may 
remove substantial quantities of sandeel, whiting and sole. 

MSVPA has been used in stock assessment (through natural mortality estimates) 
and the development of the Mackinson and Daskalov model, improve understanding 
of how the relationships among the fish community may have changed under 
changing levels of exploitation and changes in the abundance of . The role of sole is 
not important in these ecosystem models. 

WGRED(2008) 
SGMSNS 
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100 There is a strategy that consists of a plan, containing measures to address all main impacts of the 
fishery on the ecosystem, and at least some of these measures are in place. The plan and 
measures are based on well-understood functional relationships between the fishery and the 
Components and elements of the ecosystem.  

This plan provides for development of a full strategy that restrains impacts on the ecosystem to 
ensure the fishery does not cause serious or irreversible harm.  

The measures are considered likely to work based on prior experience, plausible argument or 
information directly from the fishery/ecosystems involved.  

There is evidence that the measures are being implemented successfully.  

 
At EU / ICES level, there is a clear strategy for managing the North Sea Ecosystem. 
The main focus of the strategy is to reduce beam trawling. The over-riding strategy 
for the ecosystem is the cod recovery plan. The management strategy has led to an 
overall reduction in fishing effort in the North Sea. 
During the 2002 reform of the CFP, the EU implemented an action plan to integrate 
environmental protection requirements in order to promote sustainable development 
[COM (2002) 186 final].This communication proposes specific integration measures. 
based on the principles of precaution, prevention, rectification at source and polluter 
pays, and aims at progressively implementing an ecosystem-based approach, to the 
extent permitted by scientific knowledge. Priority measures include: 

• stimulate a better understanding of the marine ecosystems 

• extend management measures to the protection of non-commercial species and 
habitats; 

• initiate pilot projects regarding the collection of information on the relationships 
between fisheries and the environment; 

• implement integrated coastal zone management; 

• inform the general public of the impact of fisheries and aquaculture on 
ecosystems; 

In spite of this there is not yet a full ecosystem based approach to management of sole 
(and other species) in the North Sea.  

 

 

2.5.3 Information / monitoring There is adequate knowledge of the impacts of the fishery on the ecosystem.  85 

60 Information is adequate to identify the key elements of the ecosystem (e.g. trophic structure and 
function, community composition, productivity pattern and biodiversity).  
Main impacts of the fishery on these key ecosystem elements can be inferred from existing 
information, but have not been investigated in detail.  

80 Information is adequate to broadly understand the functions of the key elements of the ecosystem.  

Main impacts of the fishery on these key ecosystem elements can be inferred from existing 
information, but may not have been investigated in detail.  

The main functions of the Components (i.e. target, Bycatch, Retained and ETP species and 
Habitats) in the ecosystem are known.  

Sufficient information is available on the impacts of the fishery on these Components to allow some 
of the main consequences for the ecosystem to be inferred.  

Sufficient data continue to be collected to detect any increase in risk level (e.g. due to changes in 
the outcome indicator scores or the operation of the fishery or the effectiveness of the measures).  

Information is adequate to broadly understand the functions of the key elements of the 
ecosystem. Research and a variety of modelling have led to a good understanding of 
the key elements in this ecosystem. Main impacts of the fishery on these key 
ecosystem elements can be inferred from existing information, but may not have been 
investigated in detail.  
 
Almost all catch is landed (limited discards) are recorded, and feeds into management 
and modelling and is adequate and appropriate. There is huge amount of information 
on North Sea species and habitats. There is a long history of research in the North 
Sea, meaning that the information is probably already sufficient to introduce a more 
ecosystem based approach to fisheries management, and multi-species fisheries 
management, even though this has not been fully achieved as yet. 
 
The main functions of the Components (i.e. target, Bycatch, Retained and ETP 
species and Habitats) in the ecosystem are known.  
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100 Information is adequate to broadly understand the key elements of the ecosystem.  

Main interactions between the fishery and these ecosystem elements can be inferred from existing 
information, and have been investigated.  

The impacts of the fishery on target, Bycatch, Retained and ETP species and Habitats are identified 
and the main functions of these Components in the ecosystem are understood.  

Sufficient information is available on the impacts of the fishery on the Components and elements to 
allow the main consequences for the ecosystem to be inferred.  

Information is sufficient to support the development of strategies to manage ecosystem impacts. 

Ecosystem modelling requires at least the basic understanding of main functions. 
SGMSNS (2006) reports further development of understanding as the North Sea 
ecosystem has changed and a new research is being planned to collect trophic data 
across the ecosystem. 
 
Sufficient information is available on the impacts of the fishery on these Components 
to allow some of the main consequences for the ecosystem to be inferred.  
Catches of sole are recorded as are all bycatch. These are included in ecosystem 
modelling. 
 
Sufficient data continue to be collected to detect any increase in risk level (e.g. due to 
changes in the outcome indicator scores or the operation of the fishery or the 
effectiveness of the measures). On-going monitoring of catch and abundance indices 
for various components of the ecosystem. This information is fairly broad and some is 
relatively old. Nevertheless, changes have been monitored and reported with 
adequate precision to detect changes. 
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Principle 3 The fishery is subject to an effective management system that respects local, national and 
international laws and standards and incorporates institutional and operational frameworks that 
require use of the resource to be responsible and sustainable. 

  

 
3.1 Governance and policy   

 

3.1.1 Legal and customary framework 

The management system exists within an appropriate and effective legal and/or 
customary framework that: 

• Is capable of delivering sustainable fisheries in accordance with MSC 
Principles 1  & 2  

• Observes the legal rights created explicitly or by custom of people 
dependent on fishing for food and livelihood, and 

• Incorporates an appropriate dispute resolution framework.  

 90 

60 The management system is generally consistent with local, national or international laws or 
standards that are aimed at achieving sustainable fisheries in accordance with MSC Principles 1 and 
2.  

The management system incorporates or is subject by law to a mechanism for the resolution of legal 
disputes arising within the system.  

Although the management authority or fishery may be subject to continuing court challenges, it is not 
indicating a disrespect or defiance of the law by repeatedly violating the same law or regulation 
necessary for the sustainability for the fishery.  

The management system has a mechanism to generally respect the legal rights created explicitly or 
established by custom of people dependent on fishing for food or livelihood in a manner consistent 
with the objectives of MSC Principles 1 and 2.  

80 The management system is generally consistent with local, national or international laws or 
standards that are aimed at achieving sustainable fisheries in accordance with MSC Principles 1 and 
2.  

The management system incorporates or is subject by law to a transparent mechanism for the 
resolution of legal disputes which is considered to be effective in dealing with most issues and that is 
appropriate to the context of the fishery.  

The management system or fishery is attempting to comply in a timely fashion with binding judicial 
decisions arising from any legal challenges.  

The management system has a mechanism to observe the legal rights created explicitly or 
established by custom of people dependent on fishing for food or livelihood in a manner consistent 
with the objectives of MSC Principles 1 and 2.  

The management system – both at EU and national level – is subject to law, observes 
the legal and cultural rights of fishers and includes transparent mechanisms for 
dispute resolution. All of this is conducted in a manner that is consistent with the 
objectives of MSC principles 1 and 2. 
At National Level, the Dutch Government’s Fisheries Act (Visserijwet, 1963) forms the 
basis for the implementation of the reformed EU Common Fisheries Policy. 
(2371/2002). The act establishes: 

• An institutional framework 

• Licensing procedures 

• Control and enforcement responsibilities 

A clear legal framework also exists for judicial decisions to be appealed against both at 
national, and if necessary EU level. The European Court of Justice is the jurisdictional 
institutional monitoring the observance of community law and the interpretation and 
the application of European Treaties.  Its areas of competence cover disputes between 
member states, disputes between the Union and the member states, between the 
institutions and between private individuals and the Union (European Court of 
Justice).Any binding decisions arising are complied with in a timely fashion.  
The system of industry representation (all vessels included as part of this assessment 
are members of POs and represented at the North Sea Demersal RAC) and 
cooperation with managers (referred to later in P3) enables a proactive approach to be 
taken to avoid legal disputes. 
However, there is evidence of some spatial conflict issues, for example between gill 
netters, and recreational fishermen, which have not been resolved at local level and 
have instead been arbitrated on at Dutch Parliamentary level. In part this has been to 
try and seek rapid resolution of the issue. It will be important for surveillance assessors 

EC (2371/2002)  
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100 The management system is generally consistent with local, national or international laws or 
standards that are aimed at achieving sustainable fisheries in accordance with MSC Principles 1 and 
2.  

The management system incorporates or is subject by law to a transparent mechanism for the 
resolution of legal disputes that is appropriate to the context of the fishery and has been tested and 
proven to be effective.  

The management system or fishery acts proactively to avoid legal disputes or rapidly implements 
binding judicial decisions arising from legal challenges.  

The management system has a mechanism to formally commit to the legal rights created explicitly or 
established by custom on people dependent on fishing for food and livelihood in a manner consistent 
with the objectives of MSC Principles 1 and 2. 

to examine the speed at which any judicial decisions arising from this parliamentary 
inquiry (if any), are implemented. 

 
 

3.1.2 Consultation, roles and responsibilities 

The roles and responsibilities of organisations and individuals who are 
involved in the management process are clear and understood by all relevant 
parties. The management system has effective consultation processes that are 
open to interested and affected parties.   

 90 

60 Organisations and individuals involved in the management process have been identified. 
Functions, roles and responsibilities are generally understood.  
The management system includes consultation processes that obtain relevant information from the 
main affected parties, including local knowledge, to inform the management system.  

80 Organisations and individuals involved in the management process have been identified. 
Functions, roles and responsibilities are explicitly defined and well understood for key areas of 
responsibility and interaction.  
The management system includes consultation processes that regularly seek and accept relevant 
information, including local knowledge. The management system demonstrates consideration of 
the information obtained.  
The consultation process provides opportunity for all interested and affected parties to be involved.  

It is notable that for such a relatively small fishery, consultation procedures and 
communication links are strong and effective 
Organisations and individuals involved in the management process have been 
identified. Functions, roles and responsibilities are explicitly defined and well 
understood for all areas of responsibility and interaction. The management system 
also includes consultation processes that regularly seek and receive relevant 
information, including local knowledge (for example through the static gear sub-
committee of the Demersal Working Group of the North Sea RAC – local 
representation from Nederlandse Vissersbond (NV)).  
There is clear and evident division of responsibility between EU, ICES and national 
institutions and authorities.  

EC 2371/2002 

WGNSSK 2008 

GPO pers 
comms. 
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100 Organisations and individuals involved in the management process have been identified. 
Functions, roles and responsibilities are explicitly defined and well understood for all areas of 
responsibility and interaction.  
The management system includes consultation processes that regularly seek and accept relevant 
information, including local knowledge. The management system demonstrates consideration of 
the information and explains how it is used or not used.  
The consultation process provides opportunity and encouragement for all interested and affected 
parties to be involved, and facilitates their effective engagement. 

The North Sea sole fishery is managed through the Common Fisheries Policy of the EU 
in accordance with the basic fisheries regulation (2371/2002). The core backdrop to the 
management of this fishery is the advice provided by the ICES Advisory Committee 
(ACOM) which draws on the on-going work of international scientists from relevant 
research laboratories and institutions (including the IMARES in the Netherlands) on the 
stock biology and marine science through the North Sea Demersal working group 
(WGNSSK). 

At the national level, national fisheries administrations and industry bodies (Ministerie 
van Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit, Algemene Inspectiedienst, IMARES) are 
responsible for a range of management and regulatory duties, including management 
of fleet activity, management of national quota, monitoring and control of all fisheries 
occurring within national jurisdiction, collection, collation and transmitting of key fishery 
data, and undertaking at least a base range of scientific monitoring and development 
work. In all cases their functions, roles and responsibilities are explicitly defined and 
well understood 

There is effective industry representation through the Producer Organisations, (PO 
Nederlandse Vissersbond, PO Oost, PO Delta Zuid, PO Wieringen). Industry 
representatives from the POs are represented at the North Sea Demersal RAC, which 
has contributed too much improved industry / management / science communication 
and consultation, since the 2002 revision of the CFP.  

In the opinion of the assessment team, there does however remain some scope for 
improving the involvement of other local stakeholders (for example recreational 
fishermen) within the management system to take a more holistic view of fisheries 
within the wider marine management context. This is addressed as a recommendation 
with this certification. 

 
 

3.1.3 Long-term objectives 
The management policy has clear long-term objectives to guide decision-
making that are consistent with MSC Principles and Criteria, and incorporates 
the precautionary approach. 

 90 

60 Long-term objectives to guide decision-making, consistent with MSC Principles and Criteria, and 
the precautionary approach, are implicit within management policy. 

80 Clear long-term objectives that guide decision- making, consistent with MSC Principles and 
Criteria, and the precautionary approach, are explicit within management policy. 

The Dutch Sole Gill net fishery has developed a management plan as part of the MSC 
certification process. This explicitly identifies long term objectives for the fishery. These 
include: 

GPO sole gill 
net 

management 
plan 
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100 Clear long-term objectives that guide decision-making, consistent with MSC Principles and Criteria 
and the precautionary approach, are explicit within and required by management policy. 

• To support a productive and sustainable population of sole 

• To minimise wider ecosystem impacts from this fishery 

• Improved stakeholder relations and cooperation with fisheries managers. 

Additionally, the EU fisheries management level, the reformed CFP aims to improve the 
basis of the decision-making process through sound and transparent scientific advice 
and increased participation of stakeholders. The Common Fisheries Policy is designed 
to ensure sustainable exploitation of living aquatic resources, through the application of 
a precautionary approach to protect and conserve living aquatic resources, and to 
minimise the impact of fishing activities on marine eco-systems. It shall aim at a 
progressive implementation of an eco-system-based approach to fisheries 
management. It shall aim to contribute to efficient fishing activities within an 
economically viable and competitive fisheries and aquaculture industry, providing a fair 
standard of living for those who depend on fishing activities and taking into account the 
interests of consumers. 

EC 
(2371/2002) 
WGNSSK 

2008 

 

3.1.4 Incentives for sustainable fishing 
The management system provides economic and social incentives for 
sustainable fishing and does not operate with subsidies that contribute to 
unsustainable fishing.  

 80 

60 The management system provides for incentives that are consistent with achieving the outcomes 
expressed by MSC Principles 1 and 2.  

80 The management system encourages incentives that are consistent with achieving the outcomes 
expressed by MSC Principles 1 and 2, and seeks to ensure that negative incentives do not arise. 

The management system encourages incentives that facilitate and promote the 
achievement of the outcomes expressed by MSC Principles 1 and 2, and seeks to 
ensure that negative incentives do not arise. 

EC (2371 / 
2002) 
EC 

(1342/2008) 
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100 The management system provides for incentives that are consistent with achieving the outcomes 
expressed by MSC Principles 1 and 2, and explicitly considers incentives in a regular review of 
management policy or procedures to ensure that they do not contribute to unsustainable fishing 
practices.  

Since the 2002 revision of the CFP, subsidies that contribute to unsustainable fishing 
have stopped. There is no support to increase capacity, or to compensate for low 
catches.  

Some NGOs have in the past questioned whether development support through the 
EC’s structural funding mechanisms to the fishery sector –the European Fisheries Fund 
(EFF) – constitutes continuing subsidy to the sector, but funding restrictions have been 
tightened with the last round of structural funding to ensure this is not the case – 
specifically to ensure that funding can be used for improvements in safety, value or 
improved environmental operations, for example reducing bycatch).  

A preferential tax system is applied to diesel across all EU primary production sectors, 
which could be considered a subsidy relative to other economic sectors, but this is 
difficult to argue for fisheries as a whole as European countries apply a far higher level 
of taxation on fuel than any other economic block in the world (with the exception of 
Japan). 

No detrimental subsides, which contribute to unsustainable fishing practices have been 
identified for this fishery. 

Every vessel targeting sole needs to be registered in the register of fishing vessels, has 
to have sufficient HP and GRT rights and a sole and plaice document (basis-
contingent). The total number of sole and plaice documents is fixed so this document 
has either to be purchased or rented. The number of available documents is low which 
has resulted in a considerable renting price.  

For the over 10m sector the vessels also need a special fishing permit as stated in 
article 14 under 3 of Resolution 1342/2008 (Cod recovery plan).  The total capacity 
expressed in kW of the vessels having special fishing permits shall not be greater than 
the maximum capacity of the vessels that have been active in 2006 or 2007 using a 
regulated gear and fishing in the geographical area concerned. This means that no new 
special permits will be issued.  

For the under 10 meter sector there are still possibilities for new entries in the fishery 
although as stated above a sole and plaice document is always needed. 

The local fishery management plan developed as part of the MSC process limits both 
the number of vessels that can join the plan and the number of nets per vessel; 
however these restrictions do not apply for non-certified gill-netters. There therefore 
remains the potential for vessels in this fishery to over-capitalise (in particular through 
the purchase of nets), which could be interpreted as providing an incentive to overfish.  
This is addressed as a recommendation with this certification. 
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3.2 Fishery specific management system   

 

3.2.1 Fishery specific objectives 
The fishery has clear, specific objectives designed to achieve the outcomes 
expressed by MSC’s Principles 1 and 2. 

 80 

60 Objectives, which are broadly consistent with achieving the outcomes expressed by MSC’s 
Principles 1 and 2, are implicit within the fishery’s management system.  

80 Short and long term objectives, which are consistent with achieving the outcomes expressed by 
MSC’s Principles 1 and 2, are explicit within the fishery’s management system.  

100 Well defined and measurable short and long term objectives, which are demonstrably consistent 
with achieving the outcomes expressed by MSC’s Principles 1 and 2, are explicit within the 
fishery’s management system.  

At national fisheries management level (Ministry for Agriculture, Nature and Food 
Quality); there is no clear policy – with associated fishery specific objectives – for this 
fishery. This appears to be as this fishery is seen as a low impact fishery which only 
makes a small contribution to overall fleet earnings. This is addressed as a 
recommendation with this certification. 
Short term objectives, within the management system are principally in the form of a 
TAC and effort controls (for over 10m vessels as part of the cod recovery plan). 
These short term objectives in turn contribute to the longer term management 
objectives identified in the management plan (referred to in P1). These are clearly 
identified as target F and SSB. 
The local fishery management plan, developed as part of this MSC process, includes 
fishery specific objectives, such as number of nets, mesh size, and log book for 
discards. 
 

WGNSSK 
2008 

GPO Sole gill 
net 

management 
plan. 

 

 

 

3.2.2 Decision-making processes 
The fishery-specific management system includes effective decision-making 
processes that result in measures and strategies to achieve the objectives. 

 80 

60 There are informal decision-making processes that result in measures and strategies to achieve 
the fishery-specific objectives.   
Decision-making processes respond to serious issues identified in relevant research, monitoring, 
evaluation and consultation, in a transparent, timely and adaptive manner and take some 
account of the wider implications of decisions.  

80 There are established decision-making processes that result in measures and strategies to 
achieve the fishery- specific objectives.  
Decision-making processes respond to serious and other significant issues identified in relevant 
research, monitoring, evaluation and consultation, in a transparent, timely and adaptive manner 
and take account of the wider implications of decisions. 
Decision-making processes use the precautionary approach and are based on best available 
information.   
Explanations are provided for any actions or lack of action associated with findings and relevant 
recommendations emerging from research, monitoring, evaluation and review activity.  

Management measures exist in terms of setting of annual quota, technical measures 
and closed areas. ICES advices on stock management measures and evaluates stock 
developments. Procedures exist for measuring performance of fishery in terms of stock 
levels and fishing effort. 
Landings are recorded by logbook, reported to the national authority, which in turn 
reports uptake to the Commission. The reporting process provides timely information to 
the Commission. The Commission has power to close a fishery immediately once quota 
is taken. 
Weakness in system remains the explanations for quota decisions taken at ministerial 
level, although this is much improved with the recent development of the management 
plan. 

National objectives are defined in the national fisheries policy In the Netherlands the 
“Task Force Sustainable North Sea Fisheries” has formulated objectives and strategies 

WGNSSK 
2008 
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100 There are established decision-making processes that result in measures and strategies to 
achieve the fishery-specific objectives.  
Decision-making processes respond to all issues identified in relevant research, monitoring, 
evaluation and consultation, in a transparent, timely and adaptive manner and take account of 
the wider implications of decisions. 
Decision-making processes use the precautionary approach and are based on best available 
information.  
Formal reporting to all interested stakeholders describes how the management system 
responded to findings and relevant recommendations emerging from research, monitoring, 
evaluation and review activity.  

for the Dutch fleet. The Minister of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality  (LNV) has laid 
down a long term strategy in a policy letter to the Dutch Parliament 
In the Netherlands meetings between government policy makers and fishing industry 
representatives are held on a regular basis. During this meetings policy issues 
concerning stock management, regulations and future developments are discussed. 

There are established decision-making processes that result in measures and 
strategies to achieve the fishery- specific objectives. These use the precautionary 
approach (see 3.1.3) and are based on best available information. As a result the 
Minister of LNV has recently announced national effort restrictions for the gill net fleet to 
prevent an unlimited growth of effort. 

Clear explanations are provided in a transparent form, reflecting the outcome of 
monitoring, evaluation and review – in particular in the advisory work of ICES, which 
forms the principle source of information for management decisions.  

Not all marine stakeholders are involved in an open and transparent manner in 
decision-making processes. There is not formal reporting to all interested stakeholders. 

 

3.2.3 Compliance and enforcement 
Monitoring, control and surveillance mechanisms ensure the fishery’s 
management measures are enforced and complied with.  

 80 

60 Monitoring, control and surveillance mechanisms exist and are implemented in the fishery under 
assessment and there is a reasonable expectation that they are effective.  
Sanctions to deal with non-compliance exist and there is some evidence that they are applied.  
Fishers are generally thought to comply with the management system for the fishery under 
assessment, including, when required, providing information of importance to the effective 
management of fishery. 

80 A monitoring, control and surveillance system has been implemented in the fishery under 
assessment and has demonstrated an ability to enforce relevant management measures, 
strategies and/or rules.  
Sanctions to deal with non-compliance exist, are consistently applied and thought to provide 
effective deterrence.  
Some evidence exists to demonstrate fishers comply with the management system under 
assessment, including, when required, providing information of importance to the effective 
management of fishery.  
There is no evidence of systematic non- compliance. 

National Authorities enforce EU Fisheries Regulation and report on their activities to 
the European Commission.  

There is a full system of MCS in place for this fishery, with designated landing sites, 
reporting of intention to land 2 hours prior, log books, at sea and on land inspections. 
This includes for vessels under 10m. Vessels over 15m are also covered by VMS.  

 However, the inspection services view this fishery as more difficult to inspect than 
other fisheries, due to the amount of short fishing trips, the short handling time of the 
catches and the number of designated landing sites including some beaches. 

Both administrative and criminal sanctions exist to deal with non-compliance with 
regulations. In case of severe violations licences can be revoked administratively. 
Quota violations result in high monetary penalties. This is thought to provide effective 
deterrence. 

AID pers 
comms. 
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100 A comprehensive monitoring, control and surveillance system has been implemented in the 
fishery under assessment and has demonstrated a consistent ability to enforce relevant 
management measures, strategies and/or rules 
Sanctions to deal with non-compliance exist, are consistently applied and demonstrably provide 
effective deterrence.  
There is a high degree of confidence that fishers comply with the management system under 
assessment, including, providing information of importance to the effective management of 
fishery.  
There is no evidence of systematic non-compliance.  

 Landings less than 50kg (life weight) do not come off TAC and the less fish that is 
reported, the less that comes off the quota. This could be an incentive for under 
reporting especially when likelihood of inspection is low.  

 The overall scale of the problem however is likely to be small since the whole fishery 
lands a very limited quantity of sole. Also the rent for sole quota is currently very low 
compared to fish prices so the financial advantage does not outweigh the risks 
involved with non-compliance.   

In case of a breach of PO rules or regulations the PO’s can fine a member and have 
done so in the past. 

 

3.2.4 Research plan 
The fishery has a research plan that addresses the information needs of 
management.  

 85 

60 Research is undertaken, as required, to achieve the objectives consistent with MSC’s Principles 
1 and 2.  
Research results are available to interested parties. 

80 A research plan provides the management system with a strategic approach to research and 
reliable and timely information sufficient to achieve the objectives consistent with MSC’s 
Principles 1 and 2.  
Research results are disseminated to all interested parties in a timely fashion. 

ICES establishes study groups based on information requirements identified by national 
delegates, including through industry representations. There is some informal research 
planning coordination via the NS Demersal RAC and the WGNSSK. 

The EU research is coordinated through the ERA nets and framework projects. 

Under the Marine Strategy Framework Member States are required to develop 

WGNSSK 
2008 

IMARES pers 
comms. 
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100 A comprehensive research plan provides the management system with a coherent and strategic 
approach to research across P1, P2 and P3, and reliable and timely information sufficient to 
achieve the objectives consistent with MSC’s Principles 1 and 2.  
Research plan and results are disseminated to all interested parties in a timely fashion and are 
widely and publicly available.  

strategies for their marine waters. The marine strategies must contain a detailed 
assessment of the state of the environment, a definition of "good environmental status" 
at regional level and the establishment of clear environmental targets and monitoring 
programmes. 

At national level the Dutch government funds national (fisheries) research institutes. 
This funding of research projects automatically involves research planning and 
selecting research areas that require further information. For instance in recent years 
several surveys have been conducted on the interaction of marine mammals and gill 
net fisheries after an increase in the number of strandings of harbour porpoises on 
Dutch beaches. Nationally IMARES has periodic meetings to plan research and to 
respond to EU research calls. Main research in the pipeline is a benchmark 
assessment of the sole stock for 2010.  

Fundamental research, for example on environmental influences on stock dynamics  or 
ecosystem impact studies, seems to be left to individual scientists and the priorities and 
financial constraints of their parent organisations as funding is not made available from 
ICES. Such work is undertaken, for example, by Dutch Institutes.  

The results of research are disseminated in a timely fashion and are available to all 
interested parties. Collectively this can be regarded as a research plan that provides 
the management system with a strategic approach to research and reliable and timely 
information sufficient to achieve the objectives consistent with MSC’s Principles 1 and 
2.  

 

 

3.2.5 Monitoring and evaluation 
There is a system for monitoring and evaluating the performance of the 
fishery-specific management system against its objectives. There is effective 
and timely review of the fishery-specific management system. 

 85 

60 The fishery has in place mechanisms to evaluate some parts of the management system and is 
subject to occasional internal review.  

80 The fishery has in place mechanisms to evaluate key parts of the management system and is 
subject to regular internal and occasional external review. 

The CFP was reviewed thoroughly prior to the 2002 reform of the CFP.  An obligation 
to review the basic regulation for the CFP before the end of 2012 is built into the 
regulation. At the time of writing (2009) An EU Green Paper on the reform of the CFP 
is currently out to public consultation with a new legislative proposal expected during 

EC 
(2371/2002) 

 
WGNSSK 
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100 The fishery has in place mechanisms to evaluate all parts of the management system and is 
subject to regular internal and external review. 

2011. 

Resulting policies, operational plans and practices are subject to wide consultation 
before ratification, and prescribed monitoring and evaluation processes after 
ratification. Since 2004 RAC’s are established which allow stakeholders to have an 
input in the CFP management process. This includes the possibility to critically 
comment on the CFP management system. Consideration of the recommendations of 
reviews is demonstrated 

Each member state must report to the Commission annually on control matters. EC 
fishery inspectors monitor National enforcement activity. EU data collection 
requirements, carried out by member states, are reviewed each year. 

Within the Netherlands, internal audits also occur, reviewing the nature and 
effectiveness of control measures.  In the Netherlands the Court of Auditors (Algemene 
Rekenkamer) recently investigated the effectiveness of Dutch (and EU) fisheries 
policies in the light of continued overexploitation of some fish stocks.  

Within ICES, a Methods Working Group keeps methods for fish stock assessment 
under regular review. Study groups exist to review, for example, Revision of Data, 
Precautionary Approach Preliminary Limits and Discards and Biological Sampling. 
Benchmark assessments are completed every 5 years with update assessments 
conducted annually. ICES Working Groups form a built in internal review process. 
ICES can, and do, involve external scientists in review of its methodologies if 
considered necessary. 

On the level of fishermen’s organisations (PO’s) procedures are reviewed by their 
board. The fishery management plan is evaluated (by the GPO) every year and this 
review is open to recognised stakeholders to read and commend on. 

There is a comprehensive system of monitoring of information relevant for 
management decision-making and stock assessment purposes (on the whole sole 
fishery i.e. focussed on beam trawl activity). The monitoring programme in place 
principally focuses on landings from the fishery, i.e. quota uptake. Additional 
monitoring is also in place to provide sufficient information to support stock 
assessment purposes (for example length / weight monitoring).  

High quality, well-documented procedures exist to reduce harvest in light of 
monitoring results.  These can be quickly implemented (near real-time recording of 
catch levels and quota uptake – and annual review of stock status). The CFP system 
allows the Commission to make a proposal to the Council for an immediate (in-year) 
reduction in quota.   

The North Sea Plaice and sole Management Plan will be re-evaluated in 2010. 

There has been independent review of the Management Strategy Evaluation, of the 
sole management plan.  

 

2008 
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Appendix 4 – Sole Fishery Management Plan for 

(Dutch) Gillnet Fishers 
1 July 2009 – 1 July 2015 
Rijswijk, 15.4.2009. 
 
The Producing Organisations (POs) of Dutch gillnet fishery for sole (Solea solea) have adopted this 
management plan for the certification of this type of fishery in conformity with the directives of the 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). 
 
1 AMBITION 

1 Dutch gillnet fishery for sole will:  

1. promote and maintain a productive and sustainable sole population; 

2. minimise the effect of gillnet fishery on the ecosystem of the sole and the naturally occurring 
species in the ecosystem;  

3. a.  establish and maintain good relations between stakeholders in gillnet fishery for sole; 

b. act in close partnership with the administrator. 

2 OBJECTIVES 

1. Environmentally responsible and sustainable fishery; with recognised limited effects on 

a.  the target species, the sole (Solea solea); 
b.  the marine ecosystem; 

2 Economically responsible and sustainable fishery, which  

a. is economically viable; 
b. maintains and improves the economic position of the fishers through coordinated self-regulation 

in the fishery; 
c. raises the effectiveness of the fishery; 

 

3. Socially responsible and sustainable fishery, which 

a. maintains a good standard of living for the fishers and for those dependent on fishery 
b. enhances the effectiveness of self-regulation.  

3 DEFINITIONS 

The terms used in this management plan are defined as follows: 

AID General Inspection Service (Algemene Inspectie Dienst), which 
works for the manager 

PO Producer organisation, recognised by the European Commission. 
Participant A member of a PO recognised by the European Commission who has 

signed this management plan.  

SNV Foundation of the Dutch Fishery (Stichting van de Nederlandse 
Visserij), MSC certificate holder. SNV delegates the implementation of 
the management plan to the POs (GPO), which have signed this 
management plan. POs (GPO) report annually to SNV on the 
implementation of the management plan. 

GPO  Management committee of the SNV formed by representatives of the 
combined producer organisations (POs) that have signed this 
management plan. 
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Manager This is the statutory administrator and enforcer of the professional 
fishery sector in the Netherlands. The Dutch ministry with ultimate 
responsibility for fishery management, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Nature Management and Food Quality, Fish Department; 

Scientific authority   International Council for Exploration of the Seas (ICES), IMARES or 
an equivalent institute. 

Stakeholders Stakeholders recognised as such by GPO: LNV, PVis, AID, Stichting 
De Noordzee, WNF, Zeehondencreche Pieterburen, Sportvisserij 
Nederland. 

PO Product organisation of gillnet fishers for sole recognised by the 
European Commission which have signed this management plan; 

Auditor Audit performing authority, accredited by the SNV. 
Gillnet Fund Fund set up for the current financing and administering of this 

management plan and for activities decided on by the board to 
support the implementation of this management plan. The fund is 
administered by the SNV. 

Logbook European Logbook.   
 

4 REGULATIONS 

The participants meet all relevant national and international regulations. All participants are members of 
a Producer Organisation that have signed this management plan. The PO of which a participant is a 
member is responsible for enforcing the relevant extra-statutory rules as laid down in this management 
plan.    
 
5 FISHING INTENSITY 
5.1 Maximum number of participants 

The maximum number of vessels with permits in gillnet fishery for sole provided for in this plan is: 60. 
The licence for MSC is granted to a participating company and for the vessel being used for 
participation.  If an entrepreneur uses several vessels to participate in the management plan, that is 
deemed to be a case of several participants. Accordingly, each vessel is a participant. 

Since the MSC's assignment of Dutch gillnet fishery for sole (in mid-2009), no new participants have 
been admitted to this management plan unless the following conditions are met: 

- the participant is affiliated with a PO that has signed this management plan; and 

- the participant complies with any extra restrictive measures imposed by GPO to prevent an 
increase in fishing intensity. The key principle is that in the 12 mile zone of the Netherlands the 
maximum combined number of nets (for the entire fleet) is 18000 (300nets x 60 vessels) and 
the maximum combined net length (for the entire fleet) is 900 km (18000 x 50 m).  From the 
61st participant a decision must be made on the maximum number of nets and maximum net 
lengths that can be used, assuming that the maximum of the collective is respected; and 

- the participant has filed the vessel with which he intends to participate in the Fishery Register 
(Visserijregister) of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality after reference date 1 
October 2008. On the reference date the participant had not filed any vessels in the Fishery 
Register that were used for gillnet fishing for sole in 2008. The participant pays a one-off 
amount for admission of € 500, not including VAT, payable to the Gillnet Fund. This amount is 
in addition to the annual contribution set by GPO that the participants pay to the fund; or 

- the participant has filed the vessel with which he intends to participate and which was used for 
gillnet fishing for sole in 2008 in the Fishery Register of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and 
Food Quality on reference date 1 October 2008. The participant pays a sum of € 2,000, not 
including VAT, payable to the Gillnet Fund. This amount is in addition to the annual 
contribution set by GPO that the participants pay to the fund.  
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A participant who has not been active as a gillnet fisher for two consecutive years loses the right to 
participate in this management plan. 

These measures are intended to limit the fishing intensity caused by the participants.  

GPO will ask the administrator to look into the possibility of placing an embargo on the number of gillnet 
fishing vessels under 10 metres in order to prevent the fishing intensity from increasing further. GPO will 
also ask the administrator to introduce a permit system for Dutch gillnet fishers in order to control the 
fishing intensity. 

5.2 Maximum number of nets and length 

Participants in this management plan undertake to fish with a maximum of 300 nets per vessel offshore 
within the 12 mile zone of the Netherlands. Furthermore, the overall length of the fishing gear set out by 
each vessel must not exceed 15 kilometres. Participants are obliged to note the overall net length used 
in their logbooks.  

Participants wishing to fish with more than 300 nets or with nets exceeding a length of 15 kilometres are 
obliged to do so outside of the Dutch 12 mile zone. That implies that if a participant wishes to use more 
than 300 nets or more than 15 km, he must fish with all nets outside of the 12 mile zone. The PO must 
report this to GPO prior to each fishing trip. This can be reported on the website 
www.vissersbond.nl and www.visserij.nl which are open to the public view.     
The purpose of this measure is to prevent a further rise in the fishing intensity in the vulnerable coastal 
regions. In combination with other measures, it also forms an instrument intended to limit spatial 
conflicts with other users. In partnership with scientists GPO will set up a monitoring programme to look 
into the number of nets and the net lengths.  

5.3 Minimum mesh 
Participants fish with a minimum mesh of 92 mm for sole. The statutory minimum mesh is 90 mm.   

The purpose of this measure is to reduce unwanted by-catches (discards) and increase the 
selectiveness of sole fishing.  

5.4 Catch registration 

Participants are obliged to use the logbook to register the catch quantity and unwanted by-catches 
(discards) for each catch location.  
This measure is intended to obtain information about the catch composition.  That information can be 
used to put additional measures in place to reduce unwanted by-catches.  
 
5.5 Enforcement  

5.5.1 Compliance with all extra-statutory agreements on fishing intensity in article 5 is verified by an 
auditor. For this purpose the auditor receives all relevant information from the PO in question. The 
auditor's reports on this enforcement task are placed on the website.  

5.5.2 The PO will impose sanctions for violations of the agreements set out under 5.5.1 by the 
participants. The first violation in a given year will be punishable with a fine. GPO will set the 
level of the fine. 

5.5.3 The second violation in a single year will be punishable by exclusion of the violating party from 
participation in this management plan for a period of two weeks (during the fishing season). 

5.5.4 In the event of more than two violations by a permit holder established and registered by the 
auditor in a single year, the violating party will be excluded from participation in this 
management plan for the rest of that year. That party will also lose the right for the rest of that 
year to .use the MSC label on their fishery products. 

6 BY-CATCHES 

6.1  Fish species  
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It is stipulated under point 5.4 that participants must keep records of their catches and unwanted by-
catches in their logbooks. The target species is sole. Wanted by-catches are marketable fish that the 
fisher is permitted to supply (quota and above the minimum length). Unwanted by-catches of undersized 
sole and cod, endangered fish species (salmon, trout, sturgeon), sea birds and marine mammals must 
be noted in the logbook.   

6.2   Marine mammals  

Catches of marine mammals in the gillnet fishery for sole do not actually occur in Dutch waters. In the 
event of this occurring on an incidental basis, the participant must report this without delay to his PO. 
The date, time, number and location must be reported. The PO will immediately inform GPO and the 
interested party. In the event of a by-catch of living and/or dead seals, contact is made with 
Zeehondencreche’t Hart in Pieterburen, telephone + 31 (0)595 526526. In the case of living and/or dead 
porpoises or other dolphin-types, contact is made with S.O.S. Dolfijn, telephone + 31 (0)6 65098576 or 
via www.walvisstrandingen.nl.  

7 MARKING 

Participants must attach at least one buoy to the end of a line of nets. A buoy with a flag must be used 
on the northern side, two flags on the southern side. Light and radar reflectors can be added. The 
coordinates of the outer ends must be communicated in the usual way (VHF, SMS) to the nearby fleet 
when setting out the nets. The fleet must be informed that the coordinates are no longer in use when 
the nets are raised.  

GPO will look into which additional agreements can be made with regard to marking and 
communication. 

8 LANDING 

GPO will lay down the authorised landing places. Catches must be landed at the authorised landing 
places. Landings are subject to regular verification by an auditor. 

A complete list of landing places will be drawn up by GPO and published on the website. Landings at 
unauthorised landing places may not carry the MSC label. 

9 EMISSIONS 

The participant can demonstrate to an auditor that the emissions are in line with national and 
international emission standards for nitrogen oxides (NOx), sulphur dioxide (SO2) and carbon dioxide 
(CO2) [Option: GPO will chart the average fuel consumption per fishery unit each year on the basis of 
data supplied by the participants via their PO].   

10 WASTE AND POLLUTION 

10.1 The participant will ensure that his waste substances are processed by a recognised waste 
processing organisation – local authority, SFAV or equivalent. This concerns the collection of 
waste in the form of bilge water, spent oil and other mixtures on board. For that purpose the 
participants must keep proper records in a bilge book and an oil journal. The low-level 
hazardous waste (KGA) must also be collected and put together in the yellow bags labelled 
KGA for that purpose. The member will take his waste substances ashore. No waste must be 
pumped out at sea. 

10.2 The participant must not use any CFCs. Freon is a collective term for a group of 
chlorofluorocarbon compounds (CFCs) that are used mainly in cooling systems and spray 
cans. Freon is one of the gasses responsible for creating the hole in the ozone layer. The word 
freon is a trade name belonging to the company DuPont. The use of CFCs on vessels must 
meet the provisions of the environmental legislation "Regeling lekdichtheidsvoorschriften 
koelinstallaties 1997" (Regulations on leak tightness during the use of cooling units) (Rlk, 1997) 

10.3 The participant must demonstrate to an auditor that the old paint layers with organic tin 
compounds have been removed from his vessel or covered with a permissible antifouling 
system.  
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10.4 Participants who lose nets must report this within 12 hours to their PO. They must report the 
length, material and position of the lost net. The PO will note this in its annual report to GPO. 

11 INNOVATION AND RESEARCH 

Participants will cooperate with research aimed at gaining scientific knowledge of gillnet fishing for sole. 
This can be subjected to the condition of GPO's approval of the research. 

GPO intends to have the following studies performed: 

-  development of a monitoring system for the number of nets and net lengths used; 

-  a study into the possibility of placing an embargo on the number of gillnet fishing vessels 
under 10 metres in order to prevent the fishing intensity from increasing further  

- a study into whether a permit for Dutch gill net fishers can be introduced in order to manage 
the fishing intensity 

- annually charting the average fuel consumption per fishery unit on the basis of data supplied 
by the participants via their PO   

- a study into which additional agreements can be made concerning the marking of nets and 
communication with other users. 

12 AUDITS 

GPO (SNV) will accredit auditors for the necessary checks and inspections for the adequate 
implementation of this management plan. The auditors' contact details are given on the website. 

GPO will publish audit reports in full on the website within two weeks of their receipt. 

13 COMPLIANCE 

All participants will monitor compliance with the agreements. All participants are obliged to report 
violations of this management plan, which must be reported without delay to the PO.  

The compliance of participants with all agreements in this management plan will be confirmed at least in 
the form of regular audit reports. Participants and POs will also accept irregular and unannounced 
compliance inspections by the auditors. 

14 SANCTIONS 

14.1 In the event of a participant failing to comply with this management plan, the PO will give him 
six weeks to comply with the regulations. After that the participant's MSC certificate will be 
withdrawn. 

14.2 In the event of 10% or more of the participants failing to comply with this management plan at a 
given point in time, the PO will be deprived of the right to supply MSC sole from gillnet fishing 
on behalf of their members. 

14.3 The PO can impose fines on the participants for violations of this management plan. Fines 
cannot be imposed until the permit holder has been notified of the violation by means of a 
registered letter with recorded delivery signed by the chairman or two other members of the 
board and by the secretary of the PO. 

14.4 Participants can lodge an objection to fines within ten days in accordance with article 15 of this 
management plan. 

14.5  Fines are payable within 15 days of being imposed to the Gillnet Fund, bank account number 
66.96.07.975, written to Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij. 

15 OBJECTION PROCEDURES 

Participants can lodge an objection to decisions made under this management plan within ten days. 
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Objections will be handled by the Fishery Arbitration Institute (Stichting Arbitrage Visserij). Objections 
will be handled within two weeks, after which a written ruling will be issued on the admissibility and/or 
recognition of the objection within four weeks of receipt of the objection. 

The address and contact details of the Fishery Arbitration Institute are as follows: 

Stichting Arbitrage Visserij 
Postbus 72 
2280 AB Rijswijk 
Tel: 0031 70 3369600 

16 MANAGEMENT 

This management plan is administered by the combined producer organisations (GPO). A combined 
board and secretariat will be installed to ensure the correct application and implementation of the 
management plan. The board will comprise representatives of the POs that have signed this 
management plan. The address and contact details of the GPO are: 

Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij 
Treubstraat 17 
2280 AB RIJSWIJK 
THE NETHERLANDS 
Tel. +31 70 336 9600 

By signing this management plan the participant authorises his PO and the GPO to implement this management plan on his 
behalf. 

17 COMMUNICATION 

The website www.visersbond.nl en www.visserij.nl is being instituted with this management plan. The 
secretariat is responsible for the correct functioning of the website. The website is the information 
source for all details made available with this management plan. All participants, POs, supervisors, 
administrators and scientific authorities, as well as other authorised bodies, will be given an access 
code for the website. 

This management plan will be placed on the website. A paper copy will be sent to all participants each 
year. An electronic copy will be sent each year to all participants and all other stakeholders. 

18 EVALUATION 

This management plan will be evaluated each year by the GPO in consultation with other stakeholders. 
The GPO can accept recommendations for the amendment of this management plan on the basis of the 
evaluation. 

If there is sufficient reason to do so, to be decided at the GPO's discretion, an interim evaluation of this 
management plan can be carried out. 
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Appendix 5 – Peer review reports 

Peer Reviewer A 

June 2009 

General comments: 

The report does not present supporting evidence in key areas, particularly that of Principle 2, and hence 
currently does not provide sufficient information to the reader to justify the scores given.  In turn, it was 
often difficult to match comments made within the scoring comments table against the requirements of 
the different Scoring Guidepost levels. This makes it difficult to confirm whether the individual and 
therefore overall scores given for the fishery are fully justified.  

I have highlighted the cases where I feel that information provided is insufficient to support of the score 
given, or is unclear. 

Specific comments: 

Section in report 
 

Peer reviewers comments  
 

2.3 Minor comment: the 10-15m category represents the biggest single category (just!) but doesn’t 
represent the majority of vessels. 
The unit of certification is for gillnets, but the description of fishing implies the gear can operate like 
tangle nets. This needs to be clarified since the impacts on bycatch and ETP species may be very 
different dependent upon the mode of operation. See also 2.6 below. 

 FCI: Text changed (re majority). The net is a light weight gillnet, not a tangle net. All considerations 
under P2 related specifically to this gear type. 

2.5  Minor comment: given that diet is covered within P2 (food web), the last paragraph is better placed 
there. 

 FCI: A brief reference to diet is useful at this point by way of introduction. 

2.6 The certification is for the gillnet fishery for sole – why is the ‘Dutch gillnet and tangle net fishery 
covered by this assessment report’ (last paragraph of the section) discussed here? See also 
comments on 2.3 above, the title for ‘fig 5’ of the report, and section 8.1. 

 FCI: References to tangle net has been removed. 

3.1 It would be good to see the current ICES ‘four-plot’ diagram for North Sea sole status and history 
presented within the document. 

 FCI: Plots have been added for the indicators (F, SSB) and reference point. 

3.3 There is a lot of generic text in this section, and it would help the reader if the discussion of technical 
measures, for example, was focused on the fishery under certification. In turn, the ecosystem 
paragraph at the end should be placed under P2. 

 FCI: All the text seems relevant to this fishery, although it may cover other fisheries as well. The 
ecosystem paragraph is relevant here (although it may overlap with P2), because setting reference 
points should take account of the role of the species in the ecosystem and was considered by the 
working group. 

3.3 Can you clarify what is meant by ‘the TAC of both plaice and sole has been set at a much more 
realistic level’? 

 FCI: Text added “the TAC of both plaice and sole has been set to constrain the fishery much closer 
to the target fishing mortality.” 

3.3 The authors rightly note that the <50kg landings are unlikely to result in a significant overall catch 
level compared to the other directed fisheries for sole, and compared to the overall TAC. However, is 
there any data on these catches available from the fishing fleet that can confirm this? Is this 
something the Management Plan (Appendix 4) could cover? Also clarify if this 50kg limit applies to all 
those vessels <10m, or those <10m vessels fishing with gillnets for sole (see section 4.1 of the 
report, end of the first paragraph). I’m not aware of other fisheries operating with this style of 
dispensation? 
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Section in report 
 

Peer reviewers comments  
 

 FCI: This dispensation is for all EU fishermen. Annex 4 Regulation 2807/83 states that an entry shall 
be made for all species listed in Annex VII where the total quantity on board is in excess of: 
— salmon: 10 kilograms live weight, 
— others: 50 kilograms live weight. 
We understand that these landings are included in the catches reported to the working group. It is the 
subject of recommendation 3. 

4 Throughout this section, statements are made which relate to the scoring guidepost text, but without 
any accompanying evidence. As a result it is impossible to confirm that these statements are 
justified. The section therefore needs to include further information.  

 FCI: Information and references added. 

4 There is no information provided within this section on the loss of gillnets within the fishery, or the 
potential for ghost fishing, although it is stated within the scoring table that ghost fishing does not 
occur. Smothering of benthic habitat could be an issue – if these are present in fished habitats. There 
is related literature on this available, and information on lost nets should also be available from the 
fishery itself. 

 FCI: Comments added. 

4.1 How do the current management measures for the fishery under certification help to recover and 
rebuild cod? From the information given it is the fact that they only have small and sporadic bycatch 
of cod that leads to this – an operational measure, perhaps? This needs clarifying. 

 FCI: Text amended. There are management measures in place for the recovery and rebuilding of 
cod, which all fisheries operating in the North Sea are party to. We clearly illustrate that the overall 
level of bycatch of cod from this fishery is minimal, and is not therefore considered a ‘main’ bycatch 
species. 

4.2 and 4.3 The text notes that discarding is likely to comprise only biogenic material (note, starfish etc are not 
biogenic, they’re organisms). However the Management Plan notes undersized cod, salmon, trout 
and sturgeon will also be caught and potentially discarded. These are not currently discussed. Is 
there information on the levels of these bycatch? This needs to be explained in more detail. 
In turn, there is no discussion on other potential bycatch and ETP species – seals, sharks and rays 
for example. Scientific literature is certainly available to infer likely bycatch rates for seals.  

 FCI: Point about bycatch of biogenic material clarified. Although the management plan makes 
reference to recording discards of cod, salmon, trout and sturgeon, the assessment team did not find 
evidence of this discarding and none of the consultees raised it as an issue and these are not 
therefore regarded as ‘main’ species. Although the assessment team do not anticipate this to be a 
problem, it is recognised that the level of information is currently insufficient. Conditions 2 and 3 
specifically relate to the need to obtain further information in this area. Further bycatch reference 
added (Couperus 2008) 

4.3 Are scientific observers present on the vessels operating within the fishery under certification? Can 
these provide more information of relevance to retained, bycatch and ETP species? If so, this 
information should be presented (see also later comments). 

 FCI: The assessment team recognise that there is not as much information as would be ideal to 
address these areas. As a result 2 conditions are raised which specifically call for improved routine 
recording of retained, bycatch and ETP. 

4.4 There is no information presented about available knowledge of the demersal and pelagic habitat 
within the areas fished. Have surveys been performed? Is information available from relevant ICES 
Expert Groups? 

 FCI: Further references added, including relevant ICES working group and link to Dutch habitat 
mapping project. 

4.5 There is no information presented about the available knowledge of the North Sea ecosystem, the 
North Sea food web, or the role of sole within it. Studies have looked at this, and there should be 
information available on the importance of sole within the ecosystem and the impacts of fishing. In 
turn, citing the conventions and agreements does not indicate the research and activities being 
undertaken and the resulting evidence that is produced. In turn, there is no information on the 
ecosystem studies being performed by ICES, IMARES, or related institutes, that provides the 
evidence required. 

 FCI: Reference is made to relevant ICES WG (REGNS 2006). 

5.2 There is a lot of generic text in this section, and it would help the reader if the discussion e.g. on 
industry representation, was focused on the fishery under certification. 
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Section in report 
 

Peer reviewers comments  
 

 FCI: More locally specific text added. 

5.2 The authors mention that the fishery will be closed, but it is not clear by whom? And has this been 
successful in the past? 

 FCI: Text amended. PO will notify fishermen if a quota is exhausted. Landing of over quota fish will 
be fined. 

5.2 The authors note that IMARES is the main local scientific body. Are universities (e.g. Wageningen) or 
other organisations involved within the development of advice on the stock, fishery or ecosystem? 
Are research plans developed to better understand the fishery/stock/ecosystem, and how are they 
agreed? 

 FCI: Text has been added. IMARES is nowadays part of Wageningen UR. 
5.3 Throughout, much is made on the VMS system and logbooks for information and enforcement 

processes. However, many of the vessels listed in section 2.3 are below 10m, and so neither applies. 
How is MCS effective for these vessels? 

 FCI: Text has been changed. All vessels are required to keep a logbook. Under 10 m vessels have 
the record all landings including quantities less than 50 kg. 

5.4 Is there any information or supporting reference/interview to support the opinion that underreporting 
is no longer a major problem? Who has a sense of confidence? 

 FCI: Reference to AID evaluation reports is added. 

5.5 What was the result of the public hearing held in January 2009? 

 FCI: The text has been amended. The different parties in the conflict have expressed their views to 
the parliamentary commission for Agriculture and Fishery.  

8.3, 7.2 and Appendix 6 Condition 2 – from the scoring guidepost text, probabilistic evaluation of status against reference 
points is only required to move toward the SG100 level, rather than the SG80 level. While that would 
be a recommendation, my understanding is it is not required within the condition? 
Condition 4 – this will also refer to PI 2.3.3. 

 FCI: The original condition 2 (referred to above) has been dropped and added as a recommendation 
(Note the ‘new’ condition 2 (previously condition 3) now refers to Retained species info) 
Condition 3 (previously condition 4) now includes 2.3.3. 
 

 
 

Section in scoring 
comment table 
 

Peer reviewers comments  
 

1.2.1 The impact of high fuel prices on fishing activity is noted. While this certainly influenced the level of 
beam trawl fishing, has it affected the gillnet fishery? 

 FCI: It has affected all fishing, but gillnet to a lesser extent. However, we only have basic information 
on this. 

1.2.4 Probabilistic interpretation of stock status relative to reference points is only required to get over the 
SG80 level, and MSE studies may (but perhaps not sufficiently?) have looked at the implications of 
uncertainties within the assessment. The authors need to clarify the text to support the score of 75.  

 FCI: Noted. Score adjusted to 80. Condition replaced by recommendation. 
 

2.1.1 Given that there appears to be little information directly from the fishery on the range and amount of 
retained species, the score of 85 requires more justifying supporting text. In turn, while undersized cod 
may be discarded, appropriately sized cod will likely be retained, and counted against quota? Will this 
also hold for the number of <10m vessels within the fishery under certification? 

 FCI: Text amended to clarify which are the ‘main’ retained species, therefore justifying the score. The 
lack of information is dealt with in 2.1.3 and 2.2.3 and is the subject of certification, indicating that the 
assessors do not believe this to be a barrier to assessment, but something that does need to be 
addressed over the short to medium term. 

2.1.2 The text describes a number of operational measures which may result in a partial strategy, but these 
appear a happy circumstance of the approach to fishing. The text describes ‘bycatch of… cod’ as 
being avoided, but bycatches are known to occur (see 2.1.1). Minimised would be a better term. 
The sentence ‘All species of relevance within the North Sea are considered collectively as part of 
ecosystem management, supported by modelling.’ is overstating the case somewhat! While the impact 
of fishery bycatch (in particular of cod) is considered within ICES ACOM advice, I feel the sentence is 
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providing an optimistic view. 
Again, please provide more justification and evidence for a score of 85. 

 FCI: Avoided changed to minimised. The operational measures of the fleet are designed to maximise 
catches of sole, it is indeed a ‘happy circumstance’ that this has the effect of minimising bycatch, but 
none-the-less this can be regarded as a strategy of sorts. Text also amended to link back to the 
scoring guidepost and more accurately reflect the overall level of understanding (and modelling) of 
North Sea species and ecosystem. 

2.1.3 The text indicates that bycatch information is not available directly for the fleet under certification. 
Cannot the client provide this information directly in order to support the assessment? Does the VIRIS 
system cover all the sizes of vessels being considered under the certification? Again, more supporting 
text is required here. 

 FCI: The VIRIS system does cover all sizes of vessels under consideration. The VIRIS system 
provides information for ‘ gill nets’ but this is not separated down to ‘sole net’. Whilst this is not thought 
to be an immediate barrier to certification or justify delay, it does warrant a condition to address within 
the lifetime of the certificate. 

2.2.1 and 2.2.3 There is no information on whether vulnerable species or species groups like elasmobranchs could be 
caught in gillnets. In turn, the management plan notes the potential bycatch of undersized cod, trout, 
and salmon and sturgeon (which may be ETP but more likely overexploited) which are not discussed 
here. Further information and justification of a score of 90 for 2.2.1 (which seems high in light of the 
available information) is required. 
Given that undersized North Sea cod can be discarded, how is the fishery planning to minimise this 
bycatch in order to support the rebuilding plan; i.e. what is the ‘partial strategy of demonstrably 
effective mitigation measures in place such that the fishery does not hinder recovery and rebuilding’ of 
North Sea cod? 

 FCI: Further clarification provided of which are the ‘main’ species. Reference now also made to the 
other species mentioned in the management plan. Management measures are referred to in 2.2.2. 
Score reduced from 90 to 80 as it is accepted that whilst bycatch is not thought to be a major issue 
with this fishery, it does currently fall some way short of a ‘high degree of certainty’. 

2.2.2 The last sentence under the text for this SG suggests that a score of 80 may be generous? 

 FCI: Text added to make reference to the new requirements for recording discards in the management 
plan. The assessment team did not feel that this justified a condition given that the overall level of 
discarding is low. 

2.3.1 As already noted, there are likely other ETP species that could interact with gillnets (e.g. seals) that 
are not mentioned within this section. In turn, there is no explanation of whether the effects of the 
fishery are ‘within limits of national and international requirements’, or ‘create unacceptable impacts to 
ETP species’. This needs to be re-visited. 
Given the lack of information directly from this fishery, can it be said to be ‘highly likely’ to be within 
limits? I assume that this view comes from the personal communications listed; this information should 
be highlighted as evidence in the text. 

 FCI: All of the available evidence and expert opinion suggests that harbour porpoise are the most likely 
ETP species of concern (species overlap, stranded animals, and research evidence). The assessment 
team have therefore rightly focussed on this species (but only having first scoped the potential impact 
on other ETP species with local experts). A good amount of locally specific information is available for 
this fishery and further reference (taken from the body of the report) has been added. Score reduced 
from 85 to 80. 

2.3.2 There is no mention of the strategies that exist to minimise impacts on harbour porpoise to 1.7% of the 
population (as noted in the main body of the report), which represents part of the management 
strategy. 
In turn, are not the factors listed in 2.3.1 part of the (operational) strategy? 

 FCI: Reference made to 2.3.1. The strategies are adequate and appropriate given the available 
evidence. This has been well studied, and is the subject of on-going study, and the information 
conditions attached to this fishery, along with further recording requirements contained in the 
management plan are likely to provide further evidence and are thought to be adequate. As illustrated 
in report section 6.4, the assessment team have consulted widely with local experts, including those 
responsible for published research into the subject, and all stated that ETP bycatch was not a major 
issue with this fishery. Inevitably, strategies are less well defined where the scale of the problem is 
small, and reasonable allowance has been made for this. 

2.3.3 The evidence to support the view that the fishery is ‘highly unlikely’ to pose a threat to ETP species – 
from the observer programme – has not been presented anywhere within the report or scoring 
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guidepost table. Indeed, there are comments made elsewhere on the fact that observer coverage is 
quite low. What was the vessel coverage? All types and sizes of vessels? All areas? Further details of 
this quantitative data from the unpublished reports should be given to support the observations made 
and score given. 

 FCI: Erroneous use of the term ‘observer’ has been replaced with ‘research’ and reference made to 
relevant local research. Score moved from 80 to 75, and condition triggered. 

2.4.3 The authors note ‘reliable information on the spatial extent, timing and location of use of the fishing 
gear’. While this may be available for >16m vessels through VMS, and >10m through logbooks 
(perhaps), where does the information for the vessels under certification that are <10m come from? 

 FCI: Text added. 

2.5.1 Agreed, although does the work of Mackinson and Daskalov (2007) specifically look at changes in sole 
biomass on the North Sea ecosystem? My understanding is that this publication describes how the 
Ecopath model has been set up, but does not use it to examine the impacts of sole fisheries on the 
ecosystem? 
Is information available on gear loss rates? I would expect some to be lost given the method of fishing 
and number of nets being deployed! This needs supporting references. 

 FCI: The model provides evidence that sole is not a critical trophic component and therefore current 
status (recovering) is highly unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying ecosystem structure and 
function to a point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm.  
 
Gear loss rates are unknown although gear loss is not likely to have a significant impact, and this 
question was addressed during stakeholder consultations. We have added a recommendation that 
data on gear loss be recorded to obtain a higher score. 

2.5.2 While the MSVPA model may be regularly updated (and reference to this should be supplied), I’m not 
sure it’s really been used to predict future trends in stock levels directly? It has, however, fed into the 
stock assessment (through natural mortality estimates) and the development of the Mackinson and 
Daskalov model. 

 FCI: Reference and text added. 

2.5.3 While I do not disagree with the scoring for this PI, more information should be supplied to support it, 
as currently there is a lot of assumption and little evidence against the Scoring Guidepost text. 
Was sole part of the two ‘Years of the Stomach’ that fed information in to MSVPA and other studies? 
What about the work of the relevant ICES Expert Groups? Is the information sufficient to meet the 
other criteria at the SG80 level or above? For example, have ‘the main impacts of the fishery on these 
key ecosystem elements’ been inferred? Currently the reader is having to assume the answer is yes 
without direct evidence from the authors. 

 FCI: Text clarified. 

3.1.2 Can the authors clarify whether the management system ‘demonstrates consideration of the [local 
knowledge] information obtained’? 

 FCI: Reference made to local representation on the static gear sub-committee of the North Sea RAC. 

3.1.3 Given the scoring guidepost text provided, a score higher than 90 seems feasible. 

 FCI: Score unchanged. A score of 90 is very positive and appropriate. 

3.1.4 The text ‘…therefore there are possible sources of effective subsidy, albeit the fishery has passed in 
this case’ does not make sense to me. Please clarify. 
My understanding is that EFF funding cannot be used to increase catches. It can be used to increase 
value, or reduce discards or bycatch. 

 FCI: Statement re: ‘albeit passing’, unnecessary, therefore removed. Further statement clarifying EFF 
funding added. 

3.2.1 While I don’t disagree with the score given, what fishery-specific objectives apply for the <10m vessels 
within the fishery under certification? 

 FCI: Under 10m landings are included in landings statistics and contribute to overall calculations of F – 
even if they do not have individual quota. Local management objectives apply to all vessel sizes.   

3.2.2 Elements of the SG100 text appear to have been met here. The score of 80 therefore seems low. 
 FCI: Score changed from 80 to 85. 

3.2.3 What compliance and enforcement mechanisms exist for <10m vessels within the fishery under 
certification, given that they will not have ‘formal’ logbooks or VMS? Do they still have to report prior to 
landing? Have they been the subject of at-sea inspections? This needs to be clarified. 
Are the sanctions listed ‘thought to provide effective deterrence’? 

 FCI: Text amended. 

3.2.4 The authors do not state whether there is a research plan for the stock/ecosystem/fishery, as required 
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to achieve SG80. 
Are Universities involved in relevant research? Is work being performed under mechanisms other than 
EU FP7, e.g. EU LOT funding? 
Is the dissemination of research findings ‘timely’? And how is it disseminated? 

 FCI: Text added. 
3.2.5 Given the text provided, encompassing both internal and external review mechanisms, a score of 85 

seems low? 

 FCI: Score increased from 85 – 90. 

 

 Peer Reviewer B 
 

General comments on Sections 1‒13 

Most of the document refers to the sole gill net fishery, however, in a number of places the text talks 
about the sole gill and tangle net fishery.  Thus the unit of certification is unclear and needs to be 
clarified. If the unit of certification does include the tangle net fishery then this gear type needs to be 
addressed throughout the report.  

FCI: Text amended. References to tangle net removed. 

In a significant number of the reports sections statements are made that may be perfectly valid but 
these are unsupported by appropriate references or other evidence (this is particularly the case for P2). 
This in turn has lead to concern about the scoring against a number of the criteria.  

FCI Comment: A number of further references have been added. 

There are a number of spelling and grammatical errors that could be corrected: Neries, statistics, 
Hastins, of TAC, modeler, Phoneca, data is, data was.  

FCI Comment: Corrected. 

Section 2.1 

Under the definition of the fishery, the Management System makes reference to “within the EU EEZ”. 
Does the EU have an EEZ?  Member States (MS) each have their own EEZ (or not – e.g. Greece) but 
that their collective fisheries management has been shared under the CFP across the MS EEZs. 

FCI Comment: Text changed to “EEZ of the EU member states”. 

Under ‘Local Systems’ it is stated that “It is assumed that all vessels are compliant with all aspects of 
this, a requirement of certification.” Why is this assumed, evidence should be presented to demonstrate 
that all vessels are compliant, or that non-compliant vessels are subject to appropriate actions or 
penalties. 

FCI Comment: Text changed. 

Section 2.2 The Client 

• “PO Urk (not yet confirmed: 2 members want to join MSC). Do the numbers of vessels quoted 
elsewhere in the report (e.g. section 2.3 references 41 vessels) include or exclude these two 
vessels? This needs to be confirmed and, if required, the numbers of vessels referenced elsewhere 
in the report adjusted to match. 

FCI Comment: Text changed. The two members of PO Urk and two additional vessels have joined. 

Section 2.3 Fishing Fleet & Fishing Method 

The table (Table 1) detailing the vessels in the fishery under review has two vessels (SCH-73 and SL-
18) that lack their length overall (LOA), these measurements need to be added to fully define the fleet, 
as is required. 

FCI Comment: Text changed. Lengths have been added.  
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In the description of the gear (page 5), there is a footnote (footnote 2) attached to the mesh size of 
92mm that makes the mesh size look like 92mm2 which is confusing. 

Section 2.5 Target species 

Under Lifecycle, the sole are stated to be batch spawners producing 350,000 eggs from a 35cm fish.  
However, no units are given, is it 350,000 eggs per batch or per year? 

FCI Comment: Text “per year” has been added. 

Section 2.6 Catches and landings 

The text “For 2009 the overall TAC for all landings of North Sea sole has been set at 14,000 tonnes. 
Although this is approximately a 9% increase on the 2008 TAC, it does represent a 10% drop in fishing 
mortality in line with the requirements of the international management plan (referred to in section 3 of 
this report). This increase in quota, but decrease in overall fishing mortality has been possible due to 
increase spawning stock biomass, as a result of a strong 2005 year class” supportive reference missing. 

FCI Comment: The tendency has been not to add a reference to the stock assessment report for every 
statement on the stock status to avoid repetition. As this statement is out of this context, the appropriate 
reference has been added. 

Text “The Dutch gill net and tangle net sole fishery covered by this assessment report” refers to both gill 
and tangle net fisheries under certification? Question over whether this assessment refers only to the 
gill net fishery or also to a tangle net fishery?  The same section also reports that the fishery(s) take only 
1.6% of the sole TAC - is this for the gill net and tangle net fishery or the gill net fishery only? Why does 
this figure of 1.6% differ from the figure of 1.2% given in the client action plan response to Condition 1 
(page 72)? 

FCI Comment: reference to tangle net removed. 1.2 changed to 1.6 in the client action plan. 

Section 3.3 Harvest Strategy 

There is a comment to the effect that “The inability of the fleet to catch the TAC suggests that it was an 
ineffective control.”  This is one interpretation of the mismatch between TAC and catch in 2006.  It 
could, however, equally be misreporting (i.e. under-reporting) or simply that the fleet lacked the capacity 
to catch more (fleet too small, targeting other species, poor fishing conditions, etc.).  If other alternatives 
are to be omitted, then either some evidence in favour of the preferred reason or evidence against the 
alternatives needs to be presented. 

FCI Comment: The fact that the TAC is ineffective is the correct interpretation. Setting a TAC which 
does not limit the catch because there are other constraints means that the TAC is having no impact on 
the fishery. This may happen for all the reasons stated by the reviewer, as well as the fact the catch 
rates might be low. We do not know of the reason why the control was ineffective, but it was information 
used in considering the scores. To clarify this text has been added: “because the catch was constrained 
by other factors.”  

Text “There are no controls limiting effort for vessels of less than 10m length. Low reported landings of 
less than 50kg on a trip are not counted against a quota. Any vessel with the minimum quota (10kg 
sole, 10kg plaice), can continue to land sole as long as the landings weight is less than 50kg. This 
could, in theory, be as much as 10 tonnes per vessel per year, but, in practice, this level of landings is 
very unlikely with the current fleet structure and the catches used by the working group for the 
assessment take account of these landings. Nevertheless, some landings do not count against the TAC, 
and it is possible that this uncontrolled catch could increase. 

Some 38% of the fleet considered here are below 10m and as such are not limited for effort. Small 
vessels are also probably more likely to catch less than the 50kg TAC recording threshold. In my 
opinion, this runs an undefined risk of under-recording of catch against TAC. Moreover, the numbers of 
less than 10m vessels in the rest of the fleet fishing for sole has no been reported elsewhere in this 
report and thus the possible scope for catching over TAC by large numbers of small vessels has not 
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been defined. For example, the 39 (41) vessels concerned could maximally catch as much as 450t not 
counted against TAC (i.e. 3% of the total 14,000t). What could the rest of the sole fleet catch not 
reported against TAC? This issue, essentially a weak link in the harvest control, ought to be further 
explained, both in terms of the fleet to be certified and also in relation to the (possibly large) un-certified 
fleet that also fishes this stock. [It is possible that there is some greater misunderstanding here about 
when vessels can or cannot land <50kg and not have this removed from their TAC]. 

FCI Comment: While this is a loop-hole, it is designed to avoid unnecessary paperwork for small 
landings of by-catch and so on. The catch is included in the stock assessment, but not against the TAC. 
The number of vessels to which this could apply limits the total catch taken against this rule to a low 
level. Although this issue did affect the scoring, it was not considered a big enough problem to put 
Principle 1 at risk. To become a problem, it would require proposing scenarios (vessels catching only 
50kg each day throughout the season) which have not occurred and seem very unlikely to occur. It has 
been identified as a potential problem and therefore will be subject to review at future surveillance visits. 

Text “Other measures being implemented to reduce discarding in the mixed beam trawl fishery include 
an increase in the minimum landing size of sole (24 cm), which it is hoped will provide an incentive to 
fish with larger mesh sizes resulting in a reduction in the discarding of plaice. An increased mesh size in 
the fishery would reduce the catch of undersized plaice and cod, but would also result in a short-term 
loss of marketable sole (ICES 2008).”   

No evidence is presented that increasing the minimum landing size will have any effect on changing 
mesh size and so reducing fishing mortality. If fishing with a large mesh size was the intention, why not 
address this directly through the fishery management plan rather than indirectly (and possibly 
ineffectively) through minimum landing size? 

FCI Comment: We suspect that mesh size regulations in multispecies fisheries require considerably 
more consultation than a single species assessment provides. However this statement has been 
removed to avoid confusion. 

Text “It is generally recognized that the fleet capacity of the fleet exceeds” too many ‘fleet’s. 

FCI Comment: One “fleet” deleted. 

Section 3.4 Harvest Control Rule and Tools 

Text “the second stage would be implemented. The second stage sets targets for the fishing mortality 
based on the principle of maximum sustainable yield, and aim to apply a fishing mortality greater than or 
equal to 0.2 on ages two to six years (Article 4).” This is rather unclear, should this not be less than or 
equally to F of 0.2? 

FCI Comment: Text corrected. 

Text “Any changes would be reviewed by the North Sea Regional Advisory Council.” Some reference to 
the significance or status of the RAC review is needed. If the RAC review is unfavourable what happens 
then? 

FCI Comment:  Text has been clarified. A Commission’s proposal for change shall take into account the 
opinion of the RAC. 

Text: “It is recognised that the harvest control rule cannot be changed in the short term, but it is 
important that the rebuilding strategy is evaluated in the near future to ensure that it is meeting its 
objectives. The plan was adopted before it was fully evaluated and despite some evaluations, there 
remains uncertainty over how well the plan will perform.”  

This text highlights two problems that really need to be addressed in development of management for a 
sustainable fishery: (i) the lack of ability to change a harvest control rule in a timely manner can be 
critical and recognising that this cannot be done begs the question of how sustainable the fisheries 
management really is; (ii) the lack of certainty over how well the plan would perform also highlights a 
specific weakness that needs addressing.  
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FCI Comment: The harvest control rule can be changed at any time, but it should not be changed 
before it is evaluated. We agree that it should be evaluated, are assuming that this will be done as 
planned and this will be checked during surveillance visits. Text has been clarified.   

Section 3.5 Information and Monitoring 

Text “Landings data is reported by country. In 2007 approximately 95% of the TAC was taken. The 
working group also includes additional information on catch which is not counted against the TAC. 
Some information is available on discards, but they are not included in the assessment.”  

Possibly significant catch and mortality appear to be excluded from the TAC and assessment. Coupled 
with the earlier comment about <50kg catch excluded from TAC this adds to the weakness of catch 
control in this fishery. 

FCI Comment: We believe that, as stated, all landings are included in the assessment, but a small 
proportion not counted against the TAC during the year. This can and is evaluated by comparing the 
landings against the TAC each year. (As noted previous, landings have not reached the TAC which 
itself is cause for concern, but suggests the problems identified above are not significant.) Discarding is 
potentially a problem, although currently we are assured, and it seems unlikely given the value of the 
fish, that significant amounts of sole are discarded. Nevertheless this is subject to condition 3 because 
we agree that there is a risk. 

Section 3.6 Stock Assessment 

Text “Using MSE to test the entire decision rule is a very welcome procedure. However, the MSE did 
not take the opportunity to test all possible sources of uncertainty, in particular possible changes in 
survey catchability and natural mortality. The MSE was independently reviewed (Poos and Machiels, 
pers. comm.). The reviewers agreed that the MSE needed to be developed to take account of more 
uncertainties, but differed in opinion over whether the current simulation provided sufficient information 
to imply that the rule is precautionary.”   

This is interesting but the text leaves the audience hanging as to what the difference of opinion was and 
whether it was potentially significant. Some further explanation here would be helpful. 

FCI Comment: The MSE and its review was technical and beyond the scope of this report. The 
reviewers shared the same concerns but differed in terms of their importance. We have elsewhere 
indicated some uncertainties that the MSE does not take account of, notably in our opinion the 
retrospective pattern for which there is a hypothesis which could have been included in the MSE. 
However, it is always easy to criticise work which was limited in scope due to time and available 
personnel. The fact that an MSE was undertaken covering many uncertainties was overall positive in 
our opinion and we would be looking improvements and extensions to this in future. 

Section 4.3 Endangered, threatened and protected species (ETP) 

Two sections of text “In 2008 ICES (ICES 2008x) was asked to evaluate the bycatch of harbour 
porpoises in the North Sea against the Ecological Quality Objective used by OSPAR, which states that 
bycatch should be kept below 1.7% of the best population estimate. ICES referred to the findings of the 
SCANS II project for an abundance estimate (239,061 animals in the North Sea), but were unable to 
provide a complete bycatch estimate, nor state whether bycatch was below the 1.7% objective. ICES 
report that in the Netherlands some 500 porpoises were stranded, of which between 50 and 70% were 
bycaught. Given this gap in the information, ICES have indicated that OSPAR may wish to discuss with 
the EC and expansion of observer monitoring beyond that undertaken under EU 812/2004.”  

And 

“The assessment team are therefore satisfied that the main impacts of the Dutch sole gill net fishery are 
known and that these are highly likely to be within the limits of national and international requirements 
for protection of ETP species, and are highly unlikely to create unacceptable impacts to ETP species.”  

These texts appear to contradict each other. Moreover, the key assumption in the second paragraph 
appears based on very limited information. For this to stand unchallenged it should have more evidence 
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to support the lack of fishery impacts on ETP species. The sorts of issues that need to be addressed 
include, for example, (i) what proportion of the fleet was observed, (net unit days rather than vessels 
(i.e. what proportion of the fishing effort); (ii) seasonality. 

More generally, only harbour porpoises are considered under the ETP heading. No comments have 
been made about other confirmed or potential ETP species. This could include, for example, seabirds, 
sharks, skates & rays, other uncommon species (salmon, sea trout, and sturgeon?). 

FCI Comment: more information and references have been added to clarify the assertion. 

Section 4.5 Ecosystem impacts 

Text “The Dutch gill net fishing fleet that is the subject of this assessment report, has recently written 
and committed to a local fleet management plan, as part of the MSC certification process (referred to in 
section 2.4, with full details provided in Appendix 4). This includes reference to limiting wider ecosystem 
and environmental impacts, for example through proper waster disposal procedures and ensuring that 
all nets are properly disposed of (or where possible recycled) at the end of their working life. This is an 
important and commendable part of the management plan and should be taken seriously by all 
vessels.”   

That the management plan ‘should be taken seriously’ seems inappropriately weak wording in relation 
to commitment by the vessels seeking certification. Surely, the vessels should adhere to the 
management plan and there should also be some documentary evidence that this is the case. 

FCI Comment: Text has been amended. ‘should be taken seriously’ deleted. 

Text “Fishing with static gill nets has a far smaller fuel burden, and therefore carbon footprint, than the 
alternative fishing method for sole; beam trawling.  As the vessels are mainly small inshore vessels they 
are less strongly governed by international shipping legislative requirements, such as MARPOL.”   

Fuel use, while a ‘green’ issue, is outside of the scope of the MSC programme (anyway, need evidence 
that fuel used per weight or value of fish is less). 

FCI Comment: The assessment team are of the view that issues such as waste, fuel usage and 
pollution are valid considerations to include in an assessment, and are of the view that ecosystem is 
perhaps the most appropriate place in the assessment to address these. Reference has been added to 
the EC annual economic performance review which provides details of fuel consumption by different 
fleet sectors. 

Section 5.2 Roles & Responsibilities 

Industry Representation 

Text “The first and, arguably the most important tier of industry representation in the Netherlands is 
provided by the National Fishermen Organisations. For the cutter fleet these are the Nederlandse 
Vissersbond and the Federatie van Visserijverenigingen. For the freezer trawler fleet this is the 
Nederlandse Redersvereniging.”  

This is the first reference to the ‘cutter fleet’ how does this relate to the fleet under consideration? 

FCI Comment: Text has been amended so that it is clarified that the Dutch gill net fleet is part of the 
Dutch flatfish fleet which also consists of beam-trawlers and twin-riggers. 

Section 5.3 Monitoring, Control and Surveillance  

Text “Vessels over 10m are required to keep logbooks in accordance with EC Regulation No. 2807/83 
(and subsequent amendments). Daily log sheets are completed and by agreement are submitted to the 
AID. At least two hours before entering a port a fishing vessel using gill nets has to notify the local 
authorities (AID).”   

What about the <10m vessels, what are their reporting requirements?  How does this link with catches 
<50kg not being set against TAC? 
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FCI Comment: The text has been changed. On the basis of Dutch regulations also registered fishing 
vessels less than 10 m are required to keep a logbook and to notify the authorities (AID) before entering 
a port. In order to be allowed to fish for sole a vessel has to be registered. Also the under 10m vessels 
are required to sell their landings through an auction. 

Section 5.4 Compliance 

Text “Non-compliance is dealt with by the relevant Dutch authorities through their criminal justice 
systems, and using agreed and tested procedures. Levels of compliance and evaluations of actions by 
the AID suggest that this system is generally effective. The auction duty with a registration of buyers 
and sellers, although not directly targeted at the gill net sector, has also contributed to a major cultural 
shift within the industry, and there is now a sense of confidence that underreporting is no longer a major 
problem in the flatfish industry.”  

Who has the ‘sense of confidence that underreporting is no longer a major problem’, on what evidence 
is that sense of confidence based and how do the current systems ensure that underreporting will not 
again become a major issue? 

FCI Comment:  Text has been changed to express that the auction duty, in combination with regular 
inspections and high penalties have resulted in high compliance levels. Reference to AID evaluation 
reports is added. 

Text “In the case of the Dutch gill net fishery for sole the fishermen have to notify the AID two hours 
before entering a port. Before entering the port the logbook has to be filled in. Landings of under 50 kg 
fresh weight (approx. 44 kg gutted weight) do not come off TAC.  This could be an incentive for under 
reporting especially when likelihood of inspection is low.  The overall scale of the problem however is 
likely to be small since the whole fishery lands a very limited quantity of sole. Also the rent for sole 
quota is currently very low compared to fish prices so the financial advantage in most occasions will not 
outweigh the risks involved with non-compliance. To address this, the assessors recommend that the 
fishery develop a system to clearly demonstrate compliance.”  

Given earlier comments about <10m vessels in the fleet seeking certification, the numbers of other 
<10m vessels that fish sole, and the general non TAC recording of <50kg catch I would suggest that 
this really needs to be a condition rather than a recommendation. 

FCI Comment: Based on the information provided, we state that “The overall scale of the problem 
however is likely to be small since the whole fishery lands a very limited quantity of sole.” Making it a 
condition implies that this problem means that the harvest strategy is inadequate. This would be 
overstating the problem. It is possible that recommendations turn into conditions if not acted upon and 
the problem becomes more significant. 

Text “In case of a breach of rules or regulations the PO’s can fine a member and has done so in the 
past.”  

Evidence, how often in, say, last three years have vessels, skippers or owners been fined, for what 
breaches and how big were the fines?   

FCI Comment: Text has been added. One PO reports that several members have been fined for a 
breach of the auction duty. The fines are related to the number of kg (sole 6 euro per kg) sold outside 
an auction with a minimum of 2500 Euro. An overshoot of an individual quota resulting in an overshoot 
of the PO’s group quotum will result in a fine of 25.000 Euro. PO’s have to report breaches of the rules 
to the Dutch government and the European Commission. 

Section 7.2 Scoring 

Text “Fig 5: Summary of the scores for North Sea Dutch Sole Gill Net and Tangle Net Fishery.”  

Need to confirm whether the tangle net fishery is part of this certification or not. If it is then the text may 
need reconsidering. This issue occurs in a number of places. Refer to definition of fishery at Section 2.1 
which only refers to gill net. 
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FCI Comment: Reference to tangle net removed. 

Section 8.1 Overall Scores 

Text “It is therefore recommended that the North Sea Dutch Sole Gill and Tangle Net fishery be 
certified according to the Marine Stewardship Council Principles and Criteria for Sustainable 
Fisheries.” As per comment immediately above regarding gill and tangle nets. 

FCI Comment: Reference to tangle net removed. 

Section 8.3 Conditions  

The translation of Stichting van de Nederlandse Visserij into English differs in different places in the 
document. 

Condition 3: the wording “By the time of the first assessment visit assessors should be provided with 
accurate and verifiable data on all landings, specific to this gear type” this needs to also specifically 
cover the fleet seeking certification and the rest of the sole gill netters. I would suggest wording…’ 
landings, specific to (i) this gear type and (ii) the certified fleet.’ 

FCI Comment: Wording changed as suggested. (Note condition 3 described above is now condition 2) 

Condition 4: The specification of the research (actually monitoring) to consider discarding would benefit 
from providing more focus. No indication of the scale or level of coverage is given which would be 
helpful in avoiding monitoring programmes/research projects that do not cover enough of the fleet, are 
too infrequent, or otherwise would fail to provide adequate information.  I would suggest that some 
specification of what the assessors would be looking for here would be helpful for the industry. For 
example, an observer programme providing adequate coverage of the fleet as a whole (i.e. %age) and 
the different components of the fleet that records detailed by-catch and discard data (species, sizes, 
overall species weight) recorded per set, soak times and net configurations (overall length, number of 
component nets, how rigged, etc). 

FCI Comment: Note condition 4 (described above is now condition 3). The assessment team have 
sought not to be too prescriptive, but have discussed with the client and given some additional 
explanation as required. Additional text has been added stating that relevant bodies should be 
consulted on the design of any such program. 

Recommendation 3 relates to potential underreporting. Given the rather unusual allowance of not 
allocating catches of <50kg to the TAC, the scope for under recording (rather than misreporting) is 
rather greater that indicated in this recommendation.  Given this, and the seriousness of having good 
quality data to provide the best stock assessment, especially at a time of low stock and rebuilding, I am 
firmly of the opinion that addressing the potential for under recording and unreported catch should be 
dealt with by a Condition and not a recommendation. 

FCI Comment: Although we discovered this loophole, it has not been identified by anyone as currently a 
significant problem. There has been no overshoot of the TAC as a result of this problem. A condition 
would imply that the HCR is not fully effective, but the available evidence from the monitoring suggest 
the system overall is working. However, while we disagree with the weight given to this issue by the 
reviewer, we share the concern. If the recommendation is not addressed and the issue increases the 
risk leading to a re-scoring of the relevant PI, a condition would be imposed. 

Comments on Scoring Table 

Principle 1 

1.1.1 No comment. 

1.1.2 No comment. 

1.1.3 It is stated that the rebuilding plan “will be able to rebuild the stock within a specified 
timeframe”. This timeframe should be explicitly stated so that the timescale of rebuilding can 
be compared with the timescales of the biology of the species concerned and the period of 
certification.  It is also slightly surprising, given the stock status and the need for a rebuilding 
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plan, that Condition 1 does not contain wording to seek a more sensitive use of the maturity 
profile than the knife-edge currently applied. 

FCI Comment: Text has been added with respect to the time frame. Although there is clearly room for 
improvement, as recognised by the working group, our belief is that the current rebuilding plan is 
adequate, is being monitored and evaluated. We would prefer not to be too prescriptive, particularly on 
technical issues beyond the scope of the MSC certification 

1.2.1 No comment. 

1.2.2 See comments about catches of <50kg not being recorded against TAC, especially in regard to 
unreported catches being a possible factor in the structural error in the assessment model 
(1.2.4). 

FCI Comment: The assessment includes all catches. The issue of the catch not counting against the 
TAC vs. information should not be confused with misreporting for the assessment (PI 1.2.3). As 
previously explained, the catches <50kg is not large and does not undermine the HCR significantly. 
Unreported catches could be a cause for the retrospective pattern, but the fisheries scientist we spoke 
to thought it was more likely an artefact of the survey.   

1.2.3 No comment. 

1.2.4 No comment. 

Principle 2 

2.1.1 To ensure that the correct stock is being considered, the plaice stock referred to should be 
defined. What are the references or evidence for the dab and flounder being highly likely to be 
within safe biologically limits?  Stock identities of the dab and flounder should also be defined. 

FCI Comment: Reference made to North Sea Plaice and also explained that dab and flounder are low 
pressure stock with a low level of commercial exploitation. References for Dab and Flounder added. 

2.1.2 No reference is made to the management of the retained species.  For plaice there is a similar 
ICES-based approach to ensuring the stock remains above biological reference points and this 
should be noted in the text.  How are the other retained species managed given that they are 
subject not only to this fishery but also to other fisheries?  Some supporting references would 
help, is the clear strategy written in, for example, the fishery management plan? 

FCI Comment: Text amended 

 Although there is much talked about ecosystem fisheries management in a European context, 
there is no strategy in place in this regard.  

FCI Comment: Text amended 

2.1.3 It is stated that retained species are recorded.  Presumably this is catch weight (this should be 
stated). What about other factors that could impact on the stocks (in reproductive function for 
example) such as size and sex from research projects or monitoring programmes?  

FCI Comment: Text amended 

2.2.1 As elsewhere in the report, a statement is made to the effect that there is thought to be a low 
level of discards. No evidence is presented to support or substantiate this. A counter argument 
would be that given the fishing substrate and the mesh size used it might be expected that 
quite large numbers of small fish would be caught, with minimum landing sizes all these small 
by-catch would therefore be discarded, maybe not much weight but possibly quite large 
numbers.  

FCI Comment: Text amended. A condition is raised to address the need for improved quantitative 
information. 

2.2.2 It appears to be being suggested that fishing when the target species is present (the summer) 
is part of a strategy to reduce by-catch. Surely this is the only time when sufficient of the target 
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species can be caught and is not related to by-catch management and any benefits by way of 
low by-catch is purely co-incidental?  

FCI Comment: the fishery is targeted in a way to maximise sole landings. If a low level of bycatch is the 
result of this, then it is still valid. 

2.2.3 The need for additional information on discarding has been identified.  See also comments on 
the wording of the Condition (above). 

2.3.1 Consideration of the impact on ETP species appears rather superficial. There is no statement 
of what ETP species occur in the area of fishery operations. In the text, there is no 
consideration of possible impacts on ETP species other than the harbour porpoise (although 
some of the references given also address other ETP groups in addition to porpoises), what 
about other cetaceans, seals, sea birds, sharks, rays, salmon, trout & sturgeon? If the fishery 
has no interaction with other ETP species or if any interaction does not pose a threat to them, 
then this should be stated with supporting evidence/references. 

FCI Comment: Consideration of the impact of ETP species occupied a significant proportion of the 
consultations. All such consultations indicated that harbour porpoise was the most likely interaction. 
Reference has now been made in the text to the SCANS abundance assessment, and list provided of 
cetacean species which do not occur in the study area. Score reduced from 85 to 80. 

 It is difficult to see how this achieved a score of 85 given the lack of evidence presented across 
the range of ETP species.  If no information is available, this should score below 80 and attract 
a condition to correct the data deficiency.  

FCI Comment: Addressed above. 

2.3.2 It is stated that the management plan requires recording of interactions with ETP species. How 
does the management plan define what species are to be recorded, how is this updated and 
how are updates disseminated to the fishing fleet?  Mapping of the distribution of ETP species, 
whilst important, is information rather than a strategy aimed at managing interactions between 
ETP species and fisheries. From the text, it is not clear that there is a coherent strategy in 
place, what is described are some helpful fishing practices and approaches to data collection 
(to assist in defining the scale of interactions) but no real strategy. The 80 guidepost asks for 
measures to minimise mortality, an objective basis for confidence that the strategy will work, 
and evidence that the strategy is being successfully implemented.  This reviewer does not feel 
that the text justifies the given score of 80. 

FCI Comment: The existing information on abundance shows a low level of potential interaction, and the 
fishery have cooperated fully with on-board research in this area, which, to date, has indicated a very 
low level of interaction. The strategy is inevitably less well defined where the scale of the problem is 
small – however local ETP specialists expressed confidence that the proposed actions (further research 
and routine recording) was sufficient. The assessors recognise the need for improved information. The 
management plan calls for recording of ETP interactions and ETP species have been included in 
condition 3. The assessors seek to avoid being too prescriptive about exactly what details should be 
included, however it is expected that the client will consult with relevant local experts and, this will also 
be examined by assessors during surveillance visits. 

 As I the section above, the focus appears to be almost exclusively about harbour porpoises. As 
in 2.3.1., the full range of other ETP species should be considered in this section, with a similar 
comment about scoring is evidence is not available.  

FCI Comment: See 2.3.1  

2.3.3 As I the sections above, the focus appears to be almost exclusively about harbour porpoises. 
As in 2.3.1. & 2.1.2., the full range of other ETP species should be considered in this section, 
with a similar comment about scoring is evidence is not available.  

FCI Comment: See 2.3.1. Score reduced from 80 to 75, triggering a condition. 
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2.4.1 In considering the status of impacts on habitat a statement about lack of harm is made based 
on an unsupported assumption. Also the substrate type is asserted to be sand or mud/sand but 
no reference or source supporting this is provided.  

FCI Comment: Reference made to Noordzee Atlas. ‘Assumption’ changed to ‘recognised’ – this seems 
reasonable. 

2.4.2 The 80 guide post asks for a partial strategy in place with objective basis for confidence and 
evidence of implementation. The text does not describe these elements to be in place. A 
switch from trawling to gill netting will clearly be beneficial from a habitat perspective but has 
no relevance as to whether there is strategy within the gill net fishery under consideration to 
understand and manage habitat impacts. Either more evidence for a strategy, confidence in 
that strategy and evidence of its implementation are required or this should score less than 80 
with a Condition to define and implement a suitable strategy.  

FCI Comment: Text amended slightly to make closer link with scoring guidepost. The strategy is 
inevitably less well defined where the scale of the problem is negligible. The assessment team have 
been guided by 2 over-riding considerations – what is the level of risk? And what action is therefore 
appropriate?  

2.4.3 No comment. 

2.5.1 Reference is made to the relatively small size of the sole biomass and how that indicates it is 
not a big part of the ecosystem, however, Mackinson & Daskalov (2007) give the biomass of 
sole at 0.158 t/km2 and adult cod as 0.161 t/km2 which argues against sole being a minor 
player in the ecosystem. It is also of note that larger sole are piscivorous (Mackinson & 
Daskalov, op cit).  More evidence of the status of this predator within the ecosystem is really 
required to support the score of 90. 

FCI Comment: The model provides evidence that sole is not a critical trophic component and therefore 
current status (recovering) is highly unlikely to disrupt the key elements underlying ecosystem structure 
and function to a point where there would be a serious or irreversible harm. 

 According to my current understanding, the size of the carbon footprint of a fishery is not part 
of the MSC assessment criteria.  

FCI Comment: The assessment team are of the view that issues such as waste, fuel usage and 
pollution are valid considerations to include in an assessment, and are of the view that ecosystem is 
perhaps the most appropriate place in the assessment to address these. Reference has been added to 
the EC annual economic performance review which provides details of fuel consumption by different 
fleet sectors. 

2.5.2 The text does not really address the issue of ecosystem structure and function through, for 
example, the loss of too many prey or predators, or changes in competition with other 
predators. The management of waste is a P3 attribute and the overarching references to the 
cod recovery plan and reduction in beam trawling does not address this (gill net) fishery. 

FCI Comment: Text amended, refs added. 

2.5.3 As stated there is substantial information available on ecosystem interactions.  Reference 
should be made to Mackinson & Daskalov (2007) and the statement about limited discards 
does not fit well with earlier statements (e.g. 2.2.3) about the lack of hard data about discarding 
giving rise to a condition to correct this. 

FCI Comment: Text amended, refs added. 

Principle 3  

3.1.1 No comment. 

3.1.2 No comment. 
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3.1.3 No comment.  

3.1.4 No comment 

3.2.1 The fishery management plan objectives include the following: 

1. Ecologically responsible and sustainable fishery – why ecologically rather than 
environmentally? 

a. the target species…. 

b. the marine ecosystem of the target species. – this should but does not include the non-
target (by-catch and other) species and especially the ETP species. 

FCI comment: client has changed the text of the FMP. 

Comments of the Sole Fishery Management Plan (Appendix 4) 

5.1 Second bullet…overall effort is restricted to overall net length.  Currently the vessels do not deploy 
the maximum net length that they are permitted to. Thus entry of any additional vessels will increase 
effort until the overall maximum net length is reached. This clearly goes against the intent of the MSC 
certification and substantially undermines sustainability elements of the approach to management. This 
has been addressed by a recommendation but this reviewer strongly believes that this should be 
addressed as a Condition to ensure that effort does not rise until the stock has been rebuilt and any 
future increase in effort is directly related to stock status and TAC. 

FCI Comment: the comment is correct. However an increase in effort would imply that the gill net 
fishermen will need to buy or rent more sole quota which means that there will have to be a reduction in 
effort in other parts of the Dutch fleet. The measure rather intends to limit the net length per fishermen 
since an unlimited increase could lead to less sustainable fishing practice (nets longer in the water) and 
unequal competition on fishing grounds.  

5.2 will the website be open to public view or is this intended to be an industry site only? Ideally this 
should be open to public view. 

FCI Comment: The text of the FMP has been amended. The sites www.visserbond.nl and 
www.visserij.nl are and will be open to public view. 

5.3 Mesh size - No biological (or other) justification for the minimum (90mm) or applied (92mm) mesh 
size is given.  

FCI Comment: The client has assumed that a larger mesh size results in lower bycatch levels. Whether 
this is really the case with an increase of 2 mm is questionable. In practice several fishermen use mesh 
sizes of 96 or 98 mm. 

5.5.3 exclusion for repeat violators for a period of two weeks – how are the particular weeks chosen 
(within or outside the season) and who chooses as the financial impact may be very different depending 
upon which weeks are selected and the process should be transparent both within the industry and for 
ALL stakeholders, including government and NGOs. 

FCI comment: client has changed the wording of the FMP and added “during the fishing season”.  

5.5.4 text “That party will also lose the right for the rest of that year to use the fishery products supplied 
by MSC.” Wording is rather odd as MSC do not supply product. 

FCI comment: client has changed the wording of the FMP making clearer that excluded parties can not 
use the MSC label on their products.  

6.1. Fish species – Some additional definitions would assist this section, suggestions are highlighted 
below to help achieve the goal. 

It is stipulated under point 5.4 that participants must keep records of their catches and unwanted by-
catches in their logbooks. The target species is sole. Wanted by-catches are marketable fish that the 
fisher is permitted to supply (quota and above the minimum length). Unwanted by-catches (numbers 
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and total weight per set) of undersize sole, undersized cod, endangered fish species (salmon, trout, and 
sturgeon), sea birds and marine mammals must be noted in the logbook.  

FCI comment: client has changed the text of the FMP following the suggestions above.  

3.2.2 Whilst there undoubtedly are well established decision making bodies and processes the ability 
of all of these bodies to respond in a timely manner to issues within the fishery is surely an 
issue (e.g. harvest control rules). If this were not the case then the response to overcapacity in 
European fisheries in general would have been far better addressed than in fact it has been. 
This must remain a weakness within this fishery and this could be used to argue for a lower 
score. 

FCI Comment: although we agree that a lack of political consensus between EU Member States can 
result in inadequate or late responses to important issues such as overcapacity the establishment of a 
plaice and sole management plan and other developments show that the situation (political will to follow 
ICES advice) has clearly improved in recent years.  

3.2.3 Earlier comment about catches less than 50kg not being allocated to TAC indicate a weakness 
in monitoring(against TAC), especially in a fleet that has high proportion of small vessels where 
catches <50kg may be expected to occur more frequently than with larger vessels. Score is 
probably about right though. 

3.2.4 Whilst there is on going research, the text gives no indication or evidence for a coherent 
research plan. If this is the case, then this should score <80 and have a condition to develop a 
research plan within a reasonable time frame.  

FCI Comment: although there is no specific research plan written for this fishery the amount of research 
on the target species, other species caught and the North Sea ecosystem is impressive and accessible 
to all interested parties. We concluded that the research conducted is implicitly planned and provides 
the management system timely with sufficient reliable information to score this indicator above 80. 

3.2.5 There are a range of different reviews conducted that are pertinent to this fishery. It is not clear 
how comprehensive or coherent this is, however, so I agree with the relatively low score for 
this.  Also of interest, it is not clear that all of this reviewing is available to all stakeholders. Are, 
for example, the reviews of the FMP open for all stakeholders to attend or read? Derk Jan? 

FCI comment: Following text has been added with respect to the evaluation of the FMP. “The fishery 
management plan is evaluated (by the GPO) every year and this review is open to recognised 
stakeholders to read and comment on.” 

Action Plan  

The Client’s action plan response to 4 does not include any reference to ETP species. 

FCI comment: ETP species added to Client’s action plan response (Note, this is now condition 3 not 
condition 4). 
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Appendix 6 – Client action plan 
Rijswijk, 15.5.2009 
 

Motive 

In the Preliminary Draft Report for the Dutch Sole Gill Net Fishery (April 2009) the assessment team 
contracted by Food Certification International Ltd (FCI) recommends the Dutch Sole Gill Net Fishery to 
be certified according to the Marine Stewardship Council Principles and Criteria for Sustainable 
Fisheries. All three Principles scored well above 80. The fishery however attained a score of below 80 
against a number of Performance Indicators. The assessment team has therefore set a number of 
conditions for continuing certification. As a standard condition the client shall develop an ‘Action Plan’ 
for meeting the conditions to be approved by FCI.  

Meeting of Conditions  

Condition 1 – Target Stock Status / Rebuilding  

(Performance Indicators 1.1.1 & 1.1.3) 

It is not currently possible to state with a high degree of certainty that the recently agreed rebuilding 
strategy in place for the fishery is effective. Once it can be demonstrated that the stock is being rebuilt, 
and the rebuilding strategy has been effective then 1.1.3 will be rescored above 80. 

Timeline 

Within 2 years the rebuilding strategy (which includes the harvest control rule) should have been re-
evaluated, followed by an appropriate management response. 

Action by Client: 

Although the impact of the Client’s fishery on the status of the North Sea Sole stock is very 
limited, only 1.6% of the TAC is taken, Client will use it’s influence to persuade the Dutch 
Government and European Commission to re-evaluate the Flatfish management plan 
(rebuilding) in time.  

Timeline: As stated above.   

Condition 2 – Retained Species Information  

(Performance Indicator 2.1.3) 

At present it is not possible to differentiate between different gill net types within either the log sheet 
recording system, or the national database (VIRIS). This undermines the assessment of Retained 
Species, and makes it harder to monitor trends in species landings from specific gear types. In the 
future data should be available to assessors that provide landings information for the sole gill net only. 

Timeline 

By the time of the first assessment visit assessors should be provided with accurate and verifiable data 
on all landings, specific to this gear type. 

Action by Client: 

Client will start a project in close co-operation with researchers (IMARES), Government officials 
(AID – Control Agency/LNV- Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food quality) and fishermen to 
monitor the amount of landed (retained) species by the Dutch sole gill net Fishery for Sole.   

 Timeline: As stated above.   

 

 



Dutch Fisheries Organisation (DFO) Gill Net Sole Fishery 

 Food Certification International   

 Public Certification Report  

 

96 

Condition 3 – Discarding & ETP Information  

(Performance Indicator 2.2.3, 2.3.3) 

Although it is anticipated that discarding level is low, there is no independent corroboration of this 
available to assessors. Discard levels (both species and quantity) should be independently assessed by 
research project(s). Any such on-board observations should also take the opportunity to record 
interactions with ETP species. 

Timeline 

Analysis of focused research on discard and ETP levels from the Dutch sole gill net fishery should be 
available to MSC assessors by the time of the 3rd surveillance visit. 

 

Action by Client: 

Client will start a project in close co-operation with researchers (IMARES), Government officials 
(AID – Control Agency/LNV- Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food quality) and fishermen to 
assess/monitor the amount of discarded species and record interactions with ETP species by 
the Dutch sole gill net fishery. 

Timeline: As stated above.   

 

Agreed by Derk Jan Berends (Dutch Fisheries Organisation) 

 

_____________________________________  July 2009  
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Appendix 7. Stakeholder Comments 
 

We, Marloes Kraan and Paula den Hartog have read the draft assessment report of the Dutch 
Fisheries Organisation gill net fishery and have the following comments: 

1.In the MSC announcement it is still described as being gill and tangle net sole fishery, whereas – 
following the comments of peer reviewer B on page 80, general comment 1, it should be gill net sole 
only.  FCI Comment – references to tangle net clarified, and unit of certification clarified. 

2. We would like to suggest that the latest ICES stock advice on sole would be used. In the latest advice 
[attached] sole in the North Sea (area IV) is harvested sustainably. Using this advice would make the 
first condition (page 35) not necessary. The condition could be changed in a recommendation. As it is 
now clear that (sub)principles 1.1.1. and 1.1.3. can be rescored on 80 (or more) I would advice the 
certifier to do so. FCI: We will not track the fishery, the scores at the time of scoring are applicable, this 
will be revisited at the time of the surveillance report. 

The North Sea Foundation and the World Wide Fund for Nature Netherlands have an interest in the 
MSC full-assessment process of the Dutch sole gillnet fishery. Therefore, in addition to the site-visit, we 
would like to provide the assessment team of the MSC certification of the Dutch sole gill net fishery with 
some comments on the draft assessment report. 

General remark: P 12 and further: Since August 24th 2009, there are controls to limit the capacity of 
gillnet fisheries (see translated press release from Ministry of LNV at the end of this document). It is 
recommended to include this recent information where relevant. FCI: Additional section added referring 
to this recent ministerial action. 

Remarks per MSC principle:  

Principle 1 Stock Status 

� Female sole first spawn at around 26 cm and an age of 3 years.   They can grow up to 70 cm. 
Overfishing and fishing sole at 24 cm has led to genetic adaptation and first spawning at an earlier age. 
This affects the recovery of sole and impacts age distribution.  Comment: How does the certifier 
incorporate this notion into the assessment? FCI: The assessment team is satisfied that monitoring of 
growth changes is undertaken, and at least some changes may attributable to pollution as well as 
fishing. The information coverage appears to be excellent in this respect. We are concerned about the 
out-of-date maturity ogive, and while not welcoming changes in life history patterns caused by fishing, 
decreases in maturity at age and size are most likely to make the population more resilient to fishing. 
However, the lack of information in this regard resulted in a lower information score than would 
otherwise be the case.  In terms of genetic change, the only appropriate response is reduction in fishing 
mortality and possibly an increase in size selectivity, with the reduction in fishing mortality at least being 
implemented. 

� 1.1.2 Reference points: The target reference point is such that the stock is maintained at a 
level consistent with BMSY or some measure or surrogate with similar intent or outcome. Comment: 
The Precautionary Limit (Bpa) should not be considered as the target reference point, since it doesn’t 
ensure that the stock is maintained at a level consistent with Bmsy. Neither does the Fpa. The reference 
points which are in line with the MSY objective are those that are formulated in the flatfish long term 
management plan. So if these are referred to (F=0.2), the score for 1.1.2 can remain at 80. However, 
1.1.1 should then be adjusted accordingly. FCI: This is a valid point, and one which applies to many 
ICES fisheries. The scoring used in this fishery is consistent with other certified fisheries. The 
interpretation we have placed on this is to define the target as the region above the precautionary limit 
and it has been scored on this basis. However, we agree that the lack of an explicit target point has 
tended to result in setting controls focused on Bpa tending to make it in practice the target point (i.e. the 
target and HCR trigger are at the same point). While Bpa does not make a good target point, in fact it 
can be used if you are willing to accept catches fluctuating more than they might do otherwise. As long 
as the HCR is obeyed and the limit is not passed, the fishery should still be sustainable.  
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� 1.1.3. Stock recovery: The weaknesses in the recovery/long term management plan (such as 
the retrospective bias) do not merit a score over 70 in our view. FCI: We don't know whether the 
recovery plan is adequate yet. The retrospective bias is a problem in the testing. We could recommend 
the MSE covers it next time, but this is easier said than done. As the status appears to be improving, 
the recovery plan is probably working, or at least not preventing recovery. Retrospective bias is a 
problem, but there is no solution and no condition we could set. Score remains unchanged. 

� 1.2.1 and 1.2.2 Harvest strategy: The input in 1.2 is based on Blim and Bpa as reference 
points and these are not the reference points that are required according to 1.1.2. So, in line with 1.1.2, 
this paragraph should be rewritten to focus on the harvest strategy as described in the flatfish 
recovery/long term management plan.   

Principle 2: Ecosystem effects 

� P23: Harbour porpoise distribution in which year? FCI: Original data 1994. Link provided in 
footnote. Although this is not a recent survey, it provides a useful indicative overview, and correctly 
highlights the fact harbour porpoise are the most likely marine mammal to overlap the fishery. The 
report also now notes that abundance has increased since the time of this survey. 

� P 27: The Demersal working group of the North Sea  RAC has greatly improved effective 
communication links between industry, NGO’s, managers and scientists. Members of the Dutch Gill net 
fleet regularly attend the RAC meetings and a gill netting focus-group has recently been formed. FCI: 
Text amended. 

� P 29: demersal working group of the North Sea  RAC (please correct further through the text 
where applicable) FCI: Text amended. 

� P 30: and subsequently all relevant stakeholders were invited to express their views. What is 
the outcome of this parliamentary hearing? Has it resulted in measures? FCI: Text amended. Update 
provided. 

� We suggest that the decisions on limiting the gillnet fisheries as announced on August 24th are 
described here as part of the outcome of this hearing. Also, where questions remain, such as whether 
gillnets are limited in the 250 m zone, this should be indicated. FCI: Text amended. New section 2.5 
added. 

� The Certifier states on retained, landed and recorded species: ‘If less than 50kg is landed, the 
amount does not count against individual vessels quota (as only quantities in excess of 50kg have to be 
noted in the logbook (EU Regulation 2807/83, Annex 4).’However the certifier does not provide numbers 
or estimates proving that total unrecorded catch is not a problem. Providing this kind of data goes 
beyond EU regulation, but would greatly enhance transparency and could prove the assumption of 
certifier that <50kg landings are unlikely to result in a significant overall catch level. Question:  How are 
these unreported catches of under 50 kilo’s considered in ICES advice and Management by Dutch 
government? What are estimates of unreported catches and based on what research is it assumed this 
is not a problem? Please add comments on length/scope/representativeness of this research and 
application to this fleet. We suggest to add the recording of all catches to condition 2 for at least one 
fishing season in order to gather data to prove assumption. Also with regard to recording of ETP 
species, this would be a relevant addition to condition 2. FCI: Not expected to be a problem. Conditions 
to record all landings and discard, will clarify this. Text of condition 2 changed to specifically refer to this 
‘50kg’ problem. Proposed action appropriate given the likely scale of the problem. 

� The North Sea cod recovery plan has not resulted in the expected curve towards recovery. 
Scientists from IMARES have indicated (presentation Advice of ICES for 2010, The Hague 6/24/2009) 
that there has been an increase in discards the last few years. Not only an increase in discards, but also 
in unaccounted catches. The North Sea cod stock is still below biological limit of 70.000 tonnes. There 
has been an increase in cod mortality, even though the recovery plan should be working effectively now 
to enable cod recovery. Mortality needs to be reduced with 35% over 2010. It is extremely important that 
fishermen help in data-collection to enable scientists to clarify unaccounted catch and discards. It is the 
opinion of WWF that the following statement: ’It appears that the main, albeit limited, retained bycatch 
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species are dab, plaice and flounder. Some observer reports have also indicated that there may be 
small and occasional bycatch of cod.’ (page 17) does not suffice to provide necessary cod catch data 
for this fishery, nor does it prove that cod catch is not a problem in this fishery. We therefore suggest 
that the certifier provides an estimate based on best available data and that this estimate is checked 
against a recorded collection of all cod catch. The report is not elaborate on ETP species bycatch, such 
as seabirds, mammals, elasmobranchs etc. We suggest condition 3- In order to assess ETP 
information, a good record of catch composition is needed and not simply discards. (all vessels and for 
at least one fishing season, in cooperation with scientist(s)). 

FCI: This will be clarified by the action required under condition 2 & 3. 

Principle 3 Management of fisheries 

� Client Action Plan: Specify planned actions with regard to Condition one. How will Client use its 
influence to persuade the Dutch government and European Commission to re-evaluate the flatfish 
management plan (rebuilding) in time? Please specify planned actions to do so. FCI: Client’s proposal 
sufficient. Actions will be reported at the time of the surveillance report. 

� As argued before, the condition set should apply to all species caught, not only the ones 
retained. For the client action plan, more information is needed: please specify what data will be 
gathered: 

-all catches (what catch information will be provided? species? size? weight? etc.) 

-all vessels 

-over the course of a number of fishing seasons (minimum of one season) 

FCI: This should be addressed by condition 2 & 3. The certification body are deliberately not too 
prescriptive in terms of actions required to meet conditions and surveillance visits will ascertain whether 
those actions have been adequate to meet the conditions. 

� 3.1.2 Consultation, roles and responsibilities: At the national level, national fisheries 
administrations and industry bodies (Ministerie van Landbouw, Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit, Algemene 
Inspectiedienst, IMARES) are responsible for a range of management and regulatory duties, including 
management of fleet activity, management of national quota. The Dutch minister considers that 
gillnetting is insufficiently regulated in the Common Fisheries Policy (see below). As a matter of fact, 
effort limitation has not been in place, and the limitation installed on August 24th, 2009 can’t effectively 
be considered a limitation. To award a 90 score is way too positive in this respect. 

FCI: 3.1.2. is about responsibilities, roles and consultation and not fishery specific. Score unchanged. 

Recommendations 

� Recommendation 4 – Incentives (Performance Indicators 3.1.4, 3.2.1): Assessors recommend 
that efforts are made to develop a clear national policy and strategy for gill net fisheries. In particular, 
this should examine the appropriate fleet size and number of nets per vessel. Within the context of the 
certified fishery, the assessors are of the view that the 300 net limit appears to be high, and recommend 
that this figure is either re-evaluated or more clearly justified in the future. How should the legal 
limitation to max 25 km be seen in this view? The limitation of 300 nets will amount to 15 km which 
apparently is rather high in the view of the  certifiers. What status does the self-regulation have in the 
new legal constellation of the Dutch ministry? FCI: The assessors have not commented on the merits of 
the wider management of the sector that are not subject to this certification. 

� CC-TV (Video-monitoring) can help to prove this fishery does not have bycatch of harbour 
porpoise and increase transparency of this fishery. Video-monitoring will also help with compliance and 
enforcement, particularly since the likelihood of inspection is low (3.2.3).  A recommendation for a video-
monitoring pilot could be added. FCI: Inappropriate given the scale of the fishery, the scale of the 
potential problem and the cost. The proposed conditions should achieve the same end result. 
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� A further recommendation could be to distribute guidelines (e.g. by a Sticker onboard): what to 
do in case of mammal bycatch? WWF and North Sea Foundation can provide such a guideline. FCI: 
Recommendation added. 

� A maximum number of 18000 nets, totalling in 900 km may be in the water at the same time. 
‘(…) the key principle is that in the 12 nm zone of the Netherlands, the maximum combined number of 
nets and maximum lengths are 18.000 (60 x 300 nets) and 900 km (18.000 x 50 m) respectively.’ (page 
70) It would be appreciated if the relevant regulation for the Unit of Certification beyond 12 nm is added 
in the assessment - apart from reporting this to the PO and posting on website-are there any set 
regulations outside 12nm relating to maximum number and length of nets? Together with other 
activities, such as unrecorded recreational fishing gillnet fisheries (and other types of set nets) and 
coastal activities, this may provide a problem for habitat of marine mammals, seabirds, ETP species etc 
(also beyond 12 nm). A set maximum of the total number and length of nets per vessel outside the 12 
nm is highly appreciated. A spatial overview of the netting per month could help to assess cumulative 
spatial pressures.  A recommendation on this would be very welcome. FCI: The assessors do not feel 
the additional requirement for a monthly spatial overview is justified. 

Sportvisserij Nederland  

In our initial response (January 2009) we concluded that according to our information, the sole gillnet 
fishery management plan does not include any action or starting points to address the spatial problems 
of the use of gillnets  in relation to the interests of recreational sea anglers and other users in the 
shallow North sea coast from the low waterline. According to these stakeholders a precautionary zone is 
needed in order to prevent gear conflicts and for safety reasons. During the interview in IJmuiden on the 
third of February this year, I informed you about the input that was given by representatives of 
Sportvisserij Nederland, the Dutch lifeboat organisation, and the Platform Waterrecreatie at the public 
hearing that was organised by the Fisheries commission of the Dutch parliament on the 28 th of January 
2009.  

We welcome recommendation 3 under Recommenations (8.4) in the report, where it is stated that "the 
fishery should actively engage with other Dutch or North Sea marine stakeholders with an interest in 
both the resource and the spatial elements of the fishery" and "in particulary the fishery should 
cooperate fully in any on-going efforts to develop spatial planning ...."  

The single fact that the gill net fishery and its performance has been discussed on the highest level 
possible emphasises the need to achieve a proper solution to the spatial problems and the need of the 
sector to be involved actively. As a result the recommendation stimulates the fishery to engage 
proactively to solve these problems.  

Principally we think the MSC principles and conditions should offer more possibilities to address spatial 
issues, in order to judge the performance of the fishery in the light of other stakeholders interests. This 
of course is outside the remit of the current certification process.  

Sportvisserij Nederland would welcome if the MSC audit process, following certification, also would 
include an actual overview of the results of the recommendations under 8.4.  

FCI: We will raise with MSC the suggestion made for MSC principles and conditions to offer more scope 
to address spatial issues, in order to judge the performance of the fishery in the light of other 
stakeholders interests. 

 


