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SUSTAINABLE FISH

A VIEW FROM THE FISHMONGERS’ COMPANY

Introduction

The Fishmongers’ Company has been closely involved with the fish industry for more
than 700 years. It aims to promote a healthy, prosperous and sustainable fish and
fisheries sector for the long-term benefit of the United Kingdom.

The Company welcomes the current public debate on sustainable fisheries and hopes
to contribute to the debate in a way which will help enlarge common ground and lead
to positive results. It attaches particular importance to finding approaches soundly
based on science. This note is a summary of the Company’s understanding of the
main current issues.

The problem

For many years the world’s oceans and rivers were considered to be a bottomless
well, which would provide a bountiful harvest for ever. In 1883 the great biologist,
Thomas Huxley, wrote “Probably all the great sea fisheries are inexhaustible, that is
to say that nothing we do seriously affects the number of fish”.

However the increasing global demand for seafood and the modern boats and modern
fishing techniques developed to meet the demand have changed all that. Many seas
and rivers and many species of fish are already fully exploited or over-exploited, and
there is increasing interest both among suppliers and buyers, as well as among the
general public, in sustainability.

The latest global survey (2002) by the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation
(FAO) covered some 600 fish stocks and stock items and concluded that:

- 28% of stocks were over-fished, depleted or recovering;
- 47% of stocks were fully fished;
- 25% of stocks were moderately fished with some room for expansion.

The vast majority of stocks were not assessed, so the conclusions must be treated with
caution, but it is clear that we need to reduce the proportion of over-fished stocks.



Definitions

Sustainability is a very general concept which can be defined and addressed in
different ways.

In 1987 the Brundlandt Commission defined “sustainable development™ as:

“development that meets the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.

In 1995 the FAO published a Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries in which it
states that:

“the right to fish carries with it the obligation to do so in a responsible
manner so as to ensure effective conservation and the management of the
living aquatic resource”; and

“the best scientific advice available must be taken into account in order to
evaluate the current state of the fisheries resource and the possible impact of
the proposed measures on the resource”.

Debate about what exactly is meant by sustainable fisheries has identified three main
aspects:

Stock-size sustainability: This is probably the aspect most discussed, with a
well-known example being the over-fishing of cod over many years in the
North Sea. Although there are great difficulties about auditing fish stocks, not
least because the harvest is essentially a “wild” one, and about calculating re-
population rates in different environmental conditions, it has been considered
possible to reach some scientific conclusions about the proportion of the
fishery which can safely be taken from the stock each season — the Maximum
Sustainable Yield (MSY). This is typically about 30% of stock, though the
evidence needs to be considered for each species (in the case of orange
roughy, 30% proved to be a severe over-estimate, as the species does not
mature and breed for many years). Such a harvest plus natural mortality
equals or is less than the stock’s recruitment in the following season.
(However there is current debate about the validity of the MSY approach from
new research.)

Ecosystem sustainability: However it may also be argued that sustainable
fisheries need to consider not just individual stocks but the wider impacts of
each fishery, in particular:

o whether the fishery’s bycatch damages other species (as the nets
used for scampi and langoustine fishing in the North Sea have had
a highly detrimental impact on stocks of juvenile cod in some
areas); and



o whether the fishery damages the marine habitat (as dredging for
scallops has done to the seabed and associated flora and fauna eg
sea fans, in some areas.

- Life-cycle sustainability: There is also increasing concern about the
whole life-cycle of seafood, as of other products: the “carbon footprint”,
transport to the end-user (“food miles™), packaging, waste implications etc.
(But seafood should of course be seen in context: there are sustainability
issues about most large-scale food production in the developed world.)

In addition those engaged in the fish industry need to consider the economic or
business sustainability of their operations, short and long term. There are also social
sustainability issues: the fisheries and aquaculture sectors are a direct or indirect
source of livelihood for over 500 million people and a vital factor in global food
security.

The Fishmongers’ Company provides practical support for marine science in a

number of ways and strongly encourages a rational, science-based approach to the
sustainability debate.

Responsible fisheries

Some commentators use the term “responsible fisheries” differently from the FAO
Code, intending this as an intermediary step to the more demanding sustainability
criteria. (On this view fisheries can be categorised along the following spectrum:

- illegal/unreported/unregul ated;
- legal,;

- responsible;

- sustainable)

Within the UK in 2006 the Seafish Industry Authority launched a Responsible Fishing
Scheme that is receiving widespread support from UK fishermen. The Scheme aims to
promote “best practice” harvesting and handling techniques, training of fishermen,
including health and safety measures, avoiding littering at sea and improving the
quality of landed seafood. More information is available at: www.seafish.org.

Fish Lists and Certification

Over recent years, a number of organisations have tried to provide sustainability
guidance to producers and consumers by producing lists of endangered fish stocks or
by certifying fish caught from stock-size sustainable fisheries.



The Marine Conservation Society (MCS: www.mcsuk.org) is at the forefront of
work on fish lists in the UK. It produces lists of “Fish to Eat” and “Fish to Avoid”
and a “Pocket Good Fish Guide”. It runs the website www.fishonline.org , a database
which consumers can search at either “simple” or “advanced” level to obtain
information on the status of particular species and fisheries, rating them on a scale of
1 (good) to 5 (bad) for sustainability.

The Marine Conservation Society also works with

- the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC: www.msc.org),
- SeaWeb’s Seafood Choices Alliance (www.seafoodchoices.org), and
- Sustain (www.sustainweb.org)

in the Good Catch initiative, aiming to help food-service professionals find out the
facts on sustainable fisheries, including by publication of a “Good Catch Manual” and
a monthly e-bulletin, “Fish Flash”. More information is available at
www.goodcatch.org.uk.

Seafish (www.seafish.org) have recently produced a series of Responsible Sourcing
Guides, in addition to their general guide to Fish Sustainability.

Greenpeace (www.greenpeace.org.uk) also produce a “red list” of fish to avoid.
And Charles Clover’s www.fish2fork.com website is a new initiative aimed at giving
consumers advice on restaurants’ sustainability policies.

Some other organisations also produce fish lists. The methodology and quality of
such lists varies, however, and they need regular review if they are to remain up to
date. Nonetheless, and despite some discrepancies, the lists are generally aligned and
are a valuable tool for the public.. A major issue remains that accurate harvesting data
(where and how fish have been caught etc) need to be passed down the supply chain
enabling consumers to use the guides effectively. For example tinned tuna rarely
specifies on the tin which species of tuna is used (though in fact most is sustainable
skipjack). And few fish and chip shops tell their customers what is the origin of the
plaice or haddock they sell, though there is both sustainable and unsustainable fishing
of both species within UK waters.

In December 2009 a major report on fish sustainability information schemes,
commissioned by the Seafish-supported Fish Sustainability Information Group, was
published by the Marine Resources Assessment Group (MRAG: www.mrga.co.uk ).

The Marine Stewardship Council (www.msc.org) has since 1999 been operating an
independent certification and labelling programme for fisheries which it judges to be
sustainable and environmentally well-managed. By November 2009 it had certified
59 fisheries. Many of the multiple retailers now try to source MSC-certified seafood
when it is available. The MSC scheme is the only global scheme fully compliant
with the FAO Code of Conduct.






