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Scottish Environment LINK is the forum for Scotland's voluntary environment organisations,
with over 30 member bodies representing a broad spectrum of environmental interests with
the common goal of contributing to a more environmentally sustainable society. Details of
LINK’s Marine Taskforce are at the end of this document.

Consultation on Fisheries Management in Luce Bay Special Area of Conservation

LINK’s Marine Taskforce warmly welcomes the opportunity to comment on the future
management of fishing with mobile gear in Luce Bay and Sands Special Area of Consultation
(SAC). The Scottish Government’s Marine Atlas raises concerns around the condition of the
majority of habitats in Scotland’s marine environment. In particular, it identifies ‘many
concerns’ around the health of shallow and shelf subtidal sediments in the Solway Firth and
North Channel, and highlights their vulnerability to damage from dredging and bottom
trawling.

LINK strongly believes the creation of an ecologically coherent network of well-managed
marine protected areas, including European protected sites and Nature Conservation MPAs, is
essential to address these concerns, helping to protect and recover the health of our seas. The
successful management of SACs, including Luce Bay, is crucial to the creation of an
ecologically coherent network of MPAs, as required under national and international
obligations.

Questions 1 and 2

We support Marine Scotland’s decision to amend the current management measures within
Luce Bay. Article 6(2) of Council Directive 92/43/EEC (herein referred to as the Habitats
Directive) requires a precautionary approach to SAC site protection. It places a duty on
Member States to take preventative action by requiring appropriate steps to be taken to avoid
the deterioration of habitats for which the SAC has been designated.

While we note the work of the Solway Firth Partnership, and the statement that it may be
possible for SNH to refine its advice once the information on fishing has been considered, we
are disappointed with the level of detail contained in the consultation document. In particular,
we are disappointed site specific survey work has not been undertaken in order to assess the
current condition of features. We note the SAC is due its six-yearly site-condition monitoring,
and request that this work is carried out as soon as possible.

However, in the absence of site-specific work, we stress that there is a large body of evidence
showing the potential for negative interactions between mobile fishing gear and the relevant
qualifying features of the SAC®. In Scottish inshore waters, scallop dredging is perceived to be
the main fishing activity threatening marine benthic habitats?, with reefs, and in particular
biogenic substrates identified as the most sensitive habitat types. Just a single pass of a
dredge can cause significant damage, where possible recovery could take decades>.
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Conversely, there is compelling evidence that more complex benthic communities protected in
closed areas could benefit scallops by allowing greater spat settlement®.

We therefore strongly support SNH’s recommended management approach, and believe it is
essential that mobile fishing gear is prohibited in the areas of the Bay identified in the
consultation as ‘most’ sensitive and ‘moderately’ sensitive.

Further, we believe it may also be appropriate to prohibit fishing with mobile gear within the
‘least’ sensitive sites. While the sensitivity of subtidal sandbanks varies, and their capacity to
recover is higher than reef structures, there is evidence that trawling reduces structural
complexity in the habitat with consequential decrease in biodiversity®.

Given the documented potential for significant adverse impact on the features for which the
SAC is designated, and in light of evidence from other protected sites designated for similar
features®, we believe it is appropriate under Article 6(2) of the Habitats Directive to exclude
mobile fishing gear from all areas of the SAC until further site specific assessments are carried
out. Fishing with mobile gear must only be permitted within areas of the SAC where it can be
demonstrated the site is achieving favourable conservation status and there is no adverse
impact on designated features from permitted activity’.

Questions 3, 4, 5 and 6

Should fishing with mobile gear be allowed to continue in areas of the Bay, we believe strict
management measures must be implemented in order to ensure the requirements of the
Habitats Directive are met. We would support the implementation of a package of measures
designed to reduce effort and capacity, including weekend bans, nigh time curfews and dredge
limits. However, we seek further information on how these will be implemented, monitored and
enforced. We look forward to further consultation on how these issues should this approach be
followed.

We note that the maps in Annex A and Annex B appear to indicate that the most sensitive
habitats extend southward of the SAC boundary. It is there important that wider seas
measures, such as regional marine planning and IFG management plans, recognise the
sensitivity of these features where they occur and take action to protect them. This approach
is in keeping with principle 2.5.e of the Scottish Government’s guidelines on the selection of
nature conservation MPAs and development of the MPA network which states -

' management of MPAs should be integrated with wider marine management. By providing the
framework within which all marine management will occur, marine planning will help ensure
better integration between the needs of Nature Conservation MPAs and those of surrounding
areas.”

This principle should be applied to Luce Bay and all other SACs.
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