Consultation on proposals for the Regulation of the Wild Oyster fishery in Lough Foyle

1. Mission Statement

The Loughs Agency aims to provide sustainable social, economic and environmental benefits through the effective conservation, protection, management, promotion and development of the fisheries and marine resources of the Foyle and Carlingford Areas.

2. Purpose of the proposals

The Loughs Agency is proposing to introduce regulations for the wild oyster fishery in Lough Foyle for the beginning of the 07 season. We believe that the regulation of this fishery is required to secure the future of this important resource and to develop and manage it in a sustainable manner.

3. Current Situation

This fishery is generally exploited between the months of September to April. The peak period for the fishery is September when approximately 70 boats operate in it. It is estimated that 20 to 30 boats operate in the fishery for the entire season. Annual production in the past has peaked at 400 tonnes. Normally it ranges around 100 tonnes but in the past few years it has been reported as being lower than this. It is also reported that significant quantities of undersized oysters are being taken from the fishery. 

3.1 Bonamia Ostreae

Bonamia Ostreae, a blood parasite of the native oyster was first identified in Lough Foyle in 2005. This debilitating organism eventually causes mass mortalities in some stocks but in low density populations such as Lough Foyle, experience would suggest that proper management of the fishing effort; restrictions of fishing activities and development of culture practices could provide a sustainable fishery in the future. Recruitment into the fishery has been good in the past two years and a large number of juveniles exist on the beds however, the threat of Bonamosis prevails.  If Bonamia infection increases within the population there is a likelihood that more significant mortalities than have been experienced to date may occur within the fishery. This would have an adverse effect on production from the fishery and knock on effects on income of fishermen. 

4. Voluntary Code Of Practice

These proposals largely follow the conservation elements of the voluntary code of practice that was developed by the stakeholders in the fishery but would introduce a restrictive licensing system and regulations to enforce the measures. 

5. Restrictive licensing

Licenses would be issued on the basis of the applicants’ documented track record in the fishery using bills of sale and income tax returns, equipment available, its compliance with marine safety legislation and vessel licensing. The number of licences available in the fishery would be reviewed annually in consultation with the fishermen with a view to ensuring the viability of the participants’ operations and the health and sustainability of the stocks.  The selection procedure would follow track record in the fishery and provide for that track record to pass to young fishermen who had participated in the fishery in support roles. Licenses would not be transferable and would be issued annually on submission of an application form detailing operations in the fishery during the previous fishing seasons. The Agency is minded that the regulation of the wild oyster fishery in the manner stated above will provide the sustainability needed to preserve the integrity of the wild oyster in Lough Foyle and also provide for maximisation of the social and economic benefits of the fishery for the local stakeholders. 

6. Close Season

The opening of the season for wild oyster has generally been October in the recognised fisheries around the coast of Ireland. In recent years these fisheries are moving towards opening in September. Historically the Foyle has begun its season in September and some fishermen have broken this general agreement and fished during the month of August. The Agency is minded to introduce an open and close season for this fishery. The opening date proposed is the 1st of September to meet demand from local and foreign markets and the closing date, subject to ongoing review of returns and price shall be the 31st of March. Premium prices can be achieved through the months of September to December and it is also suggested that there is a market for oysters at Easter.

7. Minimum Landing Size

The Agency is minded to introduce a regulation that will allow the flat oyster to mature and achieve at least one spawning before being harvested. This will require the introduction of a minimum size limit for the oyster and the closing of the fishery in the summer months when spawning occurs to allow the animals to spawn and recover fully. There is an opinion from some fishermen in Lough Foyle that Oysters of a 75mm ring size are not of a marketable size due to their lack of weight. The Agency is minded to introduce a ring size of 76mm for the fishery in 2007 subject to ongoing review in consultation with stakeholders to insure that the production is marketable.

8. Re-deposit of undersized oysters

The Agency is minded to introduce a regulation prohibiting the holding of undersized oyster on board a vessel for a prolonged period after a fishing operation and the sorting of undersized oysters at a land base. Undersized oyster will be required to be re-deposited as near as possible to the area they were removed from.

9. Fallow Areas

Through consultation with stakeholders the Agency will agree areas to be left fallow in any season where large quantities of juveniles have been identified through ongoing surveying. In time these areas will be reintroduced into the fishery with a view to increasing the annual harvest and minimising the stress caused to these juveniles which is perceived as best practice in reducing stress to them and thereby reducing their vulnerability to bonamia.

10. Weekly open and closed times

The Agency is minded to introduce a weekly opening time for the fishery of 6am to 6pm, Monday to Friday.

11. Dredge type

There have been a lot of conflicting views on the size and dredge type suitable for use in the fishery. The Agency welcomes views on gear type within the consultation period and a decision will be presented thereafter.

12. Log Books and Designated landing Areas

The Agency is minded to introduce designated landing areas and log books for the fishery. This will be invaluable for the fishery, as it will allow industry and the Agency to determine the actual harvest in any given year, information that is vital for the sustainable management of the stocks. These conditions will identify the overall production and state of mature oysters in the fishery and provide the basis for ongoing consultations with the stakeholders on the conservation, protection and development of the fishery.

Proposed Regulations

· Restrictive licensing

· Close Season (1st April – 31st August)

· Minimum size limit (76mm)
· Re-deposit of undersized oysters
· Fallow areas (Sanctuary areas) 
· Weekly and daily open and closed periods
· Dredge type
· Log Books and Designated landing areas
13. Development Issues

The Agency is also minded to encourage and support new culture practices and develop new techniques to maintain and support the sustainability of the wild fisheries such as:

· Development of cultch relaying and harrowing of old oyster beds to enable new settlements of juvenile oysters.

· Possible development of spatting ponds to augment natural settlement and also provide increased resistance to Bonamia ostreae. 

14. Closing Date

Comments from interested parties can be submitted by post or email by close of business on the 12th of July 2007 to the address provided below:

Please note that consideration may be given to making any submissions received available on the Agency’s website, or as part of any report on the Consultation Process, so please advise if you have any difficulty with this.
Mr Barry Fox

Director of Aquaculture

Loughs Agency

Victoria Road

Prehen, Derry

BT47 2AB

Email: barry.fox@loughs-agency.org
Telephone: 02871342100

Fax: 02871342720

