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C Od Once the undisputed king of British
fisheries, codisa powerful demersal
predator that has shaped the culture, diets and
economies of coastal communities for generations.
Foundacross UK waters, itis caught primarily
by bottom trawls, longlines and gillnets. Today,
thisiconicfish, easily recognised by its distinctive
“beard”, hasbecome a symbol of the consequences
of overfishing.

M aCkerel A ke}_/stone species that

livesin huge shoals across
the Northeast Atlantic, it playsavitalrolein the
marine food web and supports one of the largest
and mostvaluable fisheriesin Europe. Itsrecent
decline stands as one of the clearest examples of
how political decisions can undermine even the
most productive fish populations.

A distinctive member of the
HaddOC cod family, easily recognised
by the black “thumbprint” behind its head, haddock
isaseabed-dwelling fish found throughout the
North Atlantic. Once abundantin all Britain’s
waters, its contrasting fortunes across different sea
basins provide one of the clearest examples of both
the consequences of overfishing and the benefits of
sustainable management.

* One of Britain's most recognisable
Plalce flatfish, plaice is distinguished by
its orange spots and sandy camouflage. Found on
the seabed around the UK, it supports valuable
commercial fisheries butis also frequently caught
alongside other species and discarded, making it
animportant example of “hidden overfishing”.

S S The “giant”
Atlantic Halibut ;i &,
Atlantic, Atlantic halibut is the largest flatfish
in the world, capable of growing well over three
metresinlength. Slow-growing, late-maturing
and long-lived, itis particularly vulnerable to
overfishing. Once common enough thata single
boat could catch atonneinaday on the Dogger
Bank, ithas now virtually disappeared from
British waters. What was once a thriving fishery
surviving largely as a memory.

W hiti Often overshadowed by its

hltlng larger cousin cod, whiting
isasmall, slender-bodied, predatory member of
the cod family thatis widespread in UK waters.
Itis particularly vulnerable in mixed fisheries,
where large numbers are caught unintentionally
while targeting other species. In some areas, such
asthe Irish Sea, its decline has become a stark
illustration of the consequences of overfishing
and discarding.
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POLITICAL DECISIONS OUER
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INTRODUCTION

Overfishing remains the single greatest and
most preventable threat facing our seas. Itis the
primary driver of fish population depletion and
the degradation of marine ecosystems. Yet unlike
many of the other challenges confronting the
marine environment, it can be ended through
political will alone. No single action would do
more to restore abundance to our seas, rebuild
fish populations and secure a healthy ocean for
future generations than ending overfishing.

Inour previous report, weidentified
four persistent failures of governance that lie
atthe heart of British fisheries management:
overfishing, failing marine protection, inequitable
quotas and harmful subsidies. We called them
the “The Four Horsemen of the UK Fisheries
Policy Apocalypse’. Together, they continue to
deplete fish populations, drive the degradation
of marine ecosystems, breach the Government’s
international commitments, undermine the
long-term prosperity of the fishing industry and
threatenthe UK’s food security.

Although all four horsemen still
ride, overfishing is the one driving
the apocalypse now.

Current fisheries management in the UK
continues to prioritise short-term extraction over
long-term sustainability. In 2026, 58 per cent of
fishing quotas were setabove scientifically advised
sustainable levels. Despite repeated commitments
tosustainable fisheries management, political
decisions continue to allow more fish tobe taken
from the sea than scientists advise is sustainable.

Decades of unsustainable fishing have
reduced many fish populations to a fraction of
their former abundance. Marinelife, fishers,

coastal communities and the wider public are
all payingthe price. Ifthis continues, we will see
further declines in fish populations and our marine
environment. These declinesin the water will be
mirrored by the human costonland. The small-
scale fleet which haslong been the backbone of the
British fishing industry, will continue to fade away
and with them the coastal communities around
the country will fall further behind.

Yet these outcomes are notinevitable, itisa
political choice torestore or continue to degrade
our marine environment.

The ocean has remarkable
powers of recovery and simple
choices by Government can turn
the tide.

Asthe climate and biodiversity crises
intensify, protectingand enhancing the resilience
of marine ecosystems can provide awiderange
of public benefits including carbon sequestration
andflood prevention. Crucially, the ocean can
only provide these climate benefits and supporta
thriving fishingindustry whenitis healthy and full
oflife. Therefore, restoring fish populations should
be astrategic priority for the UK.
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(. [[h limits

Ensure all catch limits do

not exceed scientific advice.
Sustainable levels of fishing
must be the bedrock of fisheries
management. A thriving fishing
industry is dependent upon
abundant fish populations.

3. fiecovery Plan

Implement stock recovery

plans for fish populations that

are atlowlevels.

Introducing time bound, legally
binding recovery plans will enable our
most depleted fish stocks torecover.
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[iE(OMMENDATIONS

Thisreportsets out the scale and consequences
of continued overfishingin UK waters and
recommends that the UK Government:

0¢. Discards

Account for discards in
quota setting.

Ensuring discard estimates are
factored into quota setting will
prevent ‘hidden overfishing’.

0Y. Monitoring

Introduce Remote Electronic
Monitoring on fishing vessels.
Introduce mandatory cameras on
fishing vessels to improve scientific
data gathering and monitoring of
discards and catch.
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Intheearly 20th century, fish populations are
estimated to have been 16 to 20 times higher than
today'. Studies show that catch per uniteffort, a
measure of the number of fish caught relative to
fishing power and technological efficiency, fell by
94 percentbetween 1889 and 20092, meaning
that British vessels expend 17 times more effort to
catch the same number of fish.

In1830, asingle sailing boat working the
Dogger Bankin the North Seacould catchatonne
ofhalibutin one day. Today, there are almost no
catches of halibutacross the entirety of British
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waters despite the combined might of the modern
British, Dutch, Danishand Germanindustrial
fleets. Inthe North Sea, halibut has declined by
99.8 percent®.

This patternof overfishingis driving the
decline of fish populations and leading to the
inevitable loss of fisheries dependent upon them.
Thishasbeenrepeated time and againaround the
world. The collapse of fish populations remains
the only thing that has consistently caused
widespreadjoblossesin the fishingindustry.

Brexit: an opportunity missed...so far

Prior to Brexit, Britain's seas were managed
under the EU Common Fisheries Policy (CFP),
apolicy that became a convenient political
scapegoat but whose central failure was not its
design, but afailure toimplement its sustainability
components. The CFPrequired catch limits to
be setat sustainable levels, yet this obligation was
routinely overridden when short term political
pressure from member states, including the UK,
was prioritised over the long-term health of fish
stocks. The resultwas predictable: catch limits
thatexceeded scientific advice and stocks that
continued todecline. Tellingly, where catches
were below these maximum levels, stocks have
grown and fisheries for these species have become
more secure.

Brexit promised something different.
By reclaiming control over its waters, the UK
would have greater freedom to manage fisheries
sustainably and rebuild depleted stocks. Instead,
successive governments have largely replicated

the same flawed approach meaning that since
2016 the overallamount of fish from the 55
stocks assessed for this report has declined by
approximately 41per cent®.

This approach carries clear economic
penalties. As stocks decline, so too do catches,
highlighting the economic cost of declining
stock health.

This stark number highlights the economic
costofdeclining fish stock health. Healthy fish
populations are the foundation of a profitable
fishingindustry. Without sufficient biomassin the
water, there are fewer opportunities to fish, lower
catches and reduced stability across the sector.
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Each Autumn, the UK enters negotiations
with other countries toagree catch limits for
shared fish populations. Yet the process remains
largely opaque. The UK Government does not
publish the catch limitsitadvocates for during
negotiations, even after agreements are reached.
Sowhen catchlimits exceed scientific advice, it
isimpossible to know whether the UK resisted
overfishing, oractively supportedit. But what s
clearisthatthe UK continuestoagree catch limits
thatare inconsistentwithits ownlegal and policy
commitments torestore fish populations and
deliver sustainable fisheries.

The State of the stocks

Thisreportshows that since the UK voted toleave
the European Unionin 2016, fish populationsin
our seas have beenin serious decline. We have
analysed 55 distinct fish stocks®around the UK
and found that 62 per cent of fish stocks have
declined since 2016.

[%

4. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/economic-
outcomes-of-negotiations-for-uk-fishing-opportunities-2026/
economic-outcomes-of-annual-negotiations-for-uk-fishing-
opportunities-in-2026

5. Thisreportanalyses 55 stocks, of which 3were non quotastocks.
Thereportdoesnotinclude nephrops, elasmobranchs, some deep
seaspeciesorstocks withinsufficientassessmentstoanalyse
biomass.
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YW
Species Stock/ICESarea  Change 2016-25 Mackerel Northeast Atlantic -75.75%
Anglerfish 4.6,3a 9.95% Megrim 7b-k, 8a-b, 8d 24.86%
Black bellied anglerfish 7,8a-b,8d 109.11% Megrim Rockall 14.39%
Black scabbardfish Northeast Atlantic -12.30% A West of Scotland, North Sea ~43.22%
Blue ling 6,7.12 53.17% Norway pout North Sea -73.86%
Blue whiting Northeast Atlantic 23.49% Plaice North Sea -6.03%
Boarfish Celtic Sea 955.60% Plaice Western Channel -40.30%
Brill North Sea -21.81% Plaice 7d -62.12%
Cod Northern Shelf (Viking) 27.38% e Irish Sea -87.64%
Cod Northern Shelf (Northwestern) -40.44% Pollack Celtic Sea -40.79%
Cod Northern Shelf (Southern) 45.03% Saithe North Sea -34.05%
Cod Irish Sea -80.08% Seabass North Sea, Celtic Sea 68.44%
Cod Celtic Sea 198.23% Sole Irish Sea 72.27%
Dab North Sea 44.02% Sole North Sea 50.09%
Flounder North Sea 17.32% Sole 7178 35.86%
Greater silver smelt 1,2,4 41.76% Sole e -16.10%
Greater silver smelt Sb, 6a 17.62% S 7d ~3T13%
Grey gurnard 4,7d,7e -62.00% Sprat North Sea -15.42%
Haddock North Sea 334.72% Turbot North Sea 11.80%
Haddock Rockall 162.34% Tusk 4-9, 3a, 5b, 6a,12 -34.71%
Haddock Celtic Sea 78.89% White bellied anglerfish 7,8a-b, 8d 14.07%
Hake Northern Stock -62.01% Whiting North Sea 142.78%
Herring North Irish Sea 28.17% Whiting Irish Sea 45.06%
Herring North Sea -24.23% Whiting 6a -292.12%
Herring Celtic Sea, Southern Irish Sea -45.33% Whiting Celtic Sea -72.60%
Herring West of Scotland -92.74% Watch North Sea 24.66%
Horse mackerel 8,2,3,4,5,6a 30.40% . .
0/ ofthe fotal amount of fish in Ik
Lemon sole North Sea -42.74% . .
.UJ /0 waters has declined since c01b



_’\ Blue Marine Foundation Page 8 Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing Page9
-

The failure to follow scientific advice

Overfishing remains the normin British waters.
In2026, nearly 60 per cent of catch limitsare
above scientificadvice. Thisis thefirsttime since
the UK left the European Union that the number
of overfished stocks hasincreased compared to
the previousyear and means most stocks are being
fished atunsustainablelevel. Overtime, this
lowers the total number of fish in the population,
weakens a stocks ability toreproduce and
increases the risk of stock collapse.

Fish populations are aform of natural capital.
Sustainable fisheries live off the interest while
leaving the underlying capital intact. Overfishing
occurs when catches exceed what a stock can
replace through reproduction. Instead of living off
theinterest, we begin spending the capitalitself.
Atfirst, this canincrease catches, but as the stock
shrinks, itsability toreplenishitselfdeclines.
When catches exceed scientificadvice, we are not
takingasurplus, we are drawing down the capital.
The apparent gains of today are paid for with the
losses of tomorrow.

Thepercentageof ~ ® “%of TACsinlinewith E“E]
catch limits setin scientificadvice

line with scientific

advice since 2020.

cico e L0CY

©MayoS

clel

fiecommendation

Government must set catch limits that
do not exceed the maximum level advised
by scientists.

clee - cleh
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The case of cod most clearlyillustrates the
extent of this decline. Once abundant in British
waters and a staple to the nation's dietand fishing
heritage, cod populations are now depleted to
suchanextent that scientists advise zero catches
for three of the UK’s four cod stocks. Overall,
cod numbers have declined by 48 per centin
thelast decade. What was once one of Britain's
defining fisheries has beenreducedtoafraction
ofits former abundance, a stark reminder of the
consequences of ignoring scientificadvice and
allowingoverfishingto continue.

Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing Page 1l

Northern Shelf
(Northwestern)

Northern Shelf
(Viking)

Changesin UK
cod populations

in British waters
(2016-2025)
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[atastrophe in the (eltic Sea

Thisis the predictable result of a management
system that has repeatedly prioritised short-term
catches over long-termrecovery. The catastrophe
inthe Celtic Sea played outina ‘domino’ fashion,
with stocks falling one after another, with the

same rationale being used each time. These fish
were caught together in the same fishery and

in effect, sacrificed for short term political and
economic gain.

lsi't Climate Change to blame?

While awarming ocean may add further pressure, it
doesnotexplainthe patternseenacross UK waters.

Climate change is not ajustification for
overfishing. Ifanything, it makes the need for
precautionary managementall the more urgent.

Itisnottoo late to restore fish populations
inthe Celtic Seaifthe Government prioritises
stockrecovery. Other countries have shown that
responsible management can allow fish stocks
torecover butithastobeadeliberate choice by
Government.

[ase study: fiecovery works

Acrossthe Atlantic, the United States once
faced widespread overfishingand declining fish
stocks. Toavert the collapse ofits fisheries, the
Magnuson-Stevens Act wasintroducedin 1976,
establishing a framework for science-based
fisheries management. Under this system, catch
limits arelegally required tobe setinline with
scientificadvice. In 2024, approximately 91 per
centofall stocks did not exceed their annual catch
limits®.

The Actalso mandates rebuilding plans
fordepleted stocks. Through strict recovery
measures, more than SO US fish stocks

6. Statusof Stocks 2024 |[NOA A Fisheries
7. Statusof Stocks 2024 | NOA A Fisheriesstatus-stocks-2024

have been rebuilt since 20007. The West

Coast groundfish fishery provides anotable
example of the benefits of science-led fisheries
management. By 2000, after decades of intense
fishing pressure, the fishery had collapsed. In
response, the Governmentintroduced emergency
recovery measures, including a strict quota
system toreduce catches and the establishment
of conservation areas where bottom trawling

was prohibited. Bottom trawlingwas bannedin
designated Essential Fish Habitats®. By 2014, the
fishery had beendeclared rebuilt.

8. Groundfish FMP Amendment 28: Essential fish habitat - Pacific
Fishery Management Council
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-1o’% Herring

Changesin
populations of key
commercial fish
speciesin the Celtic
Sea (2016-2025)

|

fiecommendation

The Government must introduce time
bound recovery plans for depleted stocks.




_’\ Blue Marine Foundation Page 14 Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing Page 15
-

The difference management makes Whiting

3%
Changes in haddock + n

and whiting stocks
inthe North Seaand

© Gema Alvarez
Fernandez

Inthe Celticand Irish Seas, scientific advice
hasbeenrepeatedlyignored and stocks have
collapsed. Irish Seawhiting abundance has
fallen by 96 per cent since 1980. The stock is now
so depleted that scientists advise zero catches.
The same advice applies to Celtic Sea haddock
and whiting.

The North Seapresentsa stark contrast,
where fishing pressureis at sustainable levels
and stocks have recovered. Haddock and whiting
are fished at levels well below the maximum

recommended by scientists. Asaresult, both
populations have increased substantially and
now stand at more than twice the minimum level
required to support sustainable fisheries.

The outcomeis predictable. Where scientific
advice hasbeenignored, stocks have beendriven
to collapse. Where it has been followed, stocks
haverecovered. Inthe North Sea, larger fish
populations support high and stable catches while
requiring less effort to catch them.

Celtic Sea (2016-2025) Haddock

Hi1

Scientific advice was

followed in the North Sea

Scientific advice was ignored
in the Celtic Sea and Channel

Whiting
1%
Haddock

0%
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Food insecurity?

This declineisjustified by the Government asa
necessary trade-off to support food production
and fishinglivelihoods. Inreality, the opposite
istrue. The foundation of food security is
abundance. Catching fish faster than populations
canreplenish themselves does not create a system
that can provide more food, especially ina system
like ours, which lacks the necessary safeguards to
restore depleted fish populations.

By setting catch limits above scientific
advice, successive governments have eroded
food security, while simultaneously claiming
toenhanceit. A depleted fish stock does not
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contribute to food security, but large, healthy
populations can sustain productive fisheries
for generations to come, making a significant
contribution to national food security and local
economies.

Every fishremoved beyond sustainable levels
reduces the population's ability to recover and
weakens future food production.

Theresultisavicious cycle. As stocks
decline, pressure grows to maintain catches at
existinglevels, meaning a higher proportion of
the populationistaken. This creates the bizarre
situation that as fish populations plummet, catches
remain temporarily the same, accelerating the
decline. Opportunities diminish, catches become
lessreliable and fishing communities become
increasingly dependentonashrinkingresource.
Ahealthyandresilient marine ecosystem would
deliver the opposite outcome.

The solutionis not complicated. Rebuilding
fish populations through science-based catch
limits combined with genuine protection for at
least 30 per cent of the seain Marine Protected
Areas, would dramaticallyincrease the
abundance of life in our seas and the amount of
food they can provide. Making our oceanbetter
able tosupportlevels of fishing far in excess of
that of today and safeguardingaresource which
sustains future generations.

One path, and our currenttrajectory, leads to
shrinking fish populations, weaker coastal
economies and growing food insecurity. The
otherrestores the wealth of our seas and secures a
sustainable source of food for generations to come.

Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing

Page17

How to collapse the largest fishery

inthe Northeast ftlantic

Notonlyis thislikely to have a significant impact
onthe ecosystem;butit has already cost the
fishing industry huge amounts of money. With
the UK’s mackerel quota being worth than £100
millionlessin 2026 thanitwasin 2025°.
Countries, including the UK, have
prioritised short terminterests over long-term
sustainability, despite it running counter to the
long-terminterests of the fishingindustry.
Governments frequently justify excessive
catches by pointing to unresolved disputes over
quota shares focusing on whether allocations

9. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/economic-
outcomes-of-negotiations-for-uk-fishing-opportunities-2026/
economic-outcomes-of-annual-negotiations-for-uk-fishing-
opportunities-in-2026 - Pacific Fishery Management Council

should be based on historical fishing patterns or
where fish are found today. The reality is that this
is secondary toa more fundamental question: are
catches sustainablein the first place?

While countries argue over who gets what,
they continue toignore the scientificadvice
designed to protect the resource itself.
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The impact of catch limits set
above scientific advice on the
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InFebruary 2026, Waitrose became the first
UK supermarket to suspend sales of Northeast
Atlantic mackerelin response to growing concerns
about the condition of the stock. Several other
major retailers later took the same decision.
Unlike cod, whose depletionin UK waters has
been partially masked by imports from healthier
populations elsewhere, thereisno alternate
Northeast Atlantic mackerel stock to rely upon.
Asthestock hasdeclined, the benefits of the
fishery have becomeincreasingly concentrated. A
smallnumber of quota holders have accumulated
substantial wealth fromts exploitation, while the
consequences of its deterioration are being felt
more broadly across the fishing industry, coastal

10. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cgl5gee07xzo
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communities, seafood businesses and the wider
marine ecosystem.

Waitrose's decision reflects the growing
concern surrounding the management of the stock.

Theresulthasbeenasustained declinein one of the
North Atlantic's most valuable fish populations.

Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing
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What a waste - the discards scandal

This policy required fishers toland every fish
they caught''rather than discard them at sea. Its
objective was to reduce waste, encourage the use
of more selective fishing gear and ensure that
fishing mortality was fully accounted for.

More thanadecade later, discarding remains
awidespread and common practice. Although
discarding quota species is prohibited, limited
monitoring and enforcement mean thatlarge
quantities of fish continue to be returned to the
sea. The rollout of mandatory Remote Electronic
Monitoring (REM) onvessels with a high risk of
discarding would provide an effective means of
recording catches, improving compliance with
fisheriesregulations and ensuring that fishing
mortalityis properly accounted for. Without
accurate monitoring, the true scale of discarding
will continue toremainlargely unseen.

The problemis particularly acute in mixed
fisheries, where multiple species are caught
together. Fishers may exhaust their quota for

11. Thelandingobligationonlyappliestospecies withaquota. Non-
quotastockscanlegallybediscarded.

one species while continuing to target another,
resultingin additional catches of the quota-
limited species being discarded.

The consequences are increasingly evident
in several flatfish stocks, particularly plaice.
Plaice are frequently caught alongside sole, a
species of much higher commercial value and are
often discarded as aresult. Insome fisheries, a
majority proportion of plaice are caught only tobe
thrownback into the sea.

Catchlimitsareintended to control the
number of fishremoved from astock. Yet
discardedfisharenolessdead thanlandedfish.
Where discardingis widespread, total fishing
mortality can far exceed the quantity landed.
Because this mortalityis not fully reflected in
annual catchlimits, the number of fish killed can
substantially exceed the quota, increasing pressure
onfish populations even where catches appear
sustainable on paper, creating ‘hidden overfishing’.
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Plaiceisjust one of many stocks experiencing
e : dramatic declines notjusttoyears of
Conditionof UK plalce stocks overexploitation but due to the invisible catch

and associated discard rates. whichisn’t counted.

[s the stock [s fishing pressure Discard

healthy sustainable rate

Yes Yes 68%
No No 73%
No Yes ill%
No No 88%

Bristol Channel & Celtic Sea No No 5“%

liecommendations

Set catch limits that account for estimated
discardingto prevent ‘hidden’ overfishing.

Introduce mandatory remote electronic
monitoring on vessels with high risks

of discarding for better monitoring and
enforcement.
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AT LOULT
AUE BEEN?

The greatest cost of overfishing is not simply the
decline we see today. Itis the abundance that

has already been lost over previous decades.

This opportunity costisrarelyfactored into More fishin the seawould mean greater
Government calculations. Thescaleofthislosscan ~ economicvalue, higher sustainable catches and
bedifficultto comprehend becauseithashappened  healthier marine ecosystems.

gradually. Each generationinheritsaseathatisless

full oflife than the one before it. Whatis considered Ifadvice had been followed
normal today would have been considered ]

extremely depleted by previous generations. since 2016 for Celtic Sea cod the

AAnal_ySiS shows that if scientificadvice e Stil'l'lated \'allle Of @ atcl'le S \\Ollld
hadbeen followed consistently over thelast

decade, many commercial stocks would now be have been approx1mately 20 per

substantiallylarger, and catches would have been cent higher over the time period
significantly higher. For example, cod in the Celtic (£12 lllkirl liOll) 13

Seaisatabout 3 per cent of the size the population
would have beenifadvice had been followed!2.

9000

Figure 8
Celtic Seacodif 8000
scientificadvice 7000
had been followed
since 2016.
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12. Databehind these ions canbe found here: https://github. 13. Thisestimateisat 2024 cod prices.
com/laurieKell/backtest-ices
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When catches exceed scientific
advice, we are not taking surplus
fish. We are borrowing from the
future, weakening the stocks
ability to recover and leaving
tomorrow’s fishers with less.
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Instead, repeated decisions to prioritise
immediate gains have reduced the benefits these
stocks could have provided. This exposes the
central flawat the heart of overfishing.

Exceeding sustainable limits mayincrease
catchestoday, butitreduces opportunities
tomorrow. Everydecision toignore scientific
advice effectively borrows from future generations
offishand fishers alike. No one ultimately benefits
from depleted fish populations. The promise of
larger catches has delivered fewer fish, reduced
economic opportunity and greater vulnerability
tofuture shocks. Itisalose-lose outcome for both
nature and people.

Apocalypse Now: The True Cost of Overfishing
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[INCLLIDION

Overfishingis not the result of uncertainty or

a lack of understanding. Each year, scientists
provide clear advice on the level of catches that
fish populations can sustain to remain healthy
and productive. The decline documented

in this report is the consequence of political
decisions to disregard that advice.

. Brexit provided an opportunity tochange
Since t}.le UNE course. The Fisheries Act, introducedin 2020, was
the EUin 2016 there presented as aonce-in-a-generation opportunity to
hasbeenadecline in rebuild fish populations and establishthe UK asa

. worldleader in sustainable fisheries management.
theamountoffishin  instead, thesame pattern has continued. Since
our seas of leaving the European Union, there hasnotbeena

singleyear in which the majority of UK catchlimits

o havebeen setat sustainablelevels.
The consequences have been entirely
predictable. Fish populations have continued to

decline; scientific warnings have become more
severe and fishing opportunities have diminished.
Asstocks deteriorate, pressure grows to maintain
catchesin excessof scientificadvice. The very
decisionsthat caused the decline are thenrepeated,
further deepening the problem. Since the UK left
the EUin 2016 there hasbeena41per cent decline
inthe number offishin our seas. Thiswas neither
inevitable nor unforeseeable.

Importantly, declineis notirreversible.
The future of our seasis not predetermined. As
overfishingis achoice, sotooisrecovery.
Aroundthe world, depleted fish populations have
recovered when governments have reduced fishing
pressure and allowed stocks torebuild. The UK's
seasretain that same potential.

Image
© piola666

Recoveryrequires adifferent set of decisions
tothe ones currently being made. Decisions made
inpursuit of larger catches have left us with fewer
fish, weaker fisheries and reduced opportunities
for coastal communities. Rather thansecuringthe
future of the industry, they have undermined the
resource uponwhichitdepends. Healthy stocks
provide greater stability for both ecosystems and
the fishingindustry.

The UK already possesses the
knowledge, legislation and man-
agement tools needed to reverse
this decline. What has been
missing is the willingness to act.

Endingthe routine setting of catch limits above
scientificadvice would be one of the most
significant steps the Government could take to
restore the health of UK seas. Combined with
effective monitoring and meaningful recovery
measures for depleted stocks, it would begin the
process of rebuilding abundance.
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