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Introduction 

 

The inshore trawl fishery nominally targets hake and sole, but it is best described as a mixed fishery. 

Since its inception c. 1900 a large variety of fish species have been caught and marketed by the 

inshore trawlers, which now operate predominantly out of Mossel Bay and Port Elizabeth. Twenty 

species account for approximately 98% of the total pre-discard catch (Attwood et al. 2011). The vast 

majority of these species are marketed, and the extent of discarding does not seem to be as 

problematic as in other mixed trawl fisheries in temperate or tropical environments. Despite this 

impression, concerns persist in the extent of the silver kob bycatch. The catch of this species has 

declined massively since 1917 (Crawford et al. 1987), and there is a conflict between line and trawl 

fisheries, which suggests that it should be better managed. 

More generally, there are a number of species which form a substantial contribution to the joint 

fisheries product that are not managed by way of quotas. The concern here is that some of these 

might be over-exploited, particularly those for which population growth is slower than that of the 

target species. A TAC and individual quotas are allocated for hake and sole only. Horse mackerel is 

quota-managed in the mid-water trawl fishery, but a by-catch reserve is allocated to trawl fisheries. 

Kingklip, monk and silver kob are managed by way of precautionary catch limits or SECIFA self-

imposed limits, but so far these limits have not been tested. Other existing strategies to manage 

bycatch include the application of a sea-day limit intended to prevent trawlers with excess capacity 

from targeting non-quota species, and a move-on-rule designed to prevent trawlers dwelling in 

areas of high silver kob bycatch. 

Attwood (2011) presented several options for managing bycatch with supporting evidence derived 

from a variety of studies into this fishery. This document presents a revised bycatch management 

strategy and is intended as a discussion document for the Bycatch Task Team. Each of the 
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management options presented by Attwood (2011) are revisited here in the light of feedback from 

the Responsible Fisheries Alliance (RFA) meeting of the 14th March 2011 and discussions with SECIFA 

representatives. 

 

Status quo 

 

It would incorrect to say that bycatch is completely overlooked in the current management strategy. 

A number of developments in the last five years have shown a willingness on the part of the industry 

and the regulator to reduce impacts on non-target species. The status quo with respect to bycatch is 

briefly summarised here. Problems in relation to each measure as currently applied are also listed. 

An example of the 2011 Inshore Trawl Permit Conditions is attached for reference. 

Effort limitation: A formula has been devised to calculate the maximum sea-days allowed for each 

vessel, based on its power and the size of its quota(s). The sea-day limit prevents the use of excess 

effort to catch bycatch species once quotas on hake or sole have been exhausted. 

Discarding: Permit conditions make no mention of discarding, although regulation 26 in terms of the 

Marine Living Resources Act specifies that no fish of a species for which a TAC, TAE or PCL has been 

set may be discarded at sea. 

Mesh size: The most recent permit conditions stipulate that when inshore trawlers work offshore 

(i.e. beyond the 110 m isobath) they should adhere to offshore permit conditions. The latter state 

that the mesh size may not be less than 110 mm. Although inshore trawlers may use 90 mm mesh, 

the fact that many like to work the offshore grounds on occasion implies that mesh size for hake-

directed trawlers is now effectively 110 mm. This shift is likely to have the effect of catching less 

small fish.  Sole trawlers remain restricted at 75 mm mesh. Cod-end liners may not be used. 

Footrope protection: Bobbins, discs and rollers may not exceed 375 mm diameter. Such devices may 

not exceed 200 kg. This limit is confusing, as no disk under 375 mm is likely to weigh anything close 

to 200 kg, unless the limit applies collectively to all rollers (unlikely). This condition should be 

reworded.  

Bird-scaring devices: The specifications of bird-scaring devices are listed in the permit conditions. 

Such devices must be flown during trawling. An exemption is applied to sole boats. SECIFA has 

suggested that these specifications should be modified to account for limitations imposed by vessel 

size.  

Catch controls: Hake and sole are quota limited. Horse mackerel has a bycatch reserve allocated per 

season for the combined trawl fisheries (currently 12500 tons). It is unclear what actions will follow 

should this quantum be approached or exceeded. Kingklip and monk are limited by a precautionary 

catch limit. This limit applies to inshore, offshore and longline collectively – it does not apply at the 

level of the individual right holder. It is unclear what steps will be taken if the limit is approached or 

exceeded, and indeed it has never been triggered up to now. Which right holder or which sector gets 
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penalised is open to interpretation. SECIFA has imposed its own management measure – limiting 

silver kob catch to 200 t p.a. 

Another clause limits the catches of kingklip, silver kob and monk by individual rights holders to 

quantities determined on the basis of historical performance between 1998 and 2002. (A problem 

here is that not all right holders have performance in this period). On approaching its respective limit 

the vessel will be required to take on a scientific observer for remaining trips in the year. (This will 

compromise the observer programme by assigning observers in a non-random manner to vessels.) 

No indication of the nature of remedial action is given. 

A move-on-rule is applied to silver kob. The clause states that a vessel should move at least 5 n.m. 

from the fishing position if the catch of silver kob exceeds 2% of a hake directed catch or 20% of a 

sole-directed catch. The catch presumably refers to the catch in an individual trawl. Fishing position 

is not defined. The average trawl length is 7.5 n.m.  If the fishing position refers to the start of the 

trawl, then the trawler merely needs to continue in the same direction if the bycatch limit is 

exceeded. If the fishing position refers to the end of the trawl, then the trawler can turn around and 

repeat the trawl. Neither of these scenarios correspond to the intention of the regulation, however 

the wording is sufficiently unclear to render it meaningless and un-enforceable. SECIFA regard this 

rule as a useful company-arrangement to manage skipper behaviour, but not appropriate as a 

permit condition. 

Another suggestion (listed in permit conditions, but not yet enforceable) is that target species must 

account for at least 50% of annual landings for hake directed fishing. 

Submission of catch information: Bycatch species on the inshore trawl grounds have been difficult 

to assess in the past because bycatch species were not recorded at the trawl level, but rather at the 

trip level. This omission made it impossible to calculate CPUE, or to geo-reference catches. Catch 

records for all species must now be reported at the trawl level. 

Closed areas:  Inshore trawlers are excluded from three marine protected areas which interrupt 

trawling lanes. These are De Hoop, Tsitsikamma and Bird Island. Trawling is prevented in a series of 

bays between Cape Agulhas and Port Elizabeth, to prevent access to nursery grounds, and areas of 

high diversity. To a great extent these exclusion zones keep the trawlers away from the line-fishing 

fleet. An additional step instituted by the industry was the recognition of a footprint (an area 

historically utilised by the fishery), and an undertaking not to trawl outside the footprint, also 

referred to as a ring-fenced area. In this way new ground will not be broken. The footprint restriction 

is applied in the inshore and offshore sectors, but is not part of permit conditions or regulations. 

Observer programme: The DAFF funded scientific observer programme has lapsed. The programme 

ran intermittently from 1996 to 2011, with variable success. 
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Suggested reforms 

 

Catch controls 

By recognising the fishery as a mixed fishery and placing explicit limits on the most important 

species, many so-called bycatch species become reclassified as targets (Davies et al. 2009). The 

multi-species ITQ system (Branch and Hilborn 2008) was suggested as good strategy to limit the total 

harvest of important bycatch species, and to remove incentives to dump fish (Attwood 2011).  

However, a potential legal concern was raised against the proposal to set targets for species other 

than hake and sole at the RFA meeting of the 14th March 2011: setting quotas for new species may 

imply that these resources will need to be advertised as new fisheries, and could attract new 

entrants, in addition to existing rights holders. It would be a perverse and unforeseen circumstance 

if the attempt to regulate bycatch resulted in additional effort by way of new entrants. Another 

concern with quotas for additional species is the excess management and scientific capacity required 

from DAFF for reconciling catches against quotas, data management and assessment. 

An alternative co-management strategy is suggested, building on the existing precautionary catch 

limits (PCLs). The proposal is that a set of PCLs is introduced for each of the main species. Suggested 

candidates are horse-mackerel, panga, silver kob, St Joseph, white stumpnose, carpenter and 

kingklip. A maximum annual tonnage is determined for each species for the entire inshore fleet. 

DAFF will review PCLs annually, based on assessments. 

Whereas DAFF will manage the individual quota system with respect to hake and sole, it is proposed 

that the allocation of the PCLs among the various rights holders be managed by SECIFA. As a starting 

point each vessel could get a pro-rata share of the PCLs, in proportion to their effort allocation 

(based on the effort formula). Individual PCL quotas could be traded among companies, either in 

advance of the season or at an advanced stage during the season once it is known how the catches 

proportions have developed. It is suggested that DAFF does not manage the PCL quota allocation or 

attempt to reconcile catches with these quotas. This should be left to SECIFA in the spirit of co-

management (at least on a trial basis). 

The intention is to offer the opportunity to SECIFA to ensure that PCLs are not exceeded. By allowing 

trading of PCL quotas among rights holders, the incentive to dump fish will be reduced. The situation 

may arise when the combined catches approach the PCL of one or more species, after the PCL 

quotas have been allocated. SECIFA should be able to pre-empt such an event and issue instructions 

to relevant members to reduce or avoid catches of the affected specie(s) for the remainder of the 

year. 

In the event that catches do exceed the PCL of one or more species, DAFF will need to react, either 

to prevent further catches of that specie(s) in the remainder of the year, or to prevent a recurrence 

of over-catching in the following year. DAFF could achieve this in at least three ways: 

1. Close certain grounds for the remainder of the year, or part of the following year; 

2. Reduce the effort allocation for the following year across the entire fleet, by adjusting the 

formula; 
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3. Reduce the hake or sole quota for the following year, which would have the effect of 

reducing the effort (sea-days) allocation. 

These steps will act on the fleet as a whole, not as a punitive measure, but as a last resort to reduce 

mortality on affected species. Although the intention is that DAFF does not managed individual PCL 

quotas, correspondence between SECIFA and its members in respect of quota should be copied to 

DAFF and the final allocation of PCL quotas among rights holders will need to be recorded. 

It is suggested that this procedure replace the existing PCL clauses in the permit conditions, as the 

application (and enforcement) of the existing arrangement is unclear. It is also suggested that the 

avoidance of certain species, when necessary, be left to the discretion of the skippers who are the 

best (and only) parties capable of applying an effective strategy. The move-on-rule, which is 

presently ineffective, should be made redundant in permit conditions. The same comment applies to 

the intention to ensure that each catch contain at least 50% of target species. 

 

Catch recording 

It will be essential under a revised catch control system that the catches of all TAC/PCL species are 

recorded per trawl. These data will be used for calculation of CPUE, which in turn will be used as an 

index of abundance for assessments. 

 

Dumping 

It will be essential under a revised catch control system that all catches of all TAC/PCL species are 

retained, and that none are dumped. The total mass of each quota species will need to be 

determined upon discharge. This condition is already specified in the regulations in terms of the 

MLRA. 

 

Expansion of closed areas 

Two separate analyses have indicated focus areas for closures. Attwood (2011) selected areas 

specifically on the basis of the diversity and proportion of bycatch species taken. The selection also 

traded-off effort, and finally selected areas with high bycatch but low effort, in attempt to identify 

closures which would have the least effect on the industry. A second and far more comprehensive 

analysis by Sink et al. (2012) identified focus areas for conservation action throughout the EEZ of 

South Africa. Their analysis included all fisheries data, ecological processes and threats. It also 

included a cost function and selected areas on the basis of the least disruption to industries. Neither 

of these processes has defined precise boundaries for closed areas. 

To protect bycatch species it is suggested that existing Marine Protected Areas at De Hoop, 

Tsitsikamma and Bird Island be expanded to include the margins of the trawl footprint in those 

areas. These MPAs are widely spaced and their extensions would include quite separate community 

types. These areas are close to those suggested by the two analyses. 
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What would the advantage be in extending existing MPAs? The first is the protection of resident 

bycatch species not managed by quota in areas that are of marginal value to the industry. The 

margins of the footprint coincide with a greater proportion and diversity of bycatch, as the habitat is 

less suitable for the target species but more so for a variety of others.  The second is the provision of 

untrawled ground for research into the effects of trawling by way of comparison. A disadvantage is 

displacement of effort within the footprint. 

 

Gear adjustments 

No change in mesh size is recommended. The hake directed fishery has already moved to the 110 

mm mesh. Specifications on footrope protection could be changed to encourage trawlers to further 

avoid reefs, areas where diversity of bycatch species is high, and where sea-bed damage by trawls is 

likely to be most severe. The current limit of 375 mm diameter should be reduced to 250 mm. 

Currently, the fleet mostly complies with the latter. The 200 kg limit needs to be reconsidered, 

whether or not the diameter limit is adjusted. 

 

Observer programme 

A scientific observer programme will need to be re-instituted.  A new programme should have the 

following specifications: 

1. Contracted to DAFF 

2. Cover at least 10% of all trawls 

3. Ensure that observers are assigned in a random/stratified manner. All vessels will need to be 

observed at some stage (stratified part), but the timing of deployment will need to be 

randomly selected, allowing for logistic constraints. 

4. Observers will need to quantify unsorted and discard samples at species level. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In one way or another all the suggested reforms build on existing regulations, and permit conditions. 

In each case an effort was made to consider the practicality of the measures, in terms of its 

enforceability and administrative burden. The co-management arrangement suggested for PCL catch 

controls is based on the premise that the industry is best placed to affect the necessary restraint at 

the operational level, but that the regulator needs to retain an effective, albeit coarse, mechanism 

to restrain catches on important species. Quota control is likely to be the only effective mechanism 

to rebuild depleted stocks in the mixed fishery. 

The suggestions made here will need discussion by the bycatch task team and SECIFA, firstly to 

evaluate effectiveness of the proposed measures and their practicality and secondly to consider if all 

the reforms are necessary and if alternative suggestions or formulations might be preferred.  
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