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29 April 2020 

Overview 

The Marine Conservation Society (MCS) welcomes the opportunity to provide comment on proposed new 
management measures for Scottish wrasse fisheries.  MCS is a leading marine charity that has been working 
to improve the sustainability of both aquaculture and wild capture fisheries in Scotland for over 15 years. 
This submission builds on MCS' previous work on the use of cleaner fish in aquaculture, including our 2018 
briefing 'Use of cleaner fish in salmon farming: Current use, concerns and recommendations'1. 
 
It is very encouraging to see Marine Scotland proposing mandatory measures to replace previously voluntary 
measures to manage its wrasse fisheries. Whilst voluntary measures can certainly  be useful and important, 
we feel the move to regulate the fisheries is an important one given the vulnerability of wrasse to exploitation 
and the wider nature and climate emergencies that we face, including the ongoing struggle to meet marine 
Good Environmental Status as outlined in the Scottish Environment Link's (SEL) submission to the Future of 
fisheries management in Scotland: national discussion paper2 to which MCS contributed and signed up to.  
 
MCS supports many of the measures proposed for the management of the Scottish wrasse fisheries, yet in 
many cases feels the measures need to go further to ensure the sustainability of the wild wrasse populations, 
as we have indicated in the table below. In particular, we wish to draw attention to three key areas that we 
feel could deliver the best outcomes for these fisheries: 
 

• Research and stock (or species) assessments. Science, particularly around fishing mortality and the 
size of wrasse stocks (a productivity and susceptibility analysis (PSA) might be a good start), is needed 
to inform management measures and to evaluate whether they are effective at sustainably managing 
the fisheries. MCS is not aware of research to inform stock assessments or precautionary 
management of wrasse in Scotland and suggests this research is prioritised and built into the 
management of these fisheries.  
 

• Specific measures which relate to the health of the stocks. The combination of technical and effort-
based controls that have been proposed may possibly be enough to keep catches from significantly 
increasing, but we simply do not know if they are precautionary or sufficient to ensure wrasse 
populations do not become depleted year on year with changing environmental conditions. This is 
particularly important for Ballan and Cuckoo wrasse that have low resilience to overfishing based on 

 
1 MCS, 2018. Use of cleaner fish in salmon farming: Current use, concerns and recommendations. Available at 
https://www.mcsuk.org/media/cleaner-fish-policy-2018.pdf [Last accessed 28.04.2020]. 
2 SEL, 2019. Future of fisheries management in Scotland: national discussion paper. Scottish Environment Link 
Submission. Available at https://www.scotlink.org/files/documents/SELINK_FFM_FINAL_120719-1.pdf [Last accessed 
28.04.2020]. 

https://www.mcsuk.org/media/cleaner-fish-policy-2018.pdf
https://www.scotlink.org/files/documents/SELINK_FFM_FINAL_120719-1.pdf


 

 
 
 

their biological characteristics3.   Measures would preferably be specific to the state of the wrasse 
populations and defined reference points -  even if based on limited data - and would preferably 
include quantitative output controls such as total catch limits (e.g. Total catch, or weight per pot), as 
these are more specific to the state of the stock than effort controls.    
 

• Remote Electronic Monitoring (REM) systems with cameras. Considering the lucrative nature of the 
fishery, we feel stricter measures are needed to ensure effective monitoring of catches and 
enforcement of management measures. SEL has previously outlined the case for all fishing vessels in 
Scottish waters over 10m in length, and higher risk smaller vessels, to be fully monitored with either 
observers or VMS/iVMS with integrated cameras4. Given the uncertainties in the state of the wrasse 
populations, vulnerable species characteristics, and lucrative market, we would suggest that under 
10m vessels targeting wrasse should be considered in the higher risk category and therefore subject 
to REM systems akin to what is being rolled-out for the over 12m inshore scallop dredge vessels.  
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Proposed Measure Supporting Statements/ Additional Comments 

Season closing dates, 1 December 
to 1 May 

MCS does not agree that the season should run as proposed 
because: 

• Fishing seasons should avoid the spawning season of 
the wrasse and reflect the most appropriate time in 
terms of biology and reproduction; 

• If wrasse are required outside the fishing season it 
should be up to the industry to facilitate this (e.g. 
stored and/or farmed in tanks). 

• Spawning Seasons: 
- Rock cook breeding May – July 
- Goldsinny breeding April – August 
- Corkwing breeding May – July 
- Ballan breeding April – August 
- Cuckoo breeding May – July 5  

 
3Fishbase. Website entry for Ballan wrasse available at https://www.fishbase.de/summary/Labrus-bergylta.html and 
Fishbase entry for Cuckoo wrasse available at 
https://www.fishbase.de/Summary/SpeciesSummary.php?ID=1375&AT=cuckoo+wrasse [Last accessed 27.04.2020]. 
4SEL, 2019. Future of fisheries management in Scotland: national discussion paper. Scottish Environment Link 
Submission. Available at https://www.scotlink.org/files/documents/SELINK_FFM_FINAL_120719-1.pdf [Last accessed 
27.04.2020]. 
5 Riley, Jeffery, Cochrane-Dyet, White, Ellis, 2017. Northern European Wrasse – Summary of commercial use, fisheries 
and implications for management. Available at 
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2018/03/foi-18-
00461/documents/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-
pdf/govscot%3Adocument/FoI-18-00461%20%20Documents%20for%20release%202.pdf [Last accessed 28.04.2020]. 
 

https://www.fishbase.de/summary/Labrus-bergylta.html
https://www.fishbase.de/Summary/SpeciesSummary.php?ID=1375&AT=cuckoo+wrasse
https://www.scotlink.org/files/documents/SELINK_FFM_FINAL_120719-1.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2018/03/foi-18-00461/documents/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/FoI-18-00461%20%20Documents%20for%20release%202.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2018/03/foi-18-00461/documents/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/FoI-18-00461%20%20Documents%20for%20release%202.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2018/03/foi-18-00461/documents/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/foi-18-00461-documents-release-2-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/FoI-18-00461%20%20Documents%20for%20release%202.pdf


 

 
 
 

Minimum and Maximum landing 
sizes. 

12-17cm for smaller species 

12-24cm for larger species 

MCS agrees that there should be Minimum and Maximum 
Landing Sizes but:  

• These should be very carefully considered due to the 
fact that wrasse are protogynous hermaphrodites and 
are therefore highly vulnerable to size related 
exploitation (i.e. smaller individuals are female which 
then become male when they increase in size).  

• Size limits on fish should be set at precautionary levels 
for each wrasse species targeted so as to allow the 
majority (i.e. more than Lm50) of male and female fish 
in a population to have the opportunity to spawn.  

• The maximum length reached by Goldsinny Wrasse is 
18cm with a common length of 11cm6. Maintaining 
catch limits at 12-17cm for this species may skew the 
population gender ratio as only male individuals 
would be removed from the population.  

 

Only traps specifically designed to 
target and catch live wrasse and 
ensure their welfare will be used. 

MCS agrees that only specifically designed traps should be 
used, but: 

• Note that this presents challenges for compliance and 
enforcement. There is a potential for IUU fishing due 
to the high price of wrasse so the fishery and 
application of this requirement would need to be 
carefully monitored and suitable disincentives 
developed for deliberate circumvention of the rules.  

 

Otter exclusion devices, such as a 
fixed-eye aperture, will be used at 
the entrance to the trap and traps 
must feature escape hatches  

MCS agrees that otter exclusion/escape devices should be 
required, but:  

• As per above, we think there needs to be 
consideration for how this will be monitored and 
enforced and any penalties for non-compliance.  

• We suggest there should also be escape hatches 
present for juvenile/smaller fish.  

Traps to be lifted at a maximum 
rate of 6 metres per minute 

MCS agrees that there should be a maximum lift rate of 6 
m/m, but:  

 
6 Fishbase. Website entry for Goldsinny Wrasse available at 
https://www.fishbase.de/Summary/SpeciesSummary.php?ID=61&AT=goldsinny [Last accessed 28.04.2020] 
 

https://www.fishbase.de/Summary/SpeciesSummary.php?ID=61&AT=goldsinny


 

 
 

• Think this could be difficult to monitor and enforce.  
 

Traps should not be deployed / 
lifted when the water temperature 
is >17°C. 

MCS supports this as it would appear to shorten the open 
fishing season and coincide with spawning periods but: 

• MCS would like clarification on why this water 
temperature has been chosen. 

• As per above, we think there needs to be 
consideration for how this will be monitored and 
enforced. 
 

A maximum of 250 traps per vessel 
may be deployed 

MCS are supportive of mandatory effort/catch controls but: 

• Would prefer to see mandatory measures which limit 
catches of wrasse, as opposed to just effort - e.g. total 
catch per vessel or weight per pot – as catch controls 
can more closely reflect the state of the stocks. 

• It is essential we know more about the health of the 
wild populations, fishing mortality and spatial 
distribution of fishing effort. Research needs to be 
prioritised to inform management and evaluate its 
effectiveness. 

• If just using limits of pots as the main control measure, 
there needs to be some evaluation of what total catch 
and fishing pressure would be expected and how the 
selected number relates to precautionary 
management. 250 seems arbitrary. 

• A limit is also needed on the number of vessels which 
participate in the fishery. 

• A limit on maximum soak time should also be 
implemented. 

• When issuing permits Marine Scotland should 
consider spatial effort to prevent localised over-
fishing which could occur if fishing is concentrated in 
one area.  
 

Requirement to accept observers 
if requested 

MCS agrees that there should be increased monitoring of the 
fishery, through the use of observers and Remote Electronic 
Monitoring with cameras.  

•  There is no adequate baseline data for the wrasse 
fishery. Observers and cameras can collect important 



 

 
 

catch and position data which is vital to inform 
research on state of the stocks, fishing mortality and 
spatial distribution of the fishery.  

• Observers can also provide important length 
frequency, sex and maturity data that could help fill 
important knowledge gaps in relation to the biological 
characteristics of the species to inform and evaluate 
future management.  

 

Requirement to have Remote 
Electronic Monitoring (REM) or 
other appropriate inshore vessel 
monitoring if requested 

MCS believes that REM with integrated cameras and 
positioning should be: 

• A mandatory requirement on all wrasse fishing 
vessels. As per above, there is no adequate baseline 
data for the wrasse fishery. Cameras can collect 
important catch and position data which is vital to 
inform research on state of the stocks, fishing 
mortality and spatial distribution of the fishery.  

• REM with positioning and cameras is a cost-effective 
way to collect important data, and to help monitor 
and enforce compliance with management measures.  

• Raw data collected (i.e. on number and sizes of wrasse 
landed and returned) should be made available; 

• This data should be used to inform future 
management plans.  
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Proven track record of wrasse 
harvesting and submitting returns 
over the last 2 years 

Evidence of having an appropriate 
contract with a salmon farm 
operator to supply wrasse. (All 
fishermen currently supplying 
wrasse must be under contract 
with a farm and the contract binds 
them to the voluntary measures). 

• It is vital that Marine Scotland tightly controls the 
number of wrasse-fishing permits issued in total and 
the number of new permits issued per year. Under the 
current voluntary arrangements Marine Scotland 
cannot accurately determine the number of fishers 
with a proven track record. So Marine Scotland 
should set a maximum number of permits for each 
fishing season; 

•  Fishers should have an appropriate contract with a 
salmon farm operator.  



 

 
 

Marine Scotland may also consider 
additional permits for new 
entrants to the fishery. 

It is essential that we know more about the health of wild 
wrasse populations – numbers, distribution, average size etc. 
This will inform management measures such as sustainable 
catch rates or the number of vessels fishing for wrasse and the 
number of permits Marine Scotland should issue, including 
new entrants to the fishery.  

If the fishery is already being fished at a high level, new 
entrants should only be admitted when existing permit 
holders forfeit entitlement.   
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Additional comments: 

Future use of cleaner fish 

There is currently a lot of waste associated with the cleaner fish industry as following their use in 
farms there is no future use. We need to minimise the amount of wrasse that are going into 
landfill/being disposed of and create an additional product that could potentially relieve pressure 
on other resources (i.e. made into feed).  

Marine Scotland should also be supporting the farmed wrasse industry in the hope that Scotland 
can eventually move away from the wild capture of wrasse for use in salmon farms. Until this 
achieved, there is a clear need to fill important knowledge gaps associated with the wild capture 
fisheries in order to sustainably manage these important and vulnerable species.  

Permanent Areas closed to Fishing 

The management proposal makes no mention of areas that could be permanently closed to wrasse 
fishing. These are present in other management plans and could help to conserve wild populations.  

Effectiveness of cleaner fish  

There are still questions over the effectiveness of cleaner fish in managing sea lice in salmon farms 
and further research is needed to justify the harvesting of wild wrasse.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on proposed management measures for the Scottish wrasse 
fisheries. We hope our feedback provided is constructive and we look forward to seeing mandatory 



 

 
 

measures developed for these important species. If there are any queries relating to our submission, we 
would welcome a follow up conference call. 

 

Sincerely,  

Clara Johnston 

 

 

 

MCS Fisheries Policy Advocate 

Cc: Calum Duncan (MCS Head of Conservation Scotland) 

Dawn Purchase (MCS Aquaculture Programme Manager)  

Sam Stone (MCS Head of Fisheries and Aquaculture) 


