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A sprat to catch a mackerel

An emergency Bill raised in the D4il by Social Democrats TD Jennifer
Whitmore proposes ‘to amend the Wildlife Act to add sprat to the Fifth
Schedule, prohibiting targeted commercial fishing of the species. With
depleting stocks of forage fish such as sprat already affecting our wildlife,
Fiona Hayes Vincent says that while the survival of our inshore fisheries
need to be taken into account, the accommodation of scientific research in
order to create effective policy to address declining forage fish stocks should
be a priority for our government.

Cork People you will have

seen reports of marches in
various coastal towns, calling
for a halt to ‘Sprat Fishing’ un-
til research into declining num-
bers of sprat, which are food
for larger fish and for birds,
seals, dolphins and whales, can
be carried out.

This is not an unusual situa-
tion. Across the globe scientific
research into something known
as ‘recruitment’ is carried out
as a vital part of fisheries man-
agement decisions in pursuit of
creating a sustainable fishing
industry.

‘Recruitment’ simply refers
to the process of small, young
fish transitioning to an older,
larger life stage and it applies
to species such as sprat, as
much as it applies to salmon,
tuna or cod.

Fish populations change
from year to year as environ-
mental factors affect reproduc-
tion (spawning), growth of the
fish themselves and mortality,
which can occur from fishing
or from natural causes such as
becoming food for larger fish,
birds or marine mammals such
as whales and dolphins.

‘Recruitment’ then is a most
important process in regulating
fish populations and perhaps
surprisingly, under natural
conditions in marine protected
areas, scientific research across
the world has shown that
during the recruitment period,
whether a greater or a lesser
number of eggs and larval
fish have been produced, the
number of fish surviving to the
subadult populations will be
approximately the same.

Understanding the interac-
tion between fishing and natu-
ral variations in recruitment is
a central question in fisheries
management and is central to
an emergency Bill raised in
the Ddil by Social Democrats
TD Jennifer Whitmore. The
Bill proposes ‘to amend the
Wildlife Act to add sprat to the
Fifth Schedule, prohibiting tar-
geted commercial fishing of the
species. This protection would
only be reversed when robust
scientific data and a sustainable
management plan are in place.’

The Bill also contains a
requirement for the develop-
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ment of a just transition plan to
support fishers impacted by the
moratorium.

In short, this Bill calls for
a full understanding of the
implications both for fisheries
and for conservation.

Productivity of forage fish
stocks such as sprat can vary
substantially driven by environ-
mental conditions; and this can
cause a decline in stocks’ size,
which may remain well below
previously observed levels,
despite little or no fishing.

Whitmore’s proposed Bill
advises caution, as clearly war-
ranted when stocks are falling,
but also acknowledges that the
risks of stopping fishing unnec-
essarily should be considered.

There is considerable
infrastructure associated with
fisheries and much of this
may not have alternative uses.
Closures can result in loss of
infrastructure and of markets
and can create knock-on effects
detrimental to other associated
industries.

In fisheries research ‘bio-
mass’ refers to the total weight
of all fish within a specific
population or area. It is a key
indicator of fish stock health
and is used to inform sustain-
able fishing practices. Biomass
figures can be estimated using
catch data, surveys, and acous-
tic techniques.

All these methods require
the cooperation of the fishing
industry and are aimed at
staying above the threshold for
collapse of a single species.

As sprat is a forage fish how-
ever and is vital for the survival
of larger fish, birds, and marine
mammals, its management re-
quires an ecosystem approach.

The ‘Save our Sprat’ cam-
paign focuses on the conse-
quences of sprat fishing for
other valued species in the food
web and puts biomass thresh-
olds of sprat in the context of
predator sensitivity. Multiple
studies have shown that as
forage fish biomass drops,
natural predators are extremely
sensitive to that depletion and
these effects are nonlinear. This
can be most helpful, effectively
acting as ‘the canary in the coal
mine’.

For example, long term
studies of sea birds consistently

show periods of high or low
breeding success and periods
of complete breeding failures
related to anomalous environ-
mental conditions. Chronic
food scarcity, where prey is
persistently below a threshold
will however compromise
‘long-term’ breeding success
and affect the longer term
observed populations. As num-
bers of forage fish drop there is
an observable critical threshold
below which bird populations
are negatively impacted.

A globally recognised
pattern has emerged indepen-
dent of species type, habitat or
initial population size. Below
the critical threshold bird
populations decline strongly
in response to lack of food
abundance, however as food
abundance rises population re-
sponses reach a plateau and do
not continue to increase. The
point at which increases in for-
age fish no longer corresponds
to an increase in bird popula-
tion creates a plateau known as
‘maximum prey biomass’.

In long term studies of 14
bird species in seven eco-
systems within the Atlantic,
Pacific, and Southern Oceans,
the critical (low) threshold
approximated one-third of
the ‘maximum prey biomass’
observed. This provides an
indicator of the minimal forage
fish biomass needed to sustain
seabird productivity. Seabird
populations can indicate vital
information about the state of
the forage fish populations.

Provisions such as that
proposed in the Ddil by Jen-
nifer Whitmore, requiring a
moratorium to accommodate
scientific research, alongside
a requirement for the develop-
ment of a just transition plan to
support fishers, pave the way to
create policy based on data that
fishing strategies desperately
need.

As the fishing industry
keeps emphasising, they need
a way to avoid, to whatever
extent possible, depleting
stocks below critical ecological
thresholds. Identifying these
thresholds must be a priority
for inshore fisheries manage-
ment and should be a critical
focus of government depart-
ments.

‘Leave No Plastic
Trace’ on West
Cork islands

herkin island art photog-
S rapher, Nuala Mahon,

is behind an initiative
highlighting the detrimental im-
pact of plastics on West Cork’s
islands. ‘Leave No Plastic
Trace’, a series of talks, poetry
and video presentations, takes
place on Cape Clear Island
August 6, Heir Island August 8
and Sherkin Island on August
11. Starting at 2pm, each event
will run for approximately three
hours.

Sponsored by Creative
Places West Cork Islands, the
events include a powerful and
thought-provoking video made
by Nuala Mahon, document-
ing her use of plastics over
the course of one year and
highlighting the impact marine
plastic and other plastic waste
has on the environment and on
health. She will also exhibit
her images of plastic waste on
Sherkin Island’s beaches, cap-
tured using hand-made pinhole
cameras.
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Nollaig Rowan, an
award-winning poet, based
part-time on Sherkin Island,
will recite a poem she wrote in
response to the video.

The three events will also in-
clude talks by Professor Marcel
Jansen, an ecophysiologist at
the School of Biological, Earth
and Environmental Sciences
(BEES) at University College
Cork (UCC), who will explain
the scientific consequences of
overproduction, and the use of
plastics in our daily lives.

Tad Kirokwaski, CEO of
Voice, an Irish environmental
NGO dedicated to empowering
individuals and local communi-
ties to engage in positive actions
for the conservation of natural
resources, will deliver a brief
presentation and will respond
to questions from the audience
regarding what measures can
be taken to reduce plastic con-
sumption.

Nuala Mahon said: “Leave
No Plastic Trace is an opportu-
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nity to invite three West Cork
island communities to think
about their use of plastics and to
reflect on the small steps we can
all take to minimise our use of
plastics. The series of events is
free, and we would be delighted
to welcome young and old to
come and engage with us.”
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