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Our Seas Coalition – Coalition Coordinator
Background
The Our Seas coalition is an alliance of over 130 coastal businesses, community groups, fishermen’s organisations and environmental NGOs campaigning for better management of Scotland’s inshore waters. 

We support three key campaign actions:
· The return of a modern seaward limit on bottom-towed fishing, via a just transition.
· Effective vessel tracking systems for all boats
· Preferential allocation of fishing opportunity to vessels with low environmental impact, bringing increased sustainable economic value and employment to communities
The coalition was established by divers, fishermen and environmental activists highlighting the ongoing damage to Scotland’s seabed in their local waters; they called a public meeting of concerned parties three years ago, raising their shared concerns by writing to the First Minister and this grouping has developed into the Our Seas coalition. Many organisations have since given their support to the cause and the coalition now represents a wide array of interests including sea anglers, boat-builders, local restaurants, marine tourism operators, youth groups and students.

Fundamentally, the coalition is pro-sustainability and sees the recovery of the inshore marine environment as essential for the health and resilience of coastal and rural communities in the long-term. We are also supportive of a ‘just transition’ - acknowledging that industry will need support to adapt to any management measures needed to recover the health of our seas.

What is the problem?
Scottish coastal seas have been driven into environmental decline due to decades of mismanagement. Fishing methods that deploy bottom-towed gear have been given free access to over 95% of Scotland’s inshore waters since the 1980s, to the detriment of habitats, biodiversity, fisheries, and communities. The Covid-19 pandemic put a big spotlight on how few of our inshore fisheries could feed our nation if times get tough. 

How have we got here? 
In 1889 a law was passed to protect fish stocks and small boats by banning trawling (except by sail) from within three nautical miles of the shore in Scotland. Catastrophically the law was removed in 1984 against a backdrop of the industrialization of fishing technology, breaches of the Three Mile Limit, and declining offshore fish stocks.  Access to the inshore appeared to improve catches for a short while, but inevitably led to the rapid decline of fish populations and seabed habitats - vital nurseries and shelter for many species - were rapidly degraded. We are now at the point where many regional fisheries, including herring, cod and haddock, have commercially disappeared - and the majority of inshore fishermen are worryingly reliant on shellfish such as scallops, crabs and prawns to make a living. Scientists have voiced serious concern about this situation, which leaves fishermen vulnerable to market vagaries, and changes in stock health and composition.  We are now, literally, scraping the bottom.
Creeling and diving are comparatively low impact, high value fisheries (and the majority of inshore fishermen), but whilst trawling and dredging are high impact, low value fisheries, scallop dredge and large bottom-trawling vessels are allowed to spatially dominate our inshore waters. Bottom-trawling and dredging have high levels of bycatch and cause environmental damage, by scraping or aggressively sweeping large areas of seafloor. The Scottish Government’s own policy objectives in our National Marine Plan and Marine (Scotland) Act 2010 specify that they will favour sustainable methods, but these policies are simply not implemented. 

Why does it matter?
Seabed habitats are vital as fish spawning grounds and nurseries, and they are significant carbon stores rival to any on land. The top 10cm of Scotland’s seabed holds more carbon than all the peatlands, soils and trees Scotland combined. These habitats protect our coasts from storm surges and wave action, and can ameliorate the rising ocean acidification that is being caused by global warming. To date we have no known way to restore these essential habitats if they are damaged. These carbon stores have no chance to recover as things stand.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Bad fisheries management impacts every single one of us, but it can be hard to raise awareness of the hidden biodiversity and social crisis that has taken place around our shores.  People can’t easily see the environmental legacy of poorly regulated fishing, and fewer and fewer people remember a time when our inshore fishing fleets were able to catch species other than the shellfish currently dominating catches at local harbours.  A key part of our campaign is to make these issues relevant to people all around Scotland, to encourage them to question the current management regime which is failing communities and the environment so badly, and to empower them to get involved with addressing the issues. 

For more information – including why we all chose to call the coalition ‘Our Seas’ – see our Frequently Asked Questions section on our shared website https://www.ourseas.scot/frequently-asked-questions/ 
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