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Chairman’s Comments

In January 2009, The Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD), under the auspices of the Northern Ireland Fisheries Forum, commissioned Northern Ireland Seafood Ltd (NIS) to engage with the wider seafood industry with a view creating a strategy for the future.

With the assistance of the Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society Ltd (SAOS), who specialise in supply chain management, a series of workshops were convened for this purpose.

During this process all sectors of the industry were engaged in the consultation exercise and while each sector identified specific needs, there was much common ground with regard to the requirements for the development and sustainability of the industry into the future.

During the process, reference was made to a number of reports which have been already commissioned and in the public domain. In particular, the Rising Tide Report, The Inshore Fisheries Report and The Cawley Report (while primarily commissioned by BIM and relating to the ROI industry, it has an all Ireland dimension). In addition there exists the McClure Watters Report (commissioned by Invest NI) and three Aquaculture reports produced by the Scottish and Welsh fisheries from which we could learn much. 

The industry expressed concern that despite the existence of these reports, produced at considerable expense, little action had been taken by Government and therefore, at a time when the industry needs considerable investment, the ‘value for money’ issue was raised on a number of occasions. 

During the process it was considered that the number of bodies representing, or having an influence in running the wider industry led to unnecessary fragmentation. It was also acknowledged that while each of these organisations had much to offer in their own areas of expertise, with the demise of NIS in March 2009 the opportunity to offer all inclusive local representation had been lost.

The following document is a fair representation of the consultations which took place.  It should however be looked upon as a framework document and a platform for the further development of a wider and inclusive strategy for the future. This however will require action on the part of both industry and government who, as identified in the report, must become ‘joint- custodians of the sector’.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank all sectors of the industry for their involvement and the time they devoted to the process. Thanks also go to SAOS and DARD who assisted in the facilitation process. In particular I would like to thank Nicola Donnelly of NIS and Judith Farrell of NIFPO who provided the secretariat and assisted in the final editing of the report. 

Chairman of the Facilitation Workshops

May 2009  

Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework: Pan-Industry

Introduction & Background

The Northern Ireland Seafood Catching and Processing Sectors are highly interdependent on each other for both supply and market outlet.  The importance of the relationship between family businesses on the catching, processing, fishselling agents and services sides has been recognised over many decades, providing strong support in difficult trading conditions.  If one sector were to encounter significant rapid decline, it would have an extremely damaging effect on the others.  It would also have the potential for considerable socio-economic impact in the local rural communities that the Seafood Sector supports.

The Aquaculture Sector’s contribution to the rural economy has steadily increased since 2001, and there remains considerable scope for expansion.  There is also the prospect of the Seafood and Aquaculture Sector as a whole, working more closely together in several areas such as Inshore Fisheries, environment, processing, branding, marketing, reputation and strategic development.

The Northern Ireland catching, processing and aquaculture sectors operate without a joined-up development strategy.  There are 9 organisations (soon to be 8) providing various levels of support to the sector, i.e. Northern Ireland Seafood, Seafish Industry Authority, Anglo-North Irish Fish Producers’ Organisation (ANIFPO), Northern Ireland Fish Producers’ Organisation (NIFPO), Northern Ireland Fishsalesmen’s Association, Northern Ireland Trawlermen’s Trading Company (NITTC), Northern Ireland Fishery Harbour Authority (NIFHA), Cross Border Aquaculture Initiative (CBAIT).  In addition a number of other organisations including DARD, Local Government and Invest NI provide support services that can be accessed by the Sector.

A number of commissioned reports are now available, e.g. the ‘Review of the Northern Ireland Processing and Catching Sectors’, providing valuable insight and information on the state of the Industry.  These must to be channelled into the strategic development approach before their value is lost.  

Mandate

The Northern Ireland Fisheries Forum has tasked Northern Ireland Seafood to co-ordinate and lead Industry discussions on the future direction and development of the Seafood and Aquaculture Sector.  NIS has collated the information arising from these discussions to draw up an overall Strategic Framework for the whole Sector.  

In moving this project forward, a number of meetings have been held over the past four months to develop a Strategic Framework document. Most recently, these have included meetings of individual Sector Groups, i.e.:

· Nephrops

· Pelagic

· White Fish

· Inshore Fisheries

· Aquaculture

It was evident from the sector group meetings that many of each sectors’ priority issues are common to all groups and therefore it makes sense for the Forum to consider and address these at an Industry level.

Consequently, this document highlights the common concerns, as well as noting the sector specific issues, which were identified by the working groups.  It is intended that this document will be used by the Forum to take forward the framework and develop a more detailed strategic plan, which considers the issues raised here and elsewhere and identifies mechanisms which will address them in order to support and promote a sustainable and profitable Seafood Industry in Northern Ireland.  It is anticipated that the availability of EFF grants and the rates applied to those grants will be a significant factor in the implementation of the Forum’s strategy and as such the framework highlights funding priorities for EFF.
A balance of ownership and input in the strategy has to be achieved if Industry is to maximise development and growth opportunities.  The ownership and delivery of the overall strategy has to be shared by all concerned including Industry, Government, and others.  It must also satisfy the needs of the consumer.  In many ways, there is now an opportunity for both Industry and Government to become joint–custodians of the Sector and lead the way forward.

Overarching Themes 
· Working in Partnership – Governance & Representation

· Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· Reputation and Market Development

Each of these is explored in more detail in the following section.

Working in Partnership – Governance & Representation

The Government is required to ensure sufficient resources are available from departments and institutions to deliver effective governance.

· There was a view that Government needs to be more proactive and supportive, recognising the importance of the Sector and its socio-economic value to the rural communities.   Government should re-evaluate its relationship with Industry, refocusing on the contribution it can make to support the sustainable development of a successful and profitable Seafood Industry, maintaining its competitive position.

· Groups considered that Industry could and should be more involved in the governance of the Industry.  In England, Scotland and Wales, local government, industry and other stakeholders co-operate and contribute to the coherent establishment and management of fisheries; and oversee their regulation and enforcement. The groups’ view was that fisheries management in Northern Ireland is remote and that by its being centrally managed from Belfast, Industry is disconnected from its process.  Industry has a vested interest in ensuring commercial fisheries are managed effectively and it is keen to contribute to the process. At present fisheries are perceived as being managed piecemeal and opportunities to improve and develop fisheries are hampered through procedural and resource shortfalls.

· A joint Industry/Government approach will help address representation issues within the devolved UK and in Brussels.  A closer working relationship with Government would support a more informed debate on key issues and allow greater influence on the decision-making process. A co-ordinated approach may also provide an opportunity for Seafish to engage more directly with the Northern Ireland Seafood Industry, addressing the perception amongst some that they could be more involved.

· Working together with all parts of the Seafood and Aquaculture Industry provides potential for economies of scale through joint marketing, and reputation building.  It will also help to provide a platform to discuss any arising tensions between sectors.

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Fleet optimisation - this is the priority concern; both Industry and Government are responsible for ensuring that there is sufficient opportunity for the existing fleet to operate profitably.  The Northern Ireland fleet is, in the main, made up of older boats that restrict efficiency of the Industry going forward.  Bearing in mind the reductions in quota, days at sea etc. it would be sensible to introduce some form of decommissioning that would compensate owners of older boats should they choose to exit the Industry.  The current review of the Fleet Futures report may provide further data to support optimisation.  
· “Scrap & Build” – a programme may be introduced to run in parallel, alongside decommissioning.  This could allow some older boats removed from the fleet to be replaced with more modern and therefore more efficient boats which would bring about benefits, including:

· More efficient boats (less fuel/lower carbon footprint)

· Better facilities for handling/storing fish (increased quality/ less waste)

· Improved equipment and increased automation (less labour costs)

· Improved catching gear and practices (more environmentally friendly)

· Ability to maintain supply to local processors (support local economy)

· Safety and crew comfort

· Support for processors - the interdependence of the processing sector and support service sectors means the knock-on effects of decommissioning would have an adverse effect across the entire Industry and community. The negative impact of decommissioning would be the loss of jobs on shore to many sides of the industry at a time when jobs are a priority to Government.  In which case, it is not only the size of the fleet, but also the size of the whole Industry that needs careful consideration with regard to optimisation.  Support mechanisms should be explored to address the potential impact on the processing and other sectors including possible exit strategies such as compensation schemes.  

· Processing facilities there are excellent examples of processors who have made significant investments to develop their businesses which support the existing fleet.  However, the lack of confidence in the future prospects of the Industry may be preventing further investment and also discouraging new entrants from emerging.  A new attitude supported by EFF, that reflects a vibrant and enthusiastic view of the future is required to encourage investment and new or experienced people to enter the Industry bringing additional skills.

· Vessel Maintenance - the network of on shore maintenance services is very good and these facilities and skills are vital to the Northern Ireland fleet’s business model.  For boats to run as businesses they need to be maintained at a standard.  Vessel structures, deck and other machinery needs to be updated.

· Harbour Infrastructure - a change in the fleet would also change harbour and landing requirements throughout Northern Ireland.  There are already high demands on NIFHA resources to adequately fulfil the current requirements to provide services and maintain the infrastructure of the three main ports, in addition to ensuring compliance with statutory obligations.  NIFHA needs to engage in consultation with Industry, Councils and other involved institutions to plan approved harbour developments and investments.  NIFHA is now incurring a shortfall in its running costs and is required to fully adopt government accounting rules on charging for service provision.  This is a policy of full cost recovery and is a statutory requirement.  Future infrastructure provision has to match the future needs of the fleet and other interests in order that the overall available funding resources from EFF and Government are put to the most effective use.  

· Ice – a solution for ice provision is urgently required if the Northern Ireland Fisheries Harbour Authority is to discontinue provision of this facility by March 2010.  Large and out-dated harbour ice plants may no longer be the best solution.  Support from EFF at the highest possible intervention rate would be beneficial in this crucial area of quality maintenance. Fishselling agents or other central organisations could be grant aided to establish small scale plants to supply small boats and individual support could be made available for on-board ice machines for larger vessels

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· Improved Working Relationships – particularly with the scientific and other organisations are required to ensure Industry’s views are considered and all parties achieve a practical consensus based on the understanding and acceptance of the value of shared viewpoints and information.

· Scientific Research/AFBI – real engagement is required with Industry and Government departments to address concerns and to achieve a consensus on stocks and future quota management.  There must be agreement between the commissioning authority, scientists and Industry as to the methodology and objectives of research and all parties must be able to buy into the results and conclusions.

· Market Accreditation - consideration should be given to applying for accreditation or a similar scheme to support marketing effort.  This would need to be implemented on a fishery by fishery basis taking into account the opportunities and risks for the individual fisheries

· Credit Facilities – the Industry would benefit from a fund, which would support payments to boats for product landed whilst processors wait for payments to customers.  This approach may also shorten the supply chain.

· Credit Guarantees – a mechanism for achieving affordable credit insurance requires exploration.  Potential solutions include Government backing as in some other countries, or an Industry co-operative credit union could be established to provide such facilities. NI Seafood exporters are vulnerable and exposed to export credit risk – a credit guarantee scheme would provide considerable comfort.

· Product Quality – there must be adequate and appropriate services and facilities available to maximise product quality. Industry structures are essential and must be considered alongside infrastructure provision.  
· Quality Training - it is recognised throughout the Industry that quality is the key marketing issue and there is now an opportunity for the whole Industry to commit to quality training on boats and in the factories where transient crew and staff make training so cost ineffective.   EFF could fund quality training and develop materials for use on board vessels and in factories to ensure NI produces the best product now and in the future.

Reputation and Market Development

· The Northern Ireland Seafood and Aquaculture Industry has an excellent reputation for its products.  While each of the processing companies carry out their own promotion and marketing functions there is no overall marketing strategy in place to promote seafood from Northern Ireland. A targeted marketing campaign to promote the attributes of the Northern Ireland Industry would reinforce the activities of the individual companies and make consumers more aware of what the Industry has to offer.

· An Industry presence at the major food exhibitions would help to promote the Industry to a wider audience and would provide an opportunity to develop new customers and markets. While the Industry has a history of very successful individuals and companies working independently, an increasingly competitive future will dictate that to continue to compete with the global market the Northern Ireland Industry must work more closely together to make the best use of it’s collective strengths – the   pooling of marketing knowledge, resources and infrastructure should be encouraged.  

· Better labelling of seafood from Northern Ireland would assist the local consumer to select locally produced products. 
· Opportunities to develop the reputation message should be tied in with the Aquaculture Sector where appropriate, to achieve maximum impact.

· It may be of value to explore the potential for Protected Geographic Indicator (PGI) status for specific species.  The advantage is that EU funding can be used to promote products that qualify for this status.

· Any marketing activity undertaken on behalf of the Industry will need to project a consistent message that incorporates the attributes of the Industry that include: -

· High quality

· Sustainable fishery, practices and care for the environment

· Good reputation

· Provenance

· Geographic location

· Northern Ireland has much to offer in terms of its reputation as a seafood producer at home and abroad.  Branding opportunities exist to make the most of the “uniqueness” of the product.  Local/best/fresh/size/colour/provenance and a sustainable managed fisheries could all be considered to create brand identifies.  This approach would help to distinguish Northern Ireland seafood against competition from imports.  EFF can be used to promote the consumption of seafood in Northern Ireland against other protein sources.

· New market development strategies have to be considered in terms of where the Industry and its players want to be in the future.  For some this may be about becoming the best or most efficient scampi producer.  For others, it may be about investing in new markets, technologies or products.  Clear strategic market focus will help businesses move forward and there is always the opportunity for collaborative approaches with catchers in the supply chain.

Summary 

Recommendations and Action Points

At the outset of this report it was highlighted that there were a number of common themes running through all sectors. It is imperative that the momentum created by this report, the Forum and previous reports referred to in this document is maintained. The Industry therefore makes the following recommendations to be actioned as a matter of urgency.

1. The continuation of the existing species / sectoral Sub-Groups and the creation of sub groups to represent those sectors not already represented.

2. The creation of an (industry led) pan Industry representative group to co-ordinate the requirements of the sub–groups and make further recommendations to the Forum. 

3. Create improved and streamlined relations with Government (policy and science).

4. The sharing of the updated ‘Fleet Futures’ report with industry as a matter of urgency followed by pan industry/government discussions with a view to reaching mutual agreement on the way forward.  

5. Focused action required on the part of both industry and government to achieve targeted objectives.

6. The urgent introduction of and access to appropriate funding in order to achieve targeted objectives.
Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework:

Sector Specific Species Group – Nephrops

Background:

The Northern Ireland fish catching and processing Industry is dominated by Nephrops which represents nearly half of the total Northern Ireland catch by volume and 67% by value.  In 2008, 11,654 tonnes of Nephrops were landed by the Northern Ireland fleet.
There are five processors involved in the production of breaded scampi and two companies which process whole prawns, there are several smaller concerns producing scampi but the seven major companies generate the bulk of the turnover.  At least 50% of the NI catch is sold as scampi to the GB foodservice sector and the remainder is exported as whole prawns.  

The Northern Ireland Nephrops Sector demonstrates a number of key strengths that future market development opportunities can be built upon.

Working in Partnership – Governance & Industry Representation

· Cod Stock Recovery – There is a view amongst Industry that too much of the quota and days at sea issues revolve around cod stock recovery and that the Nephrops fleet is unfairly penalised in this aspect because of the risk of catching small quantities of cod as a by-catch.  The NI Fleet has been very responsible in addressing this issue over time, often leading the way in developing new fishing gear to minimise any by-catch of threatened species.  This would be another opportunity for Government to work more closely with Industry to tackle this issue. 

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Vessel modernisation - For boats to run as businesses they need to be maintained at the appropriate standard.  Vessels, deck machinery and other equipment need to be updated.  Boats are restricted in their income generation through regulation, and therefore grant support for this work is essential to maintain competitiveness.

· Market Accreditation – more and more consumers and major retail and foodservice customers are requesting seafood from accredited fisheries.  Northern Ireland already has a reputation for effective fishery management, which focuses on quality, care of the environment, clean waters and sustainability.  Consideration should be given to the implications and likely success of any application before taking the next steps towards  accreditation for nephrops fishery.

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· Ice – a solution for ice provision is urgently required if the Northern Ireland Fisheries Harbour Authority is to discontinue provision of this facility by March 2010.  Large and out-dated harbour ice plants may no longer be the best solution.  Support from EFF at the highest possible intervention rate would be beneficial in this crucial area of quality maintenance and a number of solutions should be investigated which may include:

· Fishselling agents or other central organisations could be grant aided to establish plants to supply small boats and individual support could be made available for on-board ice machines for larger vessels

Reputation and Market Development

· New Product Development – Opportunities being explored by seafood processors to develop new added value products, which include new packaging technologies and ready to eat Nephrops-based products should be supported by  EFF.

· Diversification - Processors should consider diversifying into other products rather than rely heavily on scampi production.  This is beginning to happen in one or two cases.  EFF should support this development.

Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework:

Sector Specific Species Group – Pelagic

Background:

The Northern Ireland Pelagic Sector is relatively small compared to other sectors of the Industry.  Sales of pelagic products are mainly frozen herring and mackerel in whole form or primary processed.  The main markets are Germany and Eastern Europe.  Typically the pelagic sector accounts for around 41% of the total Northern Ireland catch but only 15% of the value.  Sixty-four percent of the pelagic catch is herring.

Currently there are three pelagic vessels operating out of the Northern Ireland fishing ports but only two of these lands the majority of their catches in Northern Ireland.  One new vessel has been commissioned but will be too large to land any catch at the NIFHA ports.

The two boats that land their catches in Northern Ireland are relatively old and although the current owners have upgraded them over the years, the boats do have a limited lifespan.  

These two vessels have a good working relationship with each other and with the three main pelagic processors.  This involves both vessels working together and landing their catches equally between the three processors and is a first class example of what can be achieved through greater collaboration.

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Fleet Optimisation - There is a need to modernise two of the vessels operating in this sector.  If possible EFF funding should be used to support the upgrading or building new vessels that will improve efficiency of the boats and the overall quality of the product.  This work will also improve fuel and refrigeration equipment efficiency and hence lower the carbon footprint.

· Opportunities exist to add value through increased levels of processing.  The majority of the pelagic catch is sold into Europe as frozen whole fish with limited primary processing carried out.

· Processing – The processing of pelagic fish is undertaken in the main by three companies.  There is  a degree of co-operation between the processors which also brings benefits.

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· Improved Working Relationships – particularly with the scientific and other organisations are required to ensure Industry’s views are considered and all parties achieve a practical consensus based on the understanding and acceptance of the value of shared viewpoints and information.  Building on the existing relationships between catchers and processors will be advantageous.

· Industry and Government should continue to work together to address legislative issues that have an adverse effect on the Northern Ireland Sector.  In particular, the Pelagic Sector considers the 100km rule to be disadvantageous and has an on-going representation effort with the EU to modify this legislation.

· Opening up of restricted areas for pelagic fishing and increasing quota with no detrimental effect on stocks could be considered.

Reputation and Market Development

· Market Accreditation – more and more consumers and major retail and foodservice customers are requesting seafood from accredited fisheries.  Northern Ireland already has a reputation for effective fishery management, which focuses on quality, care of the environment, clean waters and sustainability.  Consideration should be given towards taking the next steps towards accreditation for Pelagic fisheries, and this would be an opportunity for support from EFF under Collective Operations.

· The market for the pelagic sector is worldwide.  With the increase in the demand for oil-rich fish that has proven health benefits, there may be an opportunity for promoting and increasing the sales of pelagic species within Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK.  This may require further levels of processing in the form of the production of ready to eat healthy products.  Other opportunities include more indulgent added value products such as pâtés and cured products.  Opportunities would exist in both the retail and food service sectors.

Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework:

Sector Specific Species Group – Whitefish

Background:

The Northern Ireland Whitefish Sector has reduced in recent years but nonetheless it is still a significant sector of the Industry and important to the local rural economy.  It has developed a reputation for supplying prime quality fish, which it supplies to the local market, the UK and export markets in France and Spain.  The whitefish sector accounts for around 11% of the Northern Ireland catch tonnage and 18% of the total value.  Up until this year, cod represented 30% of the whitefish tonnage, but the quota has been significantly reduced from 600 tonnes to 250 tonnes in real terms this year.  The reduction in tonnage will put significant pressure on the future survival of the whitefish catching and processing sectors.

Working in Partnership – Governance & Industry Representation

· A balance has to be achieved in the strategy if the sector is to flourish in a sustainable fashion to develop the growth opportunities.  To achieve this aim, ownership and delivery of the overall strategy has to be shared by all concerned including Industry, Government, and other stakeholders. which will also satisfy the needs of the consumer.  In many ways, there is the opportunity for both Industry and Government to become joint–custodians of the Sector and lead the way forward.

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Fleet Optimisation – there is real concern that the Irish Sea cod current quota in real terms of 250 tonnes is insufficient to economically sustain the small fleet of 7 whitefish vessels (2 vessels solely catch whitefish and the others can also fish for nephrops).  This has dropped from 600 tonnes in 2008.  The small haddock quota increase of 15per cent is not considered enough to compensate for the significant loss in cod quota.  It is noted that other vessels in the Northern Ireland Fleet hold entitlement to fish for whitefish.  Without more quotas forthcoming, decommissioning would need to be an option although it is understood that it is not something that is desired by Industry.  If the fleet is reduced further, then it may be questionable if the Sector is sustainable overall.

· Scientific Research/AFBI – Real engagement is required with Industry and Government Departments to address concerns and to achieve a consensus on stocks and future quota management.  The Catching Sector believes stocks are in a better state than the scientific evidence suggests.  Improvements are required, such as a faster turnaround of research results and information needs to be clear and straightforward in layman’s terms.  There are also genuine concerns regarding the research vessel (Corystes) in the type of gear used and its speed, which does not reflect typical fishing practice.  Working with the fishermen will help to find practical solutions and alleviate these concerns.

· Joint Solutions - both Industry and Government have to play strong roles in ensuring that sufficient opportunity is maintained for the existing fleet – both in terms of quotas and in days at sea – to profitably pursue this aim.  Longer-term quotas and days at sea planning would help underpin this process.  When these key decisions are made on an annual basis it is very difficult to consider investing in the future.

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· The reduction or loss of the small but important Whitefish Sector in Northern Ireland will have knock-on socio-economic effects on rural communities. Sourcing elsewhere presents new challenges for the processors in terms of supply, additional costs, quality, provenance, and on branding and marketing.  

Reputation and Market Development

· Significant reductions in local supply will put increasing pressure on the Whitefish Processing Sector, which has built a strong reputation for high quality white fish and developed markets in the white tablecloth restaurants of London and the Republic of Ireland as well as local food outlets.  The reputation has been built on the locally caught whitefish of the three main species of cod, haddock and hake.  

· New Product Development – Opportunities should be explored by seafood processors to develop new added value products, which may include new packaging technologies.  EFF could support this activity.

Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework:

Sector Specific Species Group – Inshore Fisheries

Background:

The Northern Ireland Inshore Fisheries incorporates a range of fishing activity that includes fishing for lobsters, nephrops, crabs, oysters and mussels.  It also involves aquaculture for oysters and mussels. 

The inshore area is influenced by a range of human activities coupled with the changes to the natural environment.

Working in Partnership – Governance & Industry Representation

· The key issue facing the inshore sector is the lack of coherent and effective management.   So many of the inshore Sector’s individual concerns arise from the fact that the fisheries are centrally managed, seemingly on piecemeal basis.  Often there is a regulatory lag which can have a detrimental impact on Industry-led initiatives such as lobster V notching, where the benefits of such schemes are lost, at a cost to the fishermen and, ultimately, the fishery.  The regulatory lag also leads to delays in establishing new fisheries and loss of opportunity to local fishermen. Gear conflict that arises between trawling and potting interests also could be better addressed.   These areas and others would be  key roles for an Inshore Management body.

· The diverse and complex nature of the Inshore Fishery grounds which also include leisure and other stakeholders, leads to the conclusion that there is a compelling need for a management resource to efficiently oversee, co-ordinate and lead the development of Northern Ireland’s Inshore Fishery as, in other parts of the UK, do Sea Fisheries Committees and Inshore Management Groups.  

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· The viability of the Inshore Sector must be a specific objective for the Forum and the Strategy must develop a platform based on competent sustainable fisheries management.  

· The inshore fisheries sector is operated by smaller vessels i.e. less than 10 metres and are, in general, older vessels that require modernisation and or replacement.

· In order to maintain a balance between the environmental lobby concerns and the fishing interests there is a need for information to be collected and disseminated within the sector that has a clear focus on viable business development that is balanced with the with environmental considerations.

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· Industry led Initiatives such as the “V” notching of lobsters need to be recognised and supported by grant funding.  As and when such initiatives’ impact is demonstrated, regulation has to be introduced and implemented quickly to ensure that the benefits are not lost.

· Increased resources for the monitoring of activity in the fishery would also be welcomed.  One particular example of where this would have a positive impact is the  “toeing” of crabs, as there is an associated disease risk.  Also, monitoring the landed crab catch to reduce the amount of crabs that are unusable would be beneficial.

· New Fisheries – There are opportunities to create new fisheries but following meetings to discuss the issue little progress has been made.  Government support is required to move forward but the fact that Dutch companies control much of the cockle and mussel fishery may be a factor in the lack of progress.  An improved system of licensing should be introduced to enable a wider participation.

Reputation and Market Development

· Market development strategies have to be considered in terms of where the Industry and its players want to continue to be in the future.  A clear strategic market focus will help businesses move forward and there is always the opportunity for collaborative approaches with catchers in the supply chain. Building on the existing relationships between catchers and processors will be advantageous

· The possibility of developing a market for brown crabs should be investigated.

Northern Ireland Seafood Industry

Strategic Framework:

Sector Specific Species Group – Aquaculture

Background:

The Northern Ireland Aquaculture Sector is dominated by bottom mussel production contributing nearly £12m of the total £14.6m of the 2006 output figures.  Salmon and Trout output is valued at nearly £1.9m and the rest is made up of oysters, clams, scallops and rope mussels. The contribution that Aquaculture has made to the rural economy and the seafood production sector has steadily increased from 2001 to the present day. The Aquaculture Sector has significant potential for growth with the opportunity to increase the maximum potential production from existing sites from over £14m in 2006 to as much as £30m.  Growth to date has been achieved through value enhancement with considerable room for improvement through marketing, use of quality assurance schemes and volume expansion.  The FAO highlighted in 2006 that 43% of seafood consumed by humans on a world-wide basis, was from aquaculture sources, with a predominance of production in the Far East. Despite this imbalance in production it is felt we can compete in quality and value. In order to achieve the full potential, key areas need to be addressed.

Working in Partnership – Governance & Industry Representation

· Effective representation is required if the sector is to work in partnership with Government, environmental bodies, research and other support organisations.  A representation body needs to be formed to represent the aquaculture sector to interface with the rest of the Industry and the groups listed above. A closer working relationship with government would support a more informed debate on key issues and allow greater influence on the decision-making process on such topics as new grant schemes and definitions of an aquaculture vessel. 

· Licences – The Sector is critical of the length of time and cost involved in obtaining licences.  A more streamlined, comprehensive support process is required that is less cumbersome and complex.  It should also provide clear interpretation of new regulations, derogation, transfer of licences and any other emerging compliance issues.  The proposed Aquaculture Sub-Group would be an ideal vehicle to maintain on-going consultation between Industry and Government on such issues.

· Improved Working Relationships – particularly with the scientific and environmental organisations, who have a licensing role in aquaculture, are required to ensure Industry’s views are considered and all parties achieve a practical consensus based on the understanding and acceptance of the value of shared viewpoints and information.

· A developing Aquaculture Strategy should complement and aspire to being part of the overall Northern Ireland fisheries strategy as they are inter-linked in terms of processing and in the mind of the consumer.  It provides potential for economies of scale, joint marketing and reputation building.  It will also help to avoid tensions between sectors.

· The Aquaculture Sector and the Fisheries Forum will require resources to deliver the strategy, and with the cessation of Northern Ireland Seafood another mechanism should be put in place. Otherwise, it will be difficult to move development activity beyond the discussion stage.

· The issue surrounding Areas of Special Scientific Interest around Northern Ireland’s coast and inland waters should be re-examined with Industry, Government and the Environmental Agency, as locations of potential development sites have become limited or unavailable and the Industry would have appreciated the opportunity for greater consultation in the past.

Industry Optimisation & Competitiveness

· Northern Ireland has established an expertise in the development of Trout brood stock and egg production.  It has the opportunity to take this to the next level by developing facilities for the production of disease free stock.  Not only would this benefit Northern Ireland, but provide valuable export opportunities around the world further enhancing the Sector’s reputation.

· The high capital costs and risk make it difficult to attract new entrants into the Aquaculture Sector.  Further exploration of this issue is required particularly long-term grant support and a view taken of the proportion of new entrants and or the expansion of existing facilities and new sites required to drive the Sector forward.  C-Bait would continue to have a role in assisting and identifying new entrants.

· The absence of a Business Development Support mechanism, similar to that provided by Invest NI, is a barrier to progression and needs to be addressed. 

· While C-Bait provide information on development of the sector clear guidance and understanding of the rules and regulations that need to be adhered to for any development to occur, would help ensure compliance and help the Sector be more competitive. Again the Aquaculture Sub-Group would be an ideal vehicle to maintain on-going consultation between Industry and Government on such issues.

Encouraging Sustainable Development & Growth

· European Fisheries Fund – must be implemented to prioritise and encourage the preferred type of development that will make the most of resources.  This will include quality, adding value, volume and sustainability.

· While there is evidence of substantial improvement in value since 2001, there is still scope for large further increases in the production levels and subsequent value if the current licensed area in Northern Ireland was used to its full potential.  If all licensed sites are productive to a certain extent; the potential value at current market prices may be in excess of £30 million. This figure is regarded as being achievable and reflective of variations between sites as stocking densities have been calculated at medium levels.

· Accelerate Development – Although there is recognition that new entrants bring vibrancy to an Industry, a focus on support in the main for current licence holders could produce quicker returns given their expertise and experience.

· New Species – New developments should be explored such as turbot, perch, char and pollan, which could significantly increase potential production in the future.

· New Technologies - New technology has been developed which could have significant beneficial effects on sustainability, efficiency and reduction on environmental impact. EFF has specifically identified these as targets to be achieved by 2013.

· New Product Development – Opportunities should be explored by existing aquaculture and seafood processors to develop new added value products, which may include new packaging technologies and ready to eat products.

Reputation and Market Development

· Development should focus on raising the whole profile of the Aquaculture Sector and encouraging individual companies to do likewise for their own products.  The development of a deserved quality reputation based on a recognised scheme should be promoted within Northern Ireland and in its main markets elsewhere.  Opportunities to participate in key exhibitions should also be explored to maintain the presence of Northern Ireland in the market place.

· New market development strategies have to be considered in terms of where the Sector and its players want to be in the future.  For some this may be about becoming the best or most efficient producer.  For others, it may be about investing in new markets, technologies or products.  Clear strategic market focus will help businesses move forward and there is always the opportunity for collaborative approaches with parts of the Seafood Industry.

· Northern Ireland has also a unique opportunity to enhance its reputation in aquaculture technology.  Support should be aimed at encouraging such development as becoming a centre of expertise and excellence.
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