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NWWAC Minutes 

WORKING GROUP 1 (Irish Sea) 

Wednesday, 04 March 2026 
Copa-Cogeca, Brussels & Online 

 

1. Welcome and introductions 

John Lynch, WG1 Chair, welcomed the participants. Apologies from Dominic Rihan and Aodh 
O’Donnel were received, and the agenda was adopted as presented. The Secretariat displayed a 
slide outlining the code of conduct for the meeting. 

Action points from the last meeting (29 October 2025) 

1 Working Group to follow up on BIM trials. Updates will be available at the beginning of 
2026, and the Secretariat will invite BIM for March meeting. 

 Agenda item 3.  
2 Draft a letter to the European Commission highlighting the importance of stakeholder 

engagement when proposing technical measures. The letter should also reflect the 
fishing sector’s view that some existing data do not accurately represent conditions on 
the ground. 

 Completed – submitted on 16 December, response received on 4 February 
3 In response to growing concerns regarding cable installations across the Irish Sea and 

the need for further analysis of their interactions with the fishing industry, the 
Secretariat will: 
- Contact the European Commission to enquire whether any EU-level guidelines, 

monitoring documents, or studies exist on the impacts of cable installations on the 
fishing sector. 

- Raise the issue at the next Member States Technical Group meeting. 
Follow up with MARA (Irish Maritime Area Regulatory Authority) to confirm their 
availability to present on the matter at the March meeting. 

 Agenda item 4. 
4 Secretariat to follow up with the Marine Institute to arrange a presentation at the March 

meeting on Ireland’s new Strategy for Marine Research, Knowledge & Innovation 2025–
2030. 

 Postponed. Possibly in July.  
 

2. Dialogue with DG MARE – Norman Graham, DG MARE C.5 

The Chair welcomed Norman Graham from DG MARE C.5 and thank him for joining the meeting 
to provide an update to members on the current state of discussions between the EU and the UK, 
as well as an update of the ongoing discussion on Technical Conservation Measures in the Celtic 
Sea and their relevance to the current status of stocks in the area.  

N. Graham reported that earlier that morning, the 11th meeting of the Working Group of the EU-
UK Specialised Committee on Fisheries (SCF) had taken place. The meeting focused on reviewing 
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the various commitments made during the EU–UK consultations and the follow-up work required 
in the coming months. Among the key topics discussed were technical measures, which had 
represented a significant component of last year’s discussions. 

He explained that the work under the SCF is currently organised into two main configurations. The 
first focuses on general fisheries management issues, including conservation and management 
aspects that are not stock-specific. This area of work is becoming increasingly important and was 
discussed during the morning session. 

The second configuration focuses on a range of more specific topics, including technical 
measures and fishing opportunities in the Celtic Sea and the Channel. Discussions in this 
configuration primarily relate to scientific advice and to the implementation timelines for 
potential measures within the relevant legal frameworks, including possible UK legislation. 

In this context, the EU and the UK have committed to jointly developing a guidance note clarifying 
the practical application of certain technical measures. The document will specify which 
fisheries will be affected, the timeline for implementation, and the relevant technical parameters 
(e.g. mesh sizes, square mesh panels, etc.). The intention is to produce an aligned document 
between the EU and the UK, even if it will not formally be a joint publication. The aim is to finalise 
this guidance by the end of the month, given the importance of providing sufficient time for the 
fishing industry to prepare for the upcoming changes. 

Regarding the Irish Sea, N. Graham explained that discussions on technical measures are mainly 
focused on the Nephrops fishery. A number of options aimed at improving species selectivity 
have been examined and narrowed down to three main approaches: the Swedish grid, the Seltra 
box, and a flexible NetGrid system, which has been promoted in particular by the UK. 

Additional discussions are ongoing with the UK regarding provisions for smaller vessels under 12 
metres, particularly in relation to the requirements for square mesh panels. Currently, vessels 
over 12 metres must use a 300 mm square mesh panel, while vessels under 12 metres are subject 
to a 200 mm requirement. Further analysis is required on this issue, as previous work conducted 
by STECF did not fully resolve the matter. 

There may also be discussions concerning the 70 mm mesh size currently permitted in the 
Nephrops fishery in the Irish Sea, which is the only area where this mesh size remains authorised. 

Turning to scientific coordination, N. Graham highlighted concerns regarding the stock 
assessment for Irish Sea haddock, which has recently moved from a Category 1 to a Category 5 
assessment under ICES. The Commission and the UK have written to ICES requesting 
clarification on the available options for scientific advice this year, given that a Category 5 
assessment provides a much weaker scientific basis for management decisions. The 
Commission would prefer to see the assessment upgraded to a higher category, although this 
may not be feasible due to underlying issues with the assessment methodology. ICES has 
acknowledged receipt of the request and indicated that the matter may be reviewed around the 
middle of the month, depending on the availability of experts. The Commission will keep the AC 
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and stakeholders informed as the situation develops, given the importance of the stock for both 
the EU and the UK. 

N. Graham also noted that discussions with the UK are continuing on skates and rays, particularly 
regarding the possibility of improving alignment of conservation reference sizes. In addition, there 
have been preliminary discussions regarding certain existing footnotes in the Fishing 
Opportunities Regulation. However, these discussions are still at an early stage and no concrete 
conclusions have yet been reached. 

N. Graham referred to the work on rebuilding plans for depleted stocks, which is expected to 
become a major area of cooperation with the UK in the coming months. While the primary focus 
will be on stocks in the Celtic Sea and the Channel, the Irish Sea whiting and cod stocks are also 
of concern and may be considered in the scope of the work. 

To support this process, the Commission is establishing a joint EU–UK technical expert group, 
expected to begin work in the coming weeks. The group will bring together scientists from several 
national institutes (including IFREMER, the Marine Institute, and others) and will focus on 
improving the spatial and temporal understanding of fisheries interactions with depleted stocks. 
This work will involve analysing catch patterns, fleet behaviour, and the distribution of fishing 
effort in order to identify more precise and targeted management measures in the future. 

N. Graham added that, in the more immediate term, the work would build on the outcomes of 
ICES’ WKREBUILD workshop, which examined rebuilding strategies for depleted stocks. In this 
context, the Commission is keen to explore different types of harvest control rules (HCRs) that 
may be better suited to supporting stock recovery. Initial exchanges on this topic have already 
taken place with the UK, although discussions remain at an early stage. Work is currently 
underway to finalise the terms of reference for the joint EU–UK technical expert group, which is 
expected to address these issues as part of its mandate. The group is likely to become a key 
component of future EU–UK cooperation under the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) 
framework. 

He noted that further discussions would also be needed regarding how stakeholders, including 
Advisory Councils, can effectively provide input into this process. The governance landscape 
remains complex, as several parallel processes exist, including the EU–UK SCF, the UK’s Fisheries 
Management Plans, and existing EU multiannual management plans. The Commission is aware 
of the need to ensure appropriate stakeholder involvement and will provide further clarification 
as the work progresses. 

Turning to non-quota stocks, N. Graham outlined three main issues currently under discussion. 

The first relates to brown crab. An ICES research report published shortly before Christmas (the 
WKCRAB workshop report) highlighted a number of concerns regarding the status and 
management of brown crab stocks. At the same time, other environmental and ecological factors 
– such as octopus blooms and related ecosystem interactions in the Channel – are also being 
closely monitored. Both the EU and the UK are paying particular attention to these developments, 
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and further work on brown crab management is expected in the near future. However, the 
institutional framework through which this work should be conducted is still being clarified. 

In parallel, regional groups of Member States are currently working on the development of joint 
recommendations concerning management measures for brown crab, including potential 
minimum conservation reference sizes. On the UK side, there are also plans to revise certain 
national conservation measures. Given that work is progressing on both sides, efforts are being 
made to ensure that these initiatives remain coordinated and coherent, although the exact 
mechanisms for doing so are still being explored. N. Graham emphasised that brown crab is likely 
to become an increasingly important issue in future discussions. 

The second non-quota stock issue concerns the ongoing work on a multiannual management 
strategy for king scallops. This work has been progressing for some time, and a scientific report 
covering ICES areas 7d and 7e (Eastern and Central Channel) has recently been received. 
Additional stakeholder engagement activities are expected to take place in the coming weeks and 
months. Once the report will be fully reviewed by the Commission, it will be shared with the 
relevant stakeholders, including the Advisory Councils. The aim is to develop a multiannual 
strategy for the Channel scallop fishery, particularly in areas 7d and 7e. N. Graham noted that 
area 7d is generally considered to be relatively well managed and productive, but further work is 
nevertheless needed to support a longer-term strategic framework. 

The third issue relates to seabass, specifically the seabass catch allocation tool used for 
distributing fishing opportunities. The current allocation tool requires updating for the upcoming 
fishing season, and this work is expected to continue in the coming months. 

With regard to fishing opportunities and scientific coordination, N. Graham reiterated the 
concerns surrounding the Irish Sea haddock assessment and the ongoing exchanges with ICES. 
He also mentioned that discussions are continuing on skates and rays, as well as on horse 
mackerel in the Channel. 

Additional scientific work is also expected regarding sole stocks in ICES areas 7h, 7j, 7k and 7e. 
In particular, further analysis of genetic information collected for these stocks is being 
considered, and a request for additional work may be submitted to ICES. 

Finally, he briefly referred to blueling, noting that the UK has carried out work on this stock, 
although it falls outside the geographical scope of the Advisory Council. 

In conclusion, N. Graham summarised that the morning meeting of the Specialised Committee 
on Fisheries Working Group had covered a broad range of topics, including quota and non-quota 
stocks, technical measures, rebuilding strategies, and scientific coordination. The next meeting 
of the Working Group is scheduled for 22 April. He noted that much of the work currently 
underway is process-oriented and preparatory in nature, but it will form the basis for more 
substantive discussions in the months ahead. 
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E. Brouckaert asked whether a benchmark for haddock in ICES area 7a is already planned. 
Regarding skates and rays, he asked the Advisory Council in general if the MCRS issue and 
associated footnotes would be discussed in the NWWAC Focus Group on Skates and Rays. 
Finally, he noted that industry and stakeholders would be very interested in participating in 
discussions of the Joint EU–UK Technical Measures expert group. 

N. Graham replied that the outcome of the haddock assessment is not yet known, but it is likely 
to be added to the benchmark list. He highlighted that fundamental changes in fleet patterns in 
the Irish Sea may affect which commercial fleets are included in the assessment, and work is 
required to determine the appropriate fleets. While the assessment is expected to follow a 
precautionary approach, the process remains largely under the control of ICES. Category 5 
advice is precautionary, but other issues, such as catches crossing boundaries and interactions 
with the Celtic Sea assessment, require careful consideration. 

On skates and rays, the Chair noted that the Focus Group recently met and discussed MCRS. The 
request for ICES work has come from the European Commission and the UK, and a workshop is 
anticipated around 2027. Mo Mathies added that the ICES request is still being formulated. The 
Focus Group is expected to provide input, and the footnotes mentioned earlier are now included 
on the agenda for advice. The Focus Group will meet again at the end of April or beginning of May 
to draft advice for the Commission. 

E. Brouckaert asked how the Advisory Councils’ and stakeholders’ input be taken into account 
joint EU–UK technical expert group.  

N. Graham explained that legacy processes will be managed by those in charge of ICES requests. 
The Commission is conscious of the need to incorporate stakeholder input. He noted that 
scientific colleagues are heavily engaged in ICES working groups, and availability of experts is 
limited until at least mid-June. The Commission has therefore set up its own expert group to carry 
out as much technical work as possible, allowing management thinking to be refined before 
submitting requests to ICES. This ensures the process remains manager-oriented and does not 
overburden ICES, while making use of limited national scientific resources. 

Patrick Murphy thanked N. Graham and welcomed the information, noting its value. He 
expressed interest in further updates, particularly on EU–UK interactions and technical 
measures, including gear used in marine protected areas, and indicated he may have further 
questions later. 

The Chair asked a question regarding whether the two-panel 300 mm mesh for Nephrops, which 
was included in the written EU–UK records, is still being considered. 

N. Graham replied that these provisions are expected to remain in place until further review. 
Realistically, they will apply this year. Discussions on the 70 mm mesh are ongoing, but changes 
are unlikely in the very near term. Scientific evidence still needs to be collected. No changes are 
anticipated this year for Nephrops, including the 70 mm and 200 mm mesh issues, which remain 
under review by the Specialised Committee on Fisheries. 
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Patrick Murphy asked if the current measures would remain until new information is available, 
and if catch compositions and fleet activities will feed into any potential changes. 

N. Graham confirmed that the written record provisions will apply this year. The 70 mm mesh for 
single-rig vessels under 15 metres and the 200 mm panel are standalone discussions and will not 
delay other measures. Depending on outcomes, adjustments may be made, but other provisions 
for the Channel, Irish Sea, and other areas will continue unchanged. Ongoing discussions with 
the UK will evaluate whether changes beyond this period are sensible. 

Ilaria Bellomo asked for clarification on the multiannual strategy for king scallops and whether 
the Commission had received the full report. 

N. Graham responded that the full scientific report had been presented 2–3 weeks ago and 
focuses primarily on the Channel. Scientists will continue to refine the strategy. Initially, focus 
will be on ICES areas 7d and 7e, with expansion as additional information becomes available. He 
noted that because of the nature of scallop fisheries, technical measures implemented in one 
area can have implications across wider sea basins, making the strategy relevant to other groups. 

The Chair thanked N. Graham for his detailed update and concluded this item of the agenda. 

 

3. Updates on BIM trials in the Irish Sea – Matthew McHugh & Ronan Cosgrove, BIM 

Matthew McHugh and Ronan Cosgrove from BIM presented an overview of recent trials 
conducted in the Irish Sea, focusing primarily on the use of square mesh panels in trawl fisheries. 
They highlighted work carried out late last year, which built on previous studies in the region, and 
provided both background context and detailed results from the trials. 

Matthew McHugh began by presenting the background information on BIM’s whitefish research. 
Although limited work has been undertaken in the Irish Sea historically, earlier trials conducted 
six years ago compared a 100 mm diamond mesh extension with a T90 100 mm codend. Results 
showed substantial reductions in haddock catches – approximately 40% – while bycatch of other 
species, such as plaice, remained relatively low. The T90 100 mm codend was subsequently 
adopted for a short period under legislation, though currently only the 120 mm codend is in use 
for management purposes. 

The recent square mesh trials aimed to assess alternative gear options to improve selectivity, 
particularly for smaller fish, while maintaining effective catch levels. The trials replaced a 12 m 
section of diamond mesh codend with a 12 m section of 100 mm square mesh, alongside a 120 
mm codend for comparison. Two scientists were on board to collect measurements and record 
catch data systematically. 

Key results from the trials included: 

• Significant reductions in catches of whiting and haddock. For Whiting, catch reductions 
reached approximately 99%. 
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• Increased catches of flatfish, though overall numbers were low. Flatfish were grouped as a 
single category comprising seven species. 

• When broken down by size, the 100 mm square mesh almost completely eliminated smaller 
haddock (<600 g), reducing their catch to near zero. Larger Haddock were also reduced, 
though to a lesser extent (approximately 87%). 

• Overall, there were significant reductions in haddock catches (up to 38 cm) in the 100 mm 
square-mesh codend compared to the 120 mm codend. 

Overall, the results indicate that the square mesh codend is effective at reducing bycatch of 
smaller fish, supporting conservation objectives. However, currently the 100 mm square-mesh 
codend is not a viable option in the Irish Sea fishery. 

A graphical summary provided in the presentation illustrated the differences in catch 
composition between the 100 mm square mesh and the 120 mm codend. While the larger 
codend still retained some smaller fish, the square mesh codend proved highly selective, 
confirming its potential as a conservation tool. 

M. McHugh noted that a summary booklet has been prepared to accompany the trials, which will 
be updated as further analysis becomes available. The Report will be published on the BIM 
website in April, https://bim.ie/publications/fisheries/  

Ronan Cosgrove continued by providing additional details on trials comparing 100 mm square 
mesh extensions to standard diamond mesh extensions. These trials built on earlier work 
conducted in both Irish waters and Norwegian fisheries under a financial agreement, where the 
Irish industry had experience using square mesh extensions to improve selectivity. The aim of 
these trials was to optimise catch composition, reduce unwanted bycatch, and support 
conservation objectives while maintaining commercially viable catches. 

Trial design: 

• The control gear consisted of a 100 mm diamond-mesh extension with a standard codend 
(T90 100 mm). 

• The test gear replaced only the extension with a 100 mm square mesh while retaining the 
existing codend. 

• Focus was placed on reducing catches of small fish while retaining larger, marketable fish. 

Key findings: 

• The square mesh extension led to substantial reductions of haddock and hake catches; 
• Larger fish were largely retained, ensuring commercial viability. 
• Slight increase waw observed in flatfish species, notably plaice, though overall numbers were 

low. 

The approach was considered effective in optimising catches under the current context of 
reduced quota availability and ongoing challenges associated with the landing obligation. 

https://bim.ie/publications/fisheries/
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Conclusions: 

• The 100 mm square mesh extension successfully reduced smaller, undersized fish without 
negatively affecting the retention of larger, commercially valuable fish. 

• Industry feedback indicated that the gear is practical and could be adopted on a voluntary 
basis, as it does not exceed legal minimum mesh size requirements. 

• The trials support the principle of aligning conservation measures with productive fisheries 
management, offering an alternative approach to minimise unwanted catches while 
maintaining fishery productivity. 

• The square-mesh extension with legislated codend attached could have potential benefits 
wherever it’s used. 

R. Cosgrove emphasised that further trials and monitoring will be needed to refine gear use and 
assess performance under different conditions. They also highlighted the importance of 
integrating these results into management strategies for the Irish Sea fisheries, particularly in 
light of quota limitations and landing obligations. 

 

P. Murphy noted that he was familiar with the work and praised its quality and relevance, 
particularly regarding optimising outcomes for larger fish and achieving better value in fishing 
operations. He raised a concern about the potential impact of brooding and recruitment 
dynamics on larger fish, referencing information from ICES about new generations of fish. 
Specifically, he asked whether this could pose an issue with the current gear, and if there was a 
risk that ICES trends could counteract the intended outcomes of the project. He concluded by 
asking, in essence, whether it would be necessary to examine year classes and the ability to fish 
them before proceeding with further work. 

R. Cosgrove responded that the scientific work primarily addresses gear technology, which is 
only one part of the overall issue. He acknowledged P. Murphy’s questions and noted that current 
challenges remain focused on the landing obligation, including reduced quota availability and 
the need to optimise the use of available quotas both commercially and for stock conservation. 
He emphasised the importance of minimising unwanted catches and ensuring that any gear used 
supports stock conservation while complying with the landing obligation. R. Cosgrove also 
recognised that alternative management approaches may emerge in the future, but stressed that 
these need to be clearly defined before they can be addressed. He concluded that, while the 
questions raised are valid, the focus at present remains on understanding and implementing 
current gear-based solutions. 

P. Murphy followed up by acknowledging the previous discussion and thanked R. Cosgrove for 
his response. He noted that, during the earlier part of the meeting, N. Graham had highlighted the 
need to examine fishing activity and catch rates, particularly for vulnerable stocks. P. Murphy 
clarified that this was not intended as criticism, but rather as a suggestion that alternative 
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approaches or variations in the work could be considered to achieve different outcomes. He 
concluded by affirming his support for the ongoing work. 

 

4. Discussion on growing concerns regarding cable installations across the Irish Sea 
and the need for further analysis of their interactions with the fishing industry – Chair  

The WG Chair informed members that the NWWAC Secretariat reached out MARA but has not 
received any reply on the availability to attend the meeting. The NWWAC Secretariat raised this 
issue also the NWW Member State Technical Group meeting. The current Dutch Presidency 
informed us that they’re having difficulties in contacting the right person in other Ministries. No 
updates were received from the other NWW Member States, too. 

The Chair reported that some progress has been made with the European Subsea Cable Alliance, 
which appears to have developed certain guidelines. The Chair is still awaiting this documentation 
and will share it with members once it becomes available. Members were also encouraged to 
contact their national authorities to obtain further information. 

 

5. Small-scale Coastal Fisheries issue 

The Chair noted that, as agreed at the last ExCom meeting in October 2025, each working group 
should include a standing agenda item on small-scale coastal fisheries (SSCF), providing 
members with the opportunity to raise any relevant issues. He then invited members to share 
their views on this topic. 

E. Brouckaert emphasised the importance of reviewing the approach to small-scale coastal 
fisheries, noting that it should be more specifically targeted at small- to medium-sized, family-
led enterprises. 

Alexandra Philippe recalled that an NWWAC advice SSCF was recently submitted to the 
European Commission, incorporating the approach highlighted by E. Brouckaert. She reiterated 
that the aim to include this point on the agenda is to provide members with the opportunity to 
raise any specific issues on SSCF requiring NWWAC particular attention. 

 

6. NWWAC Work programme overview and planning for Y22 – Secretariat  

Mo Mathies informed members that the preparation of the work programme will take place in the 
coming weeks. Members will be contacted shortly via email to provide their input, with the aim of 
finalising the programme prior to its submission to the European Commission in June. 

A. Philippe intervened, noting that CHARM has recently emphasised the importance of making 
the drafting of advice more efficient, where members have greater ownership and engagement in 
the process and enable the focus to remain on the most significant issues. When a member 
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proposes an idea for advice, they are encouraged to support the Secretariat in its drafting, by 
providing a first draft or bullet points. This approach ensures that the advice is meaningful and 
reflects full stakeholder engagement within the Advisory Council.  

 

7. AOB & Summary of actions agreed and decisions adopted by the Chair 

1 WG1/Secretariat to follow up on the Guidelines Note related to Technical Measures, 
which should be finalised by the end of March and sent to the AC by the Commission. 

2 WG1/Secretariat to follow up on the Haddock Comprehensive Assessment Document, 
updates will be shared by the Commission. 

3 Secretariat to keep WG1 updated on the ICES Rebuilding Strategy. 
4 Secretariat to follow up on BIM Trials and invite BIM for a next WG1 meeting. 
5 Secretariat to continue efforts to contact MARA and check again with the NWW MS TG 

to identify contact details for representatives or experts on subsea cable issues and 
invite them to the next WG1 meeting. 

6 Secretariat to initiate members’ consultation regarding Year 22 Work Programme. 
 

The Chair concluded the meeting, thanking the WG1 members for their participation and the 
Secretariat.  
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