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NWIFC Byelaw Review

Results of the Cockle fishery Open season dates consultation
Purpose: To report on the results of the NWIFCA Cockle Fishery open season consultation
Recommendation:
Approve that the NWIFCA cockle open season dates remain as the 1st of September to April 30th as specified in Byelaw 3. 
1. BACKGROUND

In 2023, industry requested the Authority look into facilitating an early cockle fishery open season. Cockle stocks were sufficient enough to allow for a trial run of a July 1st to February 28th season in 2025/26 for Morecambe Bay cockle beds. 

Table 1. An overview of the actions taken by NWIFCA Officers to determine and undertake an early cockle fishery open season. 
	Date
	Report / Meeting
	Action

	August 15th 2023
	TSB – Meeting minutes
	Stakeholders express interest in changing the Districts cockle open season to July 1st, from September 1st. 

	November 7th 2023
	TSB Agenda Item 11: Cockle Fisheries Open Season Dates
	Officers conduct and submit a ‘feasibility study’ looking into the implications of a change in the open season on survey timings, HRAs, decision making timescales, and industry considerations.

	February 2nd to 23rd 2024
	N/A
	Consultation on proposed open season conducted

	March 6th 2024
	Extraordinary TSB Agenda Item 1
	Results of the consultation presented to the TSB. Out of 53 respondents, 41 were in favour of a trial change to July 1st. 

	May 24th 2024 
	TSB Agenda Item 8: Survey and Inspection Report
	Science officers present survey results of the early cockle surveys, and consult with industry on the results – it is determined there is not enough cockle present to recommend opening.  

	2024 – Cockle fishery not opened early – trial season rolls to 2025

	August 13th 2024
	TSB Agenda Item 6: Survey and Inspection Report
	Science officers present survey results of the second set of cockle surveys. Fishery opened September 1st onwards. 

	May 29th 2025
	TSB Agenda Item 7: Survey and Inspection Report
	Science officers present survey results of the early cockle surveys. Pilling is recommended open. 

	2025 – Early Open Season Trialed

	August 5th 2025
	TSB Agenda Item 5: Survey and Inspection Report
	Science officers present second set of survey results. Newbiggin and Flookburgh are recommended open. 

	January 7th to February 2026
	N/A
	Officers hold a consultation on the NWIFCA Cockle season open dates following the trial early opening in 2025. 

	February 28th 2026
	N/A
	Fishery closed


Following the trial early opening, Officers ran a consultation to get industry member views on whether the early open season should become a permanent change.  
The consultation was run from January 7th to February 6th. Stakeholders were informed via the website, text message, and over social media platforms. 
The purpose of this report is to present the findings of this consultation, a review from officers on additional considerations, and provide a recommendation for the cockle season open dates. 

2. RESULTS
Respondents

Respondents were asked to provide their full name, their interest in the fishery (whether they are a permit holder, buyer or ‘other’), and their permit number (if applicable). 
Sixteen individuals completed responses to the consultation, a breakdown of their interest in the fishery is provided in Table 2.

Table 2. Consultee interests in the fishery

	Interest in the fishery
	Number of respondents

	Byelaw 3 permit holder only
	10

	Byelaw 3 permit holder and buyer
	3

	Buyer only
	1

	Other
	2

	Total
	16


Question 1 Results
In response to the question: ‘Would you prefer the District cockle fishery season to run from July 1st to February 28th?’ Four answered ‘Yes’, and 12 answered ‘No’. 
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Reasoning for their response

Individuals who responded ‘No’ gave the following reasons: 

· Too close to spawning season

· Better yields later in the season

· Cockles weren’t worth any more than usual

· Winter live markets are profitable which they don’t want to lose out on
Individuals who responded ‘Yes’ gave the following reasons: 

· Safer daylight hours

· Better yields

· Better weather

· Not much market after Christmas

· It worked for them and their personal circumstances

Question 2 Results
In response to the question: ‘Would you prefer the District cockle fishery season to run from September 1st to April 30th?’ Six answered ‘No’, and ten answered ‘Yes’. 
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Reasoning for their response

Individuals who responded ‘No’ gave the following reasons: 

· Brexit restrictions reduce the live market in the winter

· Not the correct opening period

Individuals who responded ‘Yes’ gave the following reasons: 

· Better winter markets offer good prices
· Better classification during winter months

Note, two respondents answered ‘No’ to both questions as they felt the timing and durations of the season were not suitable. 

Respondents were also asked if they had any other information they would like the Authority to consider. Responses varied and few related specifically to the months of opening, however, some common themes included the desire to have seven-day per week fisheries to meet orders and the application of individual catch limits. 

3. OFFICER CONSIDERATIONS
The feasibility study presented at the November 7th 2023 TSB meeting, identified the pros and cons of moving the cockle open season to July 1st. The main considerations related to the fisheries interactions with overwintering birds, the time available for cockles to grow to size, and the coincidence with other UK cockle fishery opening times. The study determined that a move to July 1st (with an associated earlier closure) was compatible with overwintering birds as it reduced disturbance in the later part of the season. The subsequent stakeholder consultation also raised the positive points around better meat yields, better market availability, and better prices. 
In practice, the trial season has demonstrated that facilitating an early open season has come with additional burden to the authority through increases in survey and analysis time. Over the two years, officer’s undertook over 30 cockle surveys and their associated reports. This equates to approximately 75 officer days each year. In comparison, a typical survey season uses half this. The move to an early open season brings risk of significantly increasing the survey burden and its associated implications on cost and time, which impacts the capacity for other fisheries. 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the results of the consultation and additional considerations, the following recommendation is proposed:

The NWIFCA cockle open season dates remain as the 1st of September to April 30th as specified in Byelaw 3. 
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