Morecambe Bay Cockle Fisheries Habitats Regulations Assessment 8th October - 30th April 2019
Introduction
There is a long history of management of hand-gathered cockle fisheries in Morecambe Bay and specifically on
Flookburgh / Leven Sands and Pilling cockle beds. The NWIFCA has carried out Habitats Regulations Assessments for
this fishery each time it has been opened since 2016. The most recent HRAs are available on the NWIFCA website:
https://www.nw-ifca.gov.uk/marine-protected-areas/hra/ These contain lengthy detail about the nature of the
fisheries, the variability of the stock, the conservation features for which the site is designated, their conservation
status, the potential risks fishing activity could pose to the features, along with detail on potential impacts,
vulnerability, and features’ exposure to pressures. Finally the HRAs contain detail of the management (byelaws, and
specific measures for each year depending on circumstances of the management and the stock) to ensure no risk to
the integrity of the European Site.
Considering the history of these fisheries there seems little point in producing a lengthy document which repeats the
information contained in previous versions. The NWIFCA has taken the approach to summarise the factors that have
changed for September 2018, and carry out an Appropriate Assessment on these. This is provided in concise format
below.
Please refer to the HRA for these cockle fisheries carried out for 2017 for the most up-to-date detailed information on
other factors that are not covered in this document: NWIFCA-MB-EMS-2017.

1. Change to Site Information
Addition of Wyre – Lune recommended Marine Conservation Zone (MCZ). The site is designated for smelt (Osmerus
eperlanus). The Pilling cockle bed is within the rMCZ but due to the nature of the activity (intertidal hand-gathered
cockle fisheries) it is extremely unlikely that there will be any impact on smelt from the fishery.
Updated conservation advice for Morecambe Bay and Duddon Estuary SPA. Changes specific to the HRA;

Grey plover, dunlin, sanderling and turnstone have a restore target for population due to declines in
population exceeding regional and national trends.

2. Information about the fishing activity within the site
Regulation of Hand-gathering – change in number of permit holders
There are currently 106 NWIFCA Byelaw 3 permit holders with a possible eleven still to renew, giving a maximum 127
permit holders for 2018/2019 (correct 17-09-18). This is a reduction from the maximum 131 permit holders in
2017/2018.
3.

Current Status of Cockle Stocks to be Fished

For all survey results below:
Means
Means were calculated from all stations with zero counts on the edge of the bed removed. Less than 5mm cockle was
not used in the undersize figures due to the high variable survivability of cockle at this small size but has been included
as a separate figure.
Maps
Maps were created showing the overall survey area, density of size cockle, density of undersize cockle (excluding
cockles in the 0-5mm size range), the density of the 0-5mm size class and the frequency of size classes (pie charts show
the frequency of different size classes, the size of the pie chart indicates the total density of cockles present).
Biomass

In regards to biomass size cockle is defined as cockle which will not pass through a square gauge 20 x 20mm in size.
The biomass of undersize cockle does not include any estimates of cockle less than 5mm due to the high variability of
survival of this size class although there are large areas of with this size class on the bed.
Newbiggin Cockle Survey 17-04-18
31 stations were sampled from the 500m grid with an extra station added between points where a high density of
cockles was reported to officers. Size cockle were located throughout the bed, excluding 5 stations with no presence
of sized cockle, with 16 stations containing cockles in the size category of >35mm indicating these are old cockles.
Mean number of size cockle:
Mean number of undersize cockle:

23 per m² (min. 0, max 60)
13 per m² (min 0, max 42)

Biomass
Area (ha)
Newbiggin

Size Cockle (tonnes)¹
295

~700

Undersize Cockle (tonnes)
~100

Flookburgh Cockle Survey 13-08-18 & 12-09-18
156 stations were sampled from a grid 500m apart. One additional station was added to ensure full coverage. A further
seven points were added within the grid to include specific areas which were highlighted by industry as having large
cockle present.
The density of size cockle across the bed is relatively low with small areas with a higher density of size cockle. The bed
has received a good settlement of spat, which varies from 5mm shell length at the top of the bed to 15-17mm at the
bottom of the bed.
Mean number of size cockle
Mean number of undersize cockle
Mean number of 0-5mm cockle

7 per m²
267 per m²
50 per m²

(min 0, max 70)
(min 0, max 3600)
(min 0, max 600)

Biomass

Flookburgh

Area (ha)

Size Cockle (tonnes)¹

Undersize Cockle (tonnes)

3614

~2700

~9600

Leven cockle Survey 17-07-18
74 stations were sampled from a grid 500m apart. Six additional stations were added to assess the extent of observed
spat.
The density of size cockle across the bed is relatively low with a slight increase of size cockle present in an area at the
southern end of the bed. Spat was observed across approximately half of the bed at varying densities from less than
10 per m2 to approximately 400 per m2.
Mean number of size cockle:

11 per m2

(min 0, max 38)

Mean number of undersize cockle:

5 per m2

(min 0, max 13)

Biomass

Leven

Area (ha)

Size Cockle (tonnes)¹

Undersize Cockle (tonnes)

923.5

~1200

~60-90

Pilling cockle survey 28-08-2018
61 survey stations were sampled from a 500m grid. Five additional points were added to explore the northern and
western extent of the bed. Ground conditions were too soft for officers to further explore the bed edge on the eastern
side. An area of more dense size cockle was identified towards the north eastern area of the bed but overall the density
of size cockle was low. There was good amount of spat across the bed, both in the 0-5mm and 5-15mm size classes.
Oystercatchers and gulls were observed feeding on the bed.
Mean number of size cockle:
Mean number of undersize cockle:

21 per m²
112 per m²

(min 0, max 192)
(min 0, max 762)

Biomass

Pilling

Area (ha)

Size Cockle (tonnes)¹

Undersize Cockle (tonnes)

1256

~2200

~500-1000

4.

Proposal

The proposal is to authorise the removal of size cockles in a hand-gathered cockle fishery at Newbiggin, Leven,
Flookburgh and Pilling cockle beds within Morecambe Bay, to open 8th October 2018 until the closed season starts on
30th April 2018 unless closed by NWIFCA prior to this date for management reasons. The fishery can operate on all
days and on any tide due to the size of the beds and the location of the stock. Due to the mix of 2018 spat and size
cockle in some areas the proposal is for a craam only fishery with the use of a restricted sized jumbo / tamp, is to
protect the juvenile stock. Within the authorisation there are specific access, parking and tonning up restrictions for
the Leven, Flookburgh and Pilling cockle beds. The full authorisation can be found in Annex A. All other cockle beds in
the Bay and District-wide will be closed under Byelaw 13a.
5. Test for Likely Significant Effect (LSE)
- No change to table within 2017 HRA.
6. Appropriate Assessment
a) Removal of target species - Intertidal sand and muddy sand, mixed and coarse sediments only
Surveys have been carried out on cockle and mussel beds across Morecambe Bay and a summary of results are
provided below in the table. Detailed results in regards to all four beds are above in section 3.

Area
Bed Name Month (ha)
Middleton
Sands
Jul
639
(main bed)
Middleton
Sands
(dense
Jul
4
area of
cockle)

SACFOR
Size class
<10mm

SACFOR Size
class 10 30mm

SACFOR
Size class
>30mm

Average
Undersize
Cockle
Density
(m²)

Average
Size
Cockle
Density
(m²)

Estimated
Undersize Estimated
Cockle
Size Cockle
Biomass
Biomass
(tonnes)¹
(tonnes)²

Common

Frequent

Common

3

7

Not
calculated

Not
calculated

Rare

Rare

Super
abundant

5

473

Not
calculated

Not
calculated

Pilling
Sands

Aug

1256

Frequent

Common

Common

112

21

~5001000

~2200

Flookburgh

AugSep

3614

Frequent

Common

Common

267

7

~9600

~2700

Jul

923

Common

Frequent

Common

5

11

~60-90

~1200

23

~100

~700

Leven
Sands
Duddon
Estuary
Warton
Sands
Newbiggin

Limited Stock Present
Limited Stock Present
Apr

295

Rare

Aldingham

Abundant

Abundant

13

Limited Stock Present

¹In regards to biomass size cockle defined as a cockle which can pass through a 20x20mm square gauge.
² The average number of undersize and the biomass of undersize cockle does not include cockle of less than 5mm due
to the high variability of survival of this size class although there are large areas of with this size class on the beds.
Byelaw 3 permit holders have to fill in monthly returns and submit them to NWIFCA. The returns include such detail
as catch quantity and which tides were fished. A summary from the Flookburgh / Leven and Pilling cockle fisheries in
2017/2018 season. It is expect that there will be less effort and catch due to the reduced number of size cockle and it
being a craam only fishery.

Fishery (Sep-Apr)
Average Landing
(tonnes)

per

Month

Average Number of Permit Holders
fishing per day

Flookburgh and Leven

Pilling

140

31

16 (min 0, max 46)

5 (min 0, max 20)

All other cockle beds in Morecambe Bay are currently closed under NWSFC 13a Cockle and Mussel - Management of
the Fishery, ensuring that the other cockle beds will not be fished. This will leave cockles of varying size classes and
densities on the closed beds. It is likely that there will be areas of the opened beds that will remain un-fished
particularly large areas of Pilling, and the lower parts of Flookburgh and toward Humphrey Head, as operators will
target areas with the greatest concentration of size cockle. Risks to conservation features are considered minimal due
to the size of the beds, the number of Byelaw 3 permits holders, the predicted effort, the restrictions in fishing
methods, the patchy nature of size cockles and the amount of undersize cockle on most beds around the Bay.

On Newbiggin, Leven, Flookburgh and Pilling there are approximately 10,000 tonnes of undersize stock, some of which
will grow to size before the closed season in May 2018 and therefore fishable, but the majority remaining on the bed.
Most of the size cockle on all of the beds is large cockle and much greater than the MLS, indicating an age of 3 years.
The typical life span of cockle in Morecambe bay is three years, meaning the majority of the cockle is towards the end
of its life and unlikely to survive and spawn in 2019.
The NWIFCA is confident that the removal of target species from the intertidal sand and muddy sand, mixed and
coarse sediments sub features will have no risk of adverse effect on the integrity or conservation status of the site.

b) Removal of target species (cockles) for all shore feeding SPA features that feed on infaunal molluscs.
The table below provides information on mussel stock status in Morecambe Bay.
Densities
Area
Bed Name Month (ha)
Perch Scar
Black Scar

Percentage Cover

Size Class
Size Class < 10
- Size Class > Size Class < Size Class Size Class > Biomass
10mm
30mm
30mm
10mm
10 - 30mm 30mm
(tonnes)
Limited stock the majority has been washed away
Limited stock

Kings Scar
Neckings
Most years the Fleetwood and Wyre mussel beds get a settlement, most of which get washed away during
Rossall
the
summer. The beds are surveyed late spring, early summer, where there are areas of mussels of varying
skear
size classes which have persisted through the winter.
Wyre End
Knott End
Spit
Southern area of skear had experienced a significant amount of scour and loss of top layer of mussel, with
some areas having lost mud also. Other than that the whole of main skear and the entirety of Knott End
Heysham
Flat
& skear held superabundant seed mussel. The majority of it was hard in – the only area with any mud under
Knott End was in the upper skear where the abundant mussel was of around 20mm shell length and very soft shelled.
Skear
The superabundant mussel on the lower areas of the skear and Knott End skear was of around 30mm shell
length.
Heysham
Skears look to be covered in mussel (observation from Knott End skear) and it is expected that there is a
Outer
similar mussel composition as that present on Heysham main skear and Knott End skear. There were
Skears
numerous oystercatchers and gulls observed on the outer skears.
Low
The area between the main Foulney Skear and the oyster frames typically gets a settlement of seed which
Bottom –
scours out through the winter. There is a large area on more stable mussel bed from mid shore down
Foulney
towards low tide near the main Foulney skear that persists through the winter.
Ditch
Foulney
Main
Sep
55
Abundant
Common
n/a
n/a
n/a
6570
Skear
Occasional
Foulney
Sep
8.2
Rare
Abundant
Rare
n/a
n/a
n/a
2176
Island
Foulney
Green
Apr
34
Rare
Abundant Abundant
n/a
n/a
n/a
4822
Buoy
Falklands
Sept 2018 – Area looks to be covered in mussel (observation from Foulney Island), the area looks very
black with the presence of numerous gulls.
South
No stock known
America

In addition to the 2017 HRA (NWIFCA-MB-EMS-2017) grey plover, dunlin, sanderling and turnstone have been
highlighted as having a restore objective for the population target and because they are known to feed on mulloscs
including cockle as part of a wide variety of prey items.
Although no specific figures have been given for the bird food requirements for bivalve eating birds, the summary of
the cockle and mussel beds provided shows that there is a significant biomass of cockle and mussel in Morecambe
Bay.
NWIFCA is confident that the bird food requirements are met for the site and that the removal of target species from
the intertidal sand and muddy sand, mixed and coarse sediments supporting habitats will have no risk of adverse
effect on the SPA features, which utilise cockle as a prey source and therefore have no risk of adverse effect on
integrity or conservation status of the site.
Note:- Approximately 1000 oystercatchers were observed at low water feeding on the abundance of 14-17mm cockle
at Flookburgh in September.
7. Conclusion
The management and mitigation measures incorporated into this fishery, and the use of an effective enforcement
team of NWIFCA Officers with multi-agency support, allows the NWIFCA to conclude that the hand-gathered cockle
fishery at Leven, Flookburgh and Pilling will no risk of adverse effect on the integrity of the European Site.
8. In-combination assessment
a)

Other ongoing and authorised fisheries:

Heysham Flat Seed Fishery – fishing has stopped due to a change on the ground and difficulty on fishing. It is very
unlikely to restart whilst the cockle fisheries are open. The nature of the ground indicates that the majority of the
stock may well persist through the winter.
Size mussel fisheries – there is a low level of activity on the size mussel fishery on Foulney near the Walney Channel
side of the skear. Typically, effort on these fisheries is low (around 6 gatherers) when cockle fisheries are not open. It
is therefore predicted that effort will be less than normal as efforts will be concentrated on cockles.
Tractor shrimp fishery – currently the shrimp fishing is poor, so there is currently a reduced amount of effort. Effort is
likely to be concentrated on the cockle fishery with some fishing for shrimps and cockle fishing on the same tide.
b)

Assessment

Due to the low levels of mussel harvesting impacts on habitats and disturbance levels to birds are considered to have
No Likely Significant Effect on the conservation features. Removal of the mussel resource is minimal with large reserves
remaining as bird prey resource at a time of year when over-wintering birds are returning. Mussel at Heysham is likely
to persist through the winter. For these reasons NWIFCA is confident that the cockle fishery will have No Likely
Significant Effect on any conservation features.
The shrimp fishery in Morecambe Bay has undergone a separate HRA which assessed travel to and from the fishery.
This HRA concluded No Risk of Adverse Effect on the Integrity of the European Site. Cockle fishing between September
to December (main shrimp fishery concurrent with cockle fishery), is likely to reduce the amount of shrimp fishing as
nearly all shrimp fishers are Byelaw 3 permit holders and cockle fishing will be more lucrative. Combined with the
current reduced effort in the shrimp fishery NWIFCA can conclude No Likely Significant Effect from the cockle fishery
on any conservation features.
Considering in combination effects of the mussel, shrimp and cockle fisheries in the Bay, the NWIFCA can conclude No
Risk of Adverse Effect on the Integrity of the European Site.

9. Integrity test
The NWIFCA concludes No Risk of Adverse Effect on the Integrity of the European Site providing the management
measures of the Leven, Flookburgh, Pilling and Newbiggin cockle fisheries are implemented and upheld.

Annex A: NWIFCA Morecambe Bay Cockle Fishery Authorisation 2018

Annex B: Natural England’s Consultation Advice

