
SUBMISSION FROM BRIAN AND DUNCAN SWINBANKS 
 
Enquiry into the Management of the Marine Environment 
 
Presentation  
Four decades of marine decline off the West Coast of Scotland and three positive 
proposals to aid recovery for the benefit of all. 
 
Introduction 
Brian Swinbanks and Duncan Swinbanks have been angling the seas off the West coast 
of Scotland for many years. We have seen shoals of fish that would fill an oil tanker, 
sharks of 30ft leaping in the air and great whales many times longer than our boat. 
Scotland’s West Coast seas were the envy of the world. These seas were our rain forest. 
Much of this sea is now not just depleted, it is very sick. Most indigenous inshore shoals of 
cod, haddock and whiting are extinct.  Many other bottom fish are hanging on the edge of 
survival. This letter is an appeal to embrace our Scottish seas and in doing so rebuild the 
historic communities they sustained.  
A few thoughtful measures now will start to restore our marine resource for our local 
fishermen, our anglers and our eco-tourists. 
 
What evidence can we give the Enquiry? 
Brian and Duncan have a unique, hand’s on, history of the marine environment starting in 
the Clyde and then, significantly, covering a large section of the Inner Hebrides. We have 
kept written and comprehensive photographic records of fish caught and marine 
encounters from the early 1960’s through to the present day.  
 
It is evident from our records that there has been a catastrophic collapse of marine life.  
Off the Scottish West Coast in the 1980’s angling catches of cod, whiting, haddock, flat 
fish and rays plummeted in parallel with recorded commercial landings at West Coast 
Ports. We reason there are three principle causes: 
 
A. The unrestricted catching of mature spawning fish  
B. The destruction of seabed habitat 
C. A historic failure to constructively address the bi-catch problem 
 
Our suggestions: 
 
1) The catching of mature spawning fish from all species 
  
Fishes lives are mainly ruled by two simple desires, feeding and sex. For most of the year 
food is on the menu. At this time fish are, in the main, dispersed. Once a year, a well 
established breeding pattern takes over. This cycle has evolved through generations. We 
have all see the turtles that return to the same beach and so on. Our fish are just the 
same, we just don’t see them. 
For example around Mull the total local summer cod population gathered for spawning on 
the same ground in the Sea of the Hebrides every Easter. This natural miracle had been 
taking place for thousands of generations. It was a tried and tested cycle.  
Through knowledge passed from father to son local fishermen had known about this area 
and, by unspoken mutual agreement, had excluded fishing during the spawning season. 
In the early eighties, through vastly improved technology, this rich ground was 



“discovered” by outsiders. A massive free for all resulted. In a few murderous March and 
April fishing's a population of fish that had sustained local crofting communities through 
war and famine was gone. Not depleted but completely gone.  
Legislation has not kept pace with improving technology. This must be immediately 
rectified. A total restriction must be placed on fishing for, and landing of, a species of fish 
during their spawning period. To reduce heart breaking by-catch a concerted effort must 
also be made to identify all spawning grounds and have these areas excluded from fishing 
effort during the spawning time. 
At spawning time “individual” fish populations are vulnerable to complete extinction.  
Please also note that the spawn of these fish also provided a massive food resource for 
many other species. 
 
2) The Destruction of Seabed Habitat 
 
The fragile ecosystem on and just under the seabed is susceptible to influence from many  
sources; beam trawling, scallop dredging, fish and prawn trawling and aggregate removal. 
 
Scallops are an extremely valuable crop. Nearly all scallops are harvested using heavy 
steel dredges. The only exception is inshore diving which is limited by depth and by time 
constraints. Dredging has been identified as a major factor in sea bed destruction. Scallop 
dredges were developed early in the last century. This collecting technique using heavy 
steel teeth called ‘swords’ is extremely primitive and leaves a very valuable sector of the 
Scottish Fleet open to criticism for using a technique which is perfectly legal. 
 
We propose that a research project is funded to develop a more sustainable and far less 
destructive method of harvesting wild scallops. This should be a joint project between the 
Industry and, for example, the Dunstaffnage Marine Laboratories.  
 
There are a number of alternative methods open to research and not beyond present and 
affordable technologies. 
 
1. Replacing the steel teeth or swords with more flexible materials designed to lift scallops 
but not to displace boulders and break-up deep water corrals. 
2. Stimulating the scallops to swim, to lift off the sea bed, using electro-fishing techniques 
and then collecting the scallops in a trawl just above the sea bed. 
3.  Stimulating the scallops to swim by mimicking predators and again collecting just 
above the sea bed. 
4. Physically lifting the scallop off the sea bed using hydraulically or mechanically driven 
rotating or reciprocating ‘soft’ brushes and collecting the scallops in a trawl clear of the 
sea bed. 
 
This research should be headed by a motivated project leader capable of lateral thought.  
 It should be implemented immediately to pacify both sides of this acrimonious debate. 
 
3) A historic failure to constructively address the bi-catch problem 
 
Prawns often live in fish nursery areas. Prawn trawling, due to the use of small mesh nets, 
historically resulted in a massive by-catch of immature fish. We say historically because, 
in recent years, this by catch has significantly fallen. There are now few juvenile fish left.  



Static pots are a reliable, non-destructive, way of fishing for prawns. This technique must 
be encouraged. 
Local fishing areas should then be allocated to local fishermen and as such become self 
policing. Use it well or loose it should be a well worked cliché. 
 
Conclusions  
The Scottish West Coast Marine Environment has a major management problem. We 
must not get diverted by global warming (every week some new sea creature is reported 
and attributed in the press to global warming. Brian and Duncan have seen all these rare 
visitors in past years. They are just being pushed on the band wagon).  
Brian and Duncan have close working relationships and friendships with the local 
fishermen. It is important to see all stocks recover and provide a sustainable marine 
environment which would then support a commercial fishery and be a recreational 
resource for all. The destruction our sea is a managerial one and not a Euro-Quota lottery. 
Let’s please solve it! 
 
Brian and Duncan Swinbanks  
 
 
 
 
 
 


