
 

 
 

SUBMISSION FROM SEA ANGLERS’ CONSERVATION NETWORK 
 
TO DO NOTHING ISN’T AN OPTION 
 
A Combined report written by Ian Burrett 16/12/06 
For the Sea Anglers Conservation Network and Save our Sharks  
 
Scotland is missing out on a huge potential to develop tourism and is failing in its 
moral duty to protect four important species of sharks that are in danger of being 
eradicated according to the IUCN. FAO, ICES and many NGO’s.   
 
By coincidence these four species are highly prized by recreational sea anglers 
(RSA) on a catch and release basis and whose activities on these four species alone 
brings over £20 million pounds into the rural communities and provides many jobs in 
the areas they are often most needed.  
 
Elasmobranches have a slow growth rate, high age at first maturity, low fecundity 
(i.e. low number of offspring); and long gestation period, which contribute to a low 
rate of population increase. This makes them particularly vulnerable to fishing 
pressure. It is generally accepted that fishing mature female sharks can lead to 
extreme sensitivity in the stock dynamics and subsequently a risk of severe 
depletion.  
 
The ironic thing is none of these four sharks have a Scottish commercial history, so 
the executive could help these species without any loss or hardship.  
 
TOPE (Soupfin shark) 
 
Tope are classed as endangered by the IUCN and are worth in the region of £10 
million to the South West Scotland economy through recreational sea angling. 
 
 Tope are not heavily commercially targeted by UK fisherman at the moment 
although activity has risen on the west coast in the last few years; that could change 
rapidly and by the time that protection measures could be put in place, the damage 
will mostly have been already done. Now is the time to act before any further 
pressure is applied to the already diminished stocks. 
 
Defra have consulted recently and are expected to recommend a zero commercial 
catch as a targeted fishery was being organized for their fins for the Asian market. 
 
A record breaking tope from Luce Bay caught by a Scottish visitor last year. The fish 
was tagged photographed and released to be caught again.  
 
Anglers from Holland, Belgium, Germany and Ireland regularly fish for the tope in 
Luce Bay  
 

 



 

A ridiculous situation is developing where it will be legal to kill tope in the Scottish 
side of the Solway but illegal on the English side.  
 
Scotland is doing nothing 
 
PORBEAGLE SHARK 
 
The Porbeagle has recently being upgraded to critically endangered by the IUCN. 
These sharks congregate in the North of Scotland each winter for breeding purposes 
and this area is considered crucial for the species survival. Germany is actively 
seeking a CITES 11 for the Porbeagle. Their numbers are kept in check by 
commercial longliners outwith Scotland and the species has huge RSA potential as 
people travel thousands of miles for fish of this caliber. 
 
Scotland is doing nothing  
 
COMMON SKATE 
The Firth of Lorne and the Sound of Mull has become the centre of a huge 
recreational angling fishery for the Common skate, which is not so common any 
more. The IUCN put the fish as critically endangered and work is going on by the 
Shark Trust and others to try and get some protection under the Countryside and 
Wildlife bill. 
 
A happy visiting angler caught a 219 pound common skate whilst on a three day trip 
in the Oban area. The fish was already tagged, It was photographed and released. 
 
"One tagged skate has been recaptured 6 times and that fish alone, with charter and 
accommodation fees is worth over £5000 to the Scottish economy and it is still 
swimming around. The same fish would fetch about £10 pounds at the fish market." 
 
The common skate has now disappeared from most of its range (Northeast Atlantic 
and Mediterranean Sea) owing to over fishing and bycatch 
 
Scotland is doing nothing 
 
SPURDOG 
 
Loch Sunnart and Loch Etive attract vast numbers of both shore and boat anglers for 
the Spur dog, which is a small shark whose stock levels are down to 5% of its initial 
biomass. Shoals 5 miles across used to be found all over the West Coast of Britain 
just 20 years ago but these have been reduced to a few strongholds in the deep 
Scottish lochs. They are now locally extinct for much of the West Coast of Britain and 
with increased commercial pressure could be come extinct even in the Scottish 
lochs.  
 
Like the Porbeagle, this species has been upgraded to critically endangered by the 
IUCN and Germany is campaigning for a CITES 11 listing.  
 
An English longliner has been targeting the Spurdog in Loch Sunnart recently and 



 

early indications are that this is already affecting RSA catches and income and jobs 
for the area will fall proportionally.  
 
Defra are hoping to impose a maximum Landing limit at the Eu fisheries talks this 
week. 
 
Handled correctly this region could provide the springboard for the regeneration of 
the Spurs. It is essential that the executive sets up Nursery areas for this species  
 
Scotland is doing nothing 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Governments worldwide have recognized the importance of developing recreational 
fisheries as a means of achieving, “best value” out of our seas. Ben Bradshaw the 
English fisheries minister, said just this week in the fisheries debate “We have tried 
to make sure Sea Anglers interests are better represented, for example on inshore 
fisheries management bodies and we are currently working closely with recreational 
angling interests to take this approach forward with a recreational sea angling 
strategy for England in the New Year.” 
 
Bill Wiggin, the Conservative fisheries spokesman, said “recreational sea angling in 
the EU, including that in Britain, was worth up to €10 billion and that both angling and 
commercial fishing were entirely reliant on the same natural resource, the publicly-
owned fish stocks in inshore waters. The overarching issue confronting both sectors 
was the need to stop over exploiting fish stocks in inshore waters and develop 
conservation programmes to improve the quality and quantity of fish in the sea”.  
 
Models from around the world show, when management issues like Nursery areas, 
closed seasons, Maximum and minimum landing sizes have been addressed to 
develop recreational fisheries, stock levels have increased, giving more and bigger 
fish for RSA and commercial fishermen alike. It really is a win win situation. 
 
Recreational Sea Angling is “Big Business” on which many livelihoods are 
dependent; charter boat skippers, tackle shop and tackle manufacturing staff, bait 
diggers and bait suppliers, hotels, petrol stations... the list goes on, certainly 
thousands of tourist driven jobs, often in those rural coastal communities where there 
is little scope for diversification in employment and economic activity. 
 
We are blessed in Scotland with a huge diversity of marine species, many of whom 
are being exploited by commercial fisherman from outwith Scotland; surely it is the 
executive’s duty to protect these Sharks and in doing so create an angling product 
that will attract visitors from all over Europe. 
 
To do nothing, isn’t an option. 
 


