An Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management
“Evolution not Revolution”

Paul Connolly, Marine Institute
The impacts of all human activities on the oceans and on fish stocks are currently the focus of great debate among scientists, industry and the general public, focusing on what we should do to ensure a sustainable future for the fishing industry and the resource on which it depends.  

As part of this ongoing debate, scientists are turning to the concept of the ‘Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries’ (EAF) which recognises that fisheries need to be managed as part of, and in a way that does not damage, their ecosystem.  This is not a new concept, but an evolution of the current management system. What is the ecosystem approach?  How should we manage and exploit our marine resources in the future?  Who should have a say?  These are three key questions that surround the concept of adopting an ‘ecosystem approach’ to the management of our seas.   
The Ecosystem Approach  

Global commitment to sustainable fisheries, as stated in the ‘Johannesburg Declaration’ at the World Summit in 2002, is becoming an increasingly difficult task with more fish stocks now being described as being “overexploited” or of ‘uncertain’ status than there were ten years ago.
Generally speaking, the ecosystem approach and the concept of sustainability are closely linked.  They center on the planning, development and management of resources so as not to jeopardize the options for future generations to benefit from the full range of resources and opportunities provided by the marine ecosystem.  “That’s a bit of a mouthful, but essentially it means we should not mess things up for future generations“ says Dr Paul Connolly, Director of Fisheries Science Services at the Marine Institute.    

The scientific community has recognized that the current method of assessing stocks must evolve and that the traditional ‘top down’ (i.e. from Brussels) approach to setting Total Allowable Catches (TACs) is too simplistic in its concept and too complex in its implementation for successful fisheries management.  However, one of the main difficulties in applying an ecosystem approach is that each ecosystem is very different.  What works for one (e.g. Irish Sea) may not necessarily be best for another (e.g. West of Ireland). 

Integrated Management

Critical to the success of the ecosystem approach is the involvement of all stakeholders; that is all those who have an interest in its well being (fishermen, coastal communities, the tourism and leisure industry, environmental groups as well as scientists and policy makers).  
In 2008, the Marine Institute secured a Beaufort research award in the area of Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management along with researchers from Queens University Belfast and University College Cork.  This award aims to link agency work with university research on developing an ecosystem approach to fisheries for Ireland and will develop and apply practical ecosystem management practices for fisheries around Ireland.   
“An important part of the approach is developing a list of common objectives that can be agreed by scientists, managers and industry” says Paul Connolly, Director of Fisheries Science Services at the Marine Institute. “We can then develop management plans for areas (e.g. the Irish Sea) that take regionally specific factors into account (e.g. plans are for Nephrops fisheries or for cockle beds)”
The Role of Science

Scientific advice will need to encompass the broader ecosystem in a particular area (e.g. The Irish Sea) rather than on a single fish stock (e.g. cod in the Irish Sea). “We need to lean more about how our ecosystems work.  As ecosystem research progresses, we can incorporate it into the scientific advice specific to an area” says Dr Connolly of the ongoing work under the Beaufort Award.“ Biological, economic, social and political forces must all work together if we are to implement an ecosystem approach. “ 
“I would say the key element in an ecosystem approach is the need for cooperation between all users of the marine resource, working towards a common goal; the sustainable use of the ‘ocean’ as a whole and not just ‘targeted species’.  We must keep alive the option for future generations to benefit from a healthy marine ecosystem.”
Many regard the ecosystem approach as the only way to achieve a sustainable use of our oceans.  The approach must evolve the existing ocean management and integrate it more.  “It is an evolution, not a revolution in the way we manage our oceans “says Dr Connolly.  The adoption of the ecosystem approach will not take place overnight.  It is a journey we must make together.  It will be long but very worthwhile. 
