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Mr. Dermot Ahern, T.D.

Minister for Communications, Marine and Natural Resources 

Leeson Lane

Dublin 2

29 September 2003

Dear Minister,

Sea Fishing Boat Licensing Policy

New Policy Proposals

We refer to the above proposals recently submitted to the Committee on the Review of Sea Fishing Vessel Licensing Policy - otherwise known as the Review Group - and to which an urgent response has been requested.

A number of important factual background points need to be made on these proposals.

· The Review Group has not agreed to the proposals.

· The proposals were first presented to the Review Group on 17 September 2003, with a follow-up meeting on 22 September.

· The previous meeting of the Review Group was 24 March 2003 - some six months earlier.  In the meantime, there had been no communication between the Department and the Review Group.

· The Review Group is now being asked to give an instant response to the proposals.

· The Department has informed the Review Group that the proposals have to be taken as a package, and that any attempt to “unpick” them would lead to disintegration of the package.

· In effect, the Review Group is being presented with a fait accompli.

· The proposals have obviously been carefully considered at Departmental level, but the detail on which they are based has not been revealed to the Review Group and requests for detail have been ignored.  It is essential that all information pertaining to the fleet be made readily available to the Committee for the Review of Sea Fishing Vessel Licensing Policy in order for properly informed decisions to be made on this highly important issue.

· It is clear that the information provided (which is very little and of a general nature) is selective and designed to influence the Review Group in its consideration of the matter.

· With effect from 1 January 2003 it was agreed at EU level that fleet segmentation would be abolished, subject to the overall national capacity limit at 31 December 2002 being adhered to.

IFO Position

1. The proposals fail entirely to correct one of the fundamental flaws of the existing system - namely, lack of transparency.  In fact, the proposals are, at best, a continuation of the unsatisfactory situation that already exists and may actually make things worse.  It has to be stressed that there has been long-standing unease (to say the least) at the manner in which licensing policy has operated.  This has led to serious erosion of trust and confidence as to the even-handedness of application of licensing policy.  That situation has been exacerbated by the total lack of transparency surrounding the issue, combined with the apparent official unwillingness to provide even the most basic information.  Where this official attitude originated is not entirely clear.  However, as a consequence, it is not surprising that suspicion developed concerning cronyism and favourable treatment of individual applicants.  Because of this unsatisfactory situation the Committee on the Review of Sea Fishing Vessel Licensing Policy was established to make recommendations on a new fleet policy that would "ensure equity, transparency and an independent appeals process", in line with commitments made under the Programme for Government.

2. The current segmentation of the fleet by type of vessel is based on entirely arbitrary decisions.  The segments, which at face value imply certain restrictions and entitlements, often have little or no relation to appearances.  Consequently, it is impossible, even for someone in the industry, to know what capacity exists or how it is utilised.  There is no means of determining an accurate position on the fleet, as current policy is a surreal and confusing mixture of inclusion and exclusion of rights.

3. Irish fishery resources are a national asset.

4. Following from this fact any Irish-registered vessel should be entitled to fish those resources as it decides, subject to any 

(a) quantitative restrictions on catches that might be agreed from time to time, in 

      consultation with the industry, and

(b) general EU regulations. 

In other words, the confusing and unsatisfactory segmentation that currently exists should be abolished and all vessels should be in a single category, free to decide whether they participate in any particular fishery at any particular time, subject only to the restrictions mentioned above.

5. In this way, vessel owners could decide on the most appropriate type of vessel and type of equipment to use for their particular requirements.

6. The system would greatly improve transparency, as transfers of capacity would be on a straight 1:1 basis.

7. In summary, we cannot agree to your proposals.

We would ask you to put this position on the Department's website.

Yours sincerely,


______________

JF Doyle

General Secretary

c.c.: Dr. Cecil Beamish, Acting Chairman, Committee on the Review of Sea Fishing Vessel Licensing Policy
Irish Fishermen’s Organisation
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