





been further diversified. What had been

a simple dichotomy between proactive
devolved management in England and
Wales and reactive centralised
management in Scotland i1s now much
altered. Scotland has moved closer to a
co-management model but on an informal
basis. IEngland has remained faithful 1o the
co-management approach though with a
system better able to satisfy the demands
for integrated management. Meanwhile, in
Wales there has been a remarkable retreat
from the co-management principle and
the adoption of centralised management.
The reasons for this move are not all that
casy to understand.

What possessed the Assembly
Government to buck the trend, abandon
a century of largely successful devolved
management and opt instead to take
direct responsibility for what is
potentally a troublesome technical
operation? And why, after inconclusive
discussions with the Sea Fisheries
Committees, did the Assembly
Government pre-empt the outcome by
embarking on an inadequate and ill-
tumed public consultadon designed 1o
achieve only one end?

Was it for pragmatic
the alleged reluctance of some local

:asons rooted in

authorities 1o engage with the proposed
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation
Authorities for financial reasons? Was
it because the Assembly Government
considered this model in some way
unsuited to the Welsh case? Or were there
deeper, undeclared politcal reasons?
Certainly, the Assembly Government has
a track record of bringing some of its
agencies within the fold — the so-called
‘bonfire of the Quangos’ which saw the
abolition of the WDA, ELWa and the
Wales Tourist Board. However, in the
case of inshore fisheries it is hard to see
where the political advantage might lie.
The very nature of the public
consultation lends support to the
notion of a political fait accompli. The
consultation document loaded the
argument in favour of the 'in house'
option. It conspicuously failed to
include the most logical alternative of
a single Welsh Inshore Fisherics and

Conservation Authority with revised
powers answerable directly 1o the
Welsh Assembly Government. Instead,
it offered a modernisation of Sea
Fisheries Committees or a transfer

of responsibility for inshore fisheries
management to the Environment Agency
as the only alternatives.

In reaching its verdict, the Assembly
Government ignored the weight of
evidence provided by the 68 respondents.
A significant majority rejected the 'in
house’ solution. Only one ‘constituency’ —
local authorities — were strongly in favour.
IFishing interests were more cvenly
divided, with the new Welsh Federation
of Fishermen's Associations failing an
important early test of its ability to lead
the industry by opting to sit on the fence.
A majority of other fishing organisations
and individuals opposed the 'in house'
option. Environmental bodies — including
the Countryside Council for Wales,
WWE, the RSPB and the Government's
own advisory body on coastal matters,
the Wales Coastal and Maritime
Yartnership — all with experience of
working alongside Sca Fisheries
Committees on marine environmental
issues, came out strongly against
dismantling the devolved model.

The concern now is how the new
svstem will work after April 2010.
Questons remain to be answered on
stakeholder involvement, adequate
funding. new legislation and the
provision of appropriate regulatory
instruments. No detail has so far
emerged on any of these issues. All we
have are familiar phrases of good intent
and promises that all will be taken care
of in framing the Marine Bill. These do
little to reassure the industry.

Whatever form inshore fisheries
management might take, its success will
depend on capturing and utilising local
ecological knowledge' acquired through
years of practical experience in fishing. This
is why stakeholder representation and the
channels that feed advice into the decision
making process are such crucial issues.

It will not be casy to replicate
the achievements of Sca Fisheries
Committees in a svstem that distances

stakeholders from the decision making,
relegates them 1o an advisory role,
and places less onus on them to take
responsibility for good management.
Also, to counter risks of expert advice
being dissipated by a lack of suitably
qualified and experienced personnel in
the new Fisheries Unit based in
Aberystwyth, the Assembly Government
must hope to retain most of the highly
skilled officers and support staff from the
disbanded Sea Fisheries Committees.
Much will depend on how the
advisory body is constituted and its remit
defined. The Assembly Government
could decide to reproduce the
membership structure of the Sea
Fisheries Committees — accommodating
local authorities, fishing and marine
environmental interests — but without the
powers to legislate. Or it could mimic
the constitutional arrangements proposed
for the Scottish Inshore Fishing Groups,
strengthening the hands of the
commercial fishing industry in the
advisory function. In which case, it will
be interesting to see how the Assembly
Government manages the discourse
between fishing and environmental
interests in framing its policy decisions.
There is no reason to suppose that
the new system will be any more or less
successful than its predecessor or the
alternative systems being adopted elsewhere
in Britain. However, the Assembly
Government is taking considerable risks
in attempting to build a new system of
cost-effective centralised management more
or less from scratch. The modern world
is littered with examples of centralised
management systems that fail to recognise
the role of rradinonal local instututions or
the value of devolving management
responsibilitics. Rediscovering the essential
chemistry between local inshore fishermen
and the managers that helped to deliver
a widely respected and largely successful
system of inshore management in Wales
may prove clusive m
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