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STOUR ESTUARY SEVERAL ORDER APPLICATION   
 
Review of potential impact to commercial, charter and recreational fishing     
 
Patrick Franklin, Chris Mowlam, Homarus  Ltd 
 
REPORT of  2nd November 2015  
 
 

 
1.   Context 
 
This report aims to provide comment on the principle potential impacts to 
commercial and recreational fishing that have been raised in the consultation 
stage of the application for a trial mussel Several Order in the Stour estuary. 
 
Parkinson Wright, solicitors, requested Homarus Ltd1 to provide an independent 
review of the potential impact of the proposed mussel lays to the main 
commercial and recreational fishing methods employed.  From a combination of 
consultation responses, interviews and local knowledge these are taken to be: 
 

− drift netting primarily for bass and mullet  

− trawling for sole.   
 
Trawling for sole is understood to be said to have become quite rare recently.  
 
Drifting with baited hooks when fishing for finfish is also said to be significant for 
charter and recreational fishing vessels and has been included in the review.   
 
 
2.  General Approach 
 
The potential impact to these activities is assessed through two main routes: 
 

a) An assessment of the local fisheries and the potential degree of impact to 
these types of fishing in spatial and economic terms    

 
b) A survey of experiences with these kinds of fishing methods in other areas 

where mussels are grown mussel in lays within estuaries in England and 
Wales.   

 

                                                 
1
 Homarus Ltd are independent fisheries specialists with niche experience in advising on impacts 

to commercial fishing from a variety of sources, (coastal engineering, shipping incidents, 
pollution, offshore energy,)  see http://www.homarusaquafish.co.uk/?id=home 
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Information on the proposed mussel lays is taken to be as set out in the 
Environmental Statement prepared in support of the application dated August 
2012 as well as a document produced by the proposed operators:  Draft 
Timetable For Stour Mussel Trial.   
 
Other information has been gained from a combination of direct experience, 
published sources, correspondence with the local MMO office and telephone 
interviews with local IFCA officers.  A mixture of telephone and face to face 
interviews have also been undertaken with fishermen, mussel harvesters and 
IFCA officers regarding practices in other UK estuaries.     
 
 
3.  Local Fisheries  
 
 
The main species caught in the estuaries in the Essex / Suffolk area are bass 
and mullet.  Some other species are also caught at certain times of year, 
including sole, herring, dab, whiting, cod, thornback ray.  
 
Bass is a high value species of importance to commercial fishermen, charter 
angling vessels and private recreational anglers, both as a food and a sport fish.  
Mullet are significantly less valuable than bass with poor eating qualities to 
western European palates.  They tend to be sold to specialist markets, returned 
by anglers or used as pot bait.  Sole is also a high value species, and has been 
one of the mainstays of the UK inshore fleet, although catches locally have 
reduced dramatically in recent years (see later discussion).  Other species are 
mid- or lower-value and are caught variously by the commercial, charter and 
recreational vessels. 
    
Bass 
 
Bass tend to migrate inshore as juveniles and are commonly found in estuaries in 
southern Britain as juveniles or “school bass” where they may stay resident for 1-
2 years.  As they grow and mature they lose their association with lower salinity  
areas and move offshore to breed in winter/spring and move back into coastal 
waters to feed in summer / autumn.  The fishery in most of the south of the UK 
lasts from late spring to early winter, with peak months usually late summer / 
early autumn.   
 
Bass are caught by a variety of fishing metiers, including trawling, netting, rod 
and line fishing.  In estuaries they are caught mostly by drift netting with a 
significant amount being taken by rod and line by charter and recreational 
vessels.   
 
In most estuaries on the English Channel coast there is a designation for bass 
nursery areas.  Management measures include a netting ban from spring to 
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autumn and prohibition of some other types of fishing.  Such measures do not 
currently apply to East coast estuaries, but against a significant concern in the 
last 2-3 years for the health of bass stocks at an EU and UK level, this may be an 
option for the future, (see for example discussion in EIFCA 2013 Research 
Report2).  Significant studies on bass populations in the Suffolk estuaries have 
been undertaken by the Environment Agency in compliance with Water 
Framework Directive and show a predominance of juvenile fish (under the 
minimum landing size), also a significant decline in the numbers of juvenile bass 
caught in the Stour and Orwell.    Further details are given in Eastern IFCA 2013 
research report, also the report by Dr Rafael Pérez in respect of this application 
and so will not be repeated here.  
 
The spatial extent of the bass fisheries within the Eastern IFCA area have been 
mapped through a series of interviews with skippers and local knowledge of the 
IFCA personnel.   

                                                 
2
 http://www.eastern-ifca.gov.uk/documents/Annual%20research%20report%202013.pdf 
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Figure 1:  EIFCA / ESFJC map of the bass fishery 

 

 
 
 
As can be seen, the fishery is widely spread within the six mile limit, particularly 
in Suffolk.  Important offshore banks also feature.  In coastal waters around 
Suffolk and Essex they are understood to be mostly caught be drift netting over 
sand banks where fish are known to aggregate.  The productivity of the fishery 
will be by no means uniform, with certain banks where fish congregate and feed  
(“hot spots”) more important than other areas.  The Suffolk estuaries do not 
feature on the map, though this is probably an issue of mapping scale and detail 
as opposed to representing a lack of catches.   
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There is also a distribution map available from Kent and Essex IFCA3, although 
this merely shows presence of bass throughout the District and so is not 
informative on the local scale distribution of the fishery.   
  
 
The main method of catching bass in the local estuaries is understood to be 
through drift netting, with charter and recreational anglers using baited hooks, 
fished while drifting, also a variety of lures.  Some “recreational” anglers are also 
understood to use nets deployed from boats.  This is not in principle illegal as 
long as fish are not sold for profit and, as of end March 2015, the recreational 
fishing “bag limit” which applies to all recreational fishers of three fish per person 
per day is respected.  Under current legislation a vessel which is unpowered can 
sell fish without a commercial licence.  This is said to happen on occasion on 
Essex / Suffolk rivers and generally the policing of netting in estuaries is difficult.   
 
From 1 July 2015, in response to the poor state of the stocks mentioned above, 
commercial vessels using drift nets will be restricted to catching 1 tonne per 
month.  An increase in the minimum landing size from 36cm to 42cm from 
September 2015 will also depress commercial catches in the short term.    
 
Mullet 
 
Mullet have a broadly similar life cycle to bass but are more associated with 
lower salinity waters / estuaries to a larger size than bass.   
 
Mullet are sometimes directly targeted with nets and are commonly caught as a 
by-catch when targeting bass with nets.  Mullet are of lesser interest to charter 
and recreational anglers.  
 
Catch volumes and values are quite low and no fishery distribution map has been 
produced for this species.  However they are understood to be caught almost 
entirely within the estuaries.   
 
 
Sole 
 
Sole are found all around the UK and further afield, with the main fishery areas 
being the English Channel and southern North Sea.  They inhabit sandy or 
muddy areas and feed on a wide variety of benthic prey.  They are known to 
migrate inshore as juveniles and can spend the first 2-3 years of life in bays and 
shallow coastal areas. 
 
Sole are caught primarily with beam trawls, but also with fixed nets in some 
inshore areas.   They are very important commercially and are a mainstay for 
inshore trawlers in many areas.   

                                                 
3
 http://www.kentandessex-ifca.gov.uk/im-interested-in/research/smps/bass/ 
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The distribution of the fishery within the Eastern IFCA area is shown below. 
 

Figure 2:  EIFCA / ESFJC map of the sole fishery 
 

 
 
 

 
 
It is clear that the main emphasis is on the Suffolk coast, out to about 15 miles, 
also extending down to Essex and the Thames estuary. Again the estuaries are 
not included, most likely for the same reasons stated for bass.  (No map is 
available on the Kent and Essex website). 
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It is understood that there is some trawling activity in the Suffolk estuaries 
targeting sole during spring and summer.  This is said in a consultation response 
to be “low impact” trawling but the nature of the gear used is not known in detail.  
Comments from IFCA personnel suggest that commercial fishing is at very low 
levels in the Stour in recent years.  
 
As with bass, the Environment Agency have quite detailed survey data for sole in 
the Suffolk estuaries, and show that they are important nursery areas for this 
species.   
 
Of the remaining fin fish species, herring is potentially important.  There is a 
discrete stock known as the Thames Estuary and Blackwater Herring which is 
targeted during the winter with drift nets.  The fishery is centred on the 
Blackwater with the Stour and Orwell at the northern end of the management 
area. This is a separate local fishery, requiring a licence and permission from the 
MMO.  
 
3.1  Local Commercial Fleet 
 
The commercial vessels which target the Stour and other estuaries close by are 
most likely to be those based at Felixstowe Ferry, Harwich and Walton-on-the-
Naze.  The vessels based further to the north on the Suffolk coast are mostly 
small inshore and beach-based vessels and are unlikely to travel more than 
some 10-15 miles from home port, putting the Deben, Stour and Orwell out of 
their convenient range.   The same applies for vessels based to the south.   
 
MMO vessel landing lists4,5 show 14 vessels with a home port of Felixstowe.  The 
size range is 3.3 m to just under 10m in length, with the largest group (6) in the 7-
8m length band.  The list for Harwich shows 15 vessels in the range 6.5 to just 
under 10m,  the 9-10m length band being the largest with six vessels.  There are 
two vessels based at Walton-on-the-Naze, both in the 9-10m band.   Overall, the 
Harwich and Walton fleet are larger and likely to have greater range than the 
Felixstowe group.  These are generalised estimates: a home port entered in the 
MMO vessel list is gives no certainty that a given vessel in fact works from there, 
but it is a useful guide.       
 
 
3.2  Landings values  
 
Landings values have been gained from two sources:  Eastern IFCA and MMO.  
 
MMO data relies on purchase and sales documentation required under “buyers 
and sellers” legislation, EU logbooks and direct observation.  Eastern IFCA 

                                                 
4
 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/vessel-lists-10-metres-and-under 

5
 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/vessel-lists-over-10-metres 
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gather catch volume and value by port, by quarter, based on observations of 
landings and information provided by fishermen.  Felixstowe alone is covered by 
Eastern IFCA, being in Suffolk.  Kent and Essex IFCA do not gather similar data 
for Harwich.   
 
MMO landings values have been downloaded from the Excel spreadsheets 
available on the MMO website, and have been sorted by year, port and species.  
Separate figures are given for each of bass, mullet and sole, as well as other fin 
fish and total port value.     

Table 1:  MMO derived landings values of key species as well as total values, 2011-2014: 
Felixstowe (all £) 

 

2011 2012 2013 2014

Bass 2,351            4,698            33,401          43,739          

Mullet 3,887            1,903            3,611            7,709            

Sole 95,240          69,711          41,237          35,851          

Other fin fish 10,876          29,165          21,010          32,186          

Total finfish 114,366       107,489       101,272        121,499       

Total all species 124,034       118,695       104,905        125,778        
 

  
Table 2:  MMO derived landings values of key species as well as total values, 2011-2014: 

Harwich (all £) 

 

2011 2012 2013 2014

Bass 40,129          35,821          51,079          56,576          

Mullet 291                354                664                1,576            

Sole 177,243       116,545       42,045          23,168          

Other fin fish 32,660          27,449          19,759          28,767          

Total finfish 250,322       180,168       113,547        110,087       

Total all species 313,406       247,780       162,844        164,490        
 

 
 

Table 3:  MMO derived landings values of key species as well as total values, 2011-2014: 
Walton-on-the-Naze  (all £) 

 

2011 2012 2013 2014

Bass 78,120          104,496       64,349          91,096          

Mullet 107                77                  805                539                

Sole 13,718          6,154            7,845            8,427            

Other fin fish 18,337          22,526          12,846          15,744          

Total finfish 110,282       133,253       85,846          115,805       

Total all species 121,250       143,362       93,143          119,312        
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Eastern IFCA landings have been derived from quarterly area reports within 
regular IFCA meeting documents available on Eastern IFCA’s website6.  
Extracting the data is laborious as they are presented in pdf documents and 
values for each species of interest in each quarter has to be manually entered to 
a spreadsheet to allow calculation.  To save time, only species of interest have 
been entered, thus no port total is available.   
  

Table 4:  EIFCA derived landings values of key species, 2011-2014: Felixstowe  

 

2011 2012 2013 2014

Bass 24,201          14,317       21,745       169,879     

Mullet 17,413          4,236          651             18,141       

Sole 190,793       181,045     106,261     133,647      
 

 
Values recorded for Felixstowe by the different agencies are quite different.  
Much time could be expended discussing why this should be.  Some discussion 
is provided in an IFCA research paper of 20137.  Much has to do with whether 
the MMO process “sees” all fish landed as they may be sold in parcels too small 
to require compliance with the “buyers and sellers” regulation process.  This is 
particularly the case for bass.  Sole landings would be expected to correspond 
better as under 10m vessels are required to enter an EU log book for these as 
well as buyers and sellers requirements.   Although some of the values are quite 
different, trends are roughly similar and probably reflect reality.  For the purposes 
of this report, interpretation has been undertaken by species.  
 

Bass:   
 
Steep increase to over £40k at Felixstowe in MMO, higher levels in 2011 
and 2012 and sharp increase in 2014 to £170k in IFCA.  Very high unit 
prices in IFCA 2014 report probably push value up artificially.    
 
Harwich MMO data shows moderate increase to £57k, probably as a 
result of vessels turning more to bass as opportunities for sole have 
reduced.      
 
Walton MMO shows higher value than Harwich, from just two vessels, and 
appears roughly stable. 
 

                                                 
6
 See for example http://www.eastern-

ifca.gov.uk/documents/16th%20EIFCA%20Meeting%20full%20set.pdf 
7
 http://www.eastern-ifca.gov.uk/documents/Annual%20research%20report%202013.pdf  See pages 208-

210 
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2014 was an exceptionally good year for bass landings in many areas of 
the southern UK.   
 
Mullet:   
 
Felixstowe shows a variable picture in both datasets, with MMO figures in 
the range £2k to £8k, though with IFCA data more erratic from £0.7 to 
£18k.   
 
Harwich shows significant increase over time to £1.5k but from a very low 
base of £0.3k.  This increase probably represents increased  
diversification into netting for this species as sole opportunities have 
declined.   
 
Walton also shows very low values with a possible increasing trend.   
 
Sole: 
   
Felixstowe MMO data shows consistent marked decline from £95 to £36k, 
with much higher catch values but also a declining trend in the EIFCA 
data.     

 
Harwich shows a severe, 8-fold decline over the four years, from £177k to 
£23k, which has also halved the overall port value.  If correct, this will 
have had severe consequences for the local fleet.   
 
Walton shows relatively low values for sole compared to the other ports.  

 
Herring landings data shows low values throughout (<£500 per annum) at the 
three ports and all years considered, apart from a spike value of some £9k 
landed at Felixstowe in March 2012, (detailed data not shown).    
 
 
The average income per vessel listed at each port for 2014 is:  
 

Felixstowe / MMO:  £126k / 14  = £9k per vessel 
Felixstowe / IFCA:  £324k / 14 = £23k per vessel  
Harwich MMO:  £164k / 15 = £11k per vessel  
Walton MMO:  £119k / 2 = £60k per vessel 

 
These are based on total port values in the case of the MMO data, and the three 
main species of interest in the IFCA data.  In most ports, particularly in the under 
10 metre fleet, a proportion of the vessels will be inactive, while some are 
operated part time.  The range of income will be much wider than the averages 
shown.   The very low earnings apparent from the MMO data in Felixstowe and 
Harwich would suggest that either they do in fact miss quite a lot of landings 
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value, or a lot of vessels are inactive.  Even if only half the fleet were active, £20k 
or so is nothing like enough to sustain a skipper and vessel costs.   The Walton 
vessel averages appear more realistic.   
 
 
3.3  Fishing within the estuaries 
 
It is difficult to gain a firm picture of the extent to which the estuaries near 
Harwich and Felixstowe (Deben, Orwell Stour) contribute to commercial landings 
at these ports.  They tend to be discussed as a group in terms of their fisheries, 
management etc. Their physical area is very small compared to overall fishing 
grounds, (see Figures 1 and 2), but there are times when they can be considered 
“hot-spots”, particularly for smaller fish.  They also offer fishing opportunities 
when the weather is bad out at sea, though with tidal limitations.  Based on a 
combination of Eastern and Kent and Essex IFCA quarterly fishing reports, 
discussions with Eastern and Kent and Essex IFCA  officers,  information from 
MMO officers,  some local knowledge and knowledge of similar fisheries in the 
south coast,  the contributions of these three Essex / Suffolk estuaries to local 
landings values of the main species of interest are set out below.  The IFCA 
officers were unable to put firm proportions forward but the combination of the 
above sources suggest the proportions are probably in the rough area of:  
 

Bass  10% 
Mullet 100% 
Sole 5% 
Other fin fish 5% 

 
As mentioned earlier, there is  is some suggestion of a declining trend over time 
and  are mixed views on the relative importance of the Stour compared to the 
other two.  Rough indications are that it may be less productive for bass, but 
more so for sole and other fin fish.   
 
 
 
Relative areas 
 
The areas of estuary for the trial Several Order are set out in the Environmental 
Statement (ES) and is shown below for ease of reference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



- 12 - 

 

 
Figure 3:  Stour estuary with the trial Several Order plots. 

 

 

 
  
The five plots between the cover an area of some 84 hectares. 
 
The area fishable by drift netting and trawling is taken to be that deeper than 
chart datum.  This is given as 9km2 in the ES, with 17.5 km2 being above chart 
datum.    
 
Thus the area taken up by the plots would be (84 hectares / 9,000 hectares) = 
9.3% of the fishable area.    
 
Information surrounding the likely use of the sites is set out in a document 
produced by the proposed operators:  Draft Timetable For Stour Mussel Trial.   
 
The reason they have applied for five trail plots totally 84 hectares is to see which 
ones (or part thereof) have the best growing conditions.   The planned stocking 
density for seed mussel is understood to be some 25 tonnes per hectare.   
 
Seed supply to all bottom growing operations in the UK is highly unpredictable.  
Seed can settle in great densities in certain places in certain years, and can 
occur in the inter-tidal and/or the sub-tidal.  Availability for bottom growers 
depends on seed settlements occurring, being found by the growers, and 
collected once large enough to handle, but before they are lost to storms and 
starfish, (the normal fate for dense settlements of seed), while at the same time 
complying with any conservation designations that might apply to the area in 
which the seed has been found.  The proposed operators of the Stour plots 
expect to gather about 300 tonnes of seed on a good year, though actual 
amounts may well be less than this.  They are also considering laying half-grown 
mussel sourced from other beds to examine the viability of starting their 
operations with larger stock.  Again supplies could be highly variable and about 
500 tonnes in a good year is anticipated.   Half grown mussel may be sourced 
from outside and consideration is also being given to moving the stock when half 
grown from one plot to another within the Stour.   



- 13 - 

 

 
The plan thus estimates that the within the two easternmost sites 250 tonnes of 
half grown mussel will be placed on each, at 50 tonnes per hectare, thus using 5 
hectares on each.  The three western sites will receive 125 tonnes of seed each 
at 25 tonnes per hectare, also occupying 5 hectares each.   
 
The cycle for bottom grown mussel is as follows:   
 

Year 1: seed laying and growing 
Year 2: growing, possible harvest if started with half grown, possible 
translocation of half grown 
Year 3: harvest and fallow 

 
If enough seed is found and the trials progress well, then the operators plan to 
increase the number of 5 hectare plots used to 7 in year 3 and to 9 in year 5.  
Thus the likely maximum area that could theoretically be is use for rearing 
mussels ranges from 25 hectares at the start of the trial rising to 45 hectares at 
the end.   
 
This assumes a continuously optimal seed mussel and half grown mussel supply 
at the levels discussed.  In reality this is unlikely to occur. 
 
In conclusion, reasonable guidance regarding the likely worst-case overlap with 
fishing on an ongoing basis would seem to be to consider the maximum likely 
availability of seed, coupled with a conservative view on the fishable area of the 
Stour and average productivity of grounds.  This would imply that some (0.45 km2 
/  9 km2) = 5% of the fishing area in the estuary was being used for mussel 
cultivation at any time under optimal  seed supply conditions.     
 
Relative values 
 
The trial areas are mentioned in consultation responses as being potentially 
incompatible with certain types of fishing.  Compatibility has been researched 
and is discussed in Section 4 below.  However for the moment, some 
calculations are set out below as illustrative possible economic impacts, should 
the trial plots become inaccessible to commercial fishing.  This is done by 
comparing the areas said to be lost with the likely total fishing area in the Stour, 
and the proportion of landings values at the three nearest ports likely to be 
derived from the Stour.   
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Bass 
 
Landings value three ports combined  approx. £180,000 
Estuaries share 10% 
Stour share of estuaries 50% 
Proportion of ground to be used for mussel growing in Stour 5% 
Potential Impact = £180,000 x 10% x 50% x 5% = £450 / year 
 
Mullet 
 
Landings value three ports combined  approx. £7,000 
Estuaries share 100% 
Stour share of estuaries 50% 
Proportion of ground to be used for mussel growing in Stour 5% 
Potential Impact = £7,000 x 100% x 50% x 5% = £175 / year 
 
Sole 
 
Landings value three ports combined  approx. £100,000 
Estuaries share 5% 
Stour share of estuaries 50% 
Proportion of ground to be used for mussel growing in Stour 5% 
Potential Impact = £100,000 x 5% x 50% x 5% = £125 / year 
 
Other fin fish 

 
Landings value three ports combined  approx. £80,000 
Estuaries share 5% 
Stour share of estuaries 50% 
Proportion of ground to be used for mussel growing in Stour 5% 
Potential Impact = £80,000 x 5% x 50% x 5% = £100 / year 
 

The total for all species potentially affected combined is thus some £850 per 
year.  This is quite low and equates to some 0.2% of total landings values for the 
three ports combined, (using 2014 MMO data).  
 
Note that this a rough, illustrative calculation to establish the order of magnitude 
of commercial catches said to be at risk.  It does not follow that this income 
would be lost in practice, the potential loss of ground is modest at around 5% of 
the fishable area and if any impact occurred it could be at least partly mitigated 
through fishing elsewhere in the Stour estuary.   
 
Various factors could mean the figures shown are under- or over-estimates of 
potential impact.  
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Under-estimate 
 

a. Data available underestimates landings value 
 

b. Proportion caught in the estuaries and Stour is 
underestimated 

 
c. Drift netting relies on a reasonable stretch of ground being 

available to run the nets along the tide.  If the plots were a 
hindrance to drift netting, and lay within a habitual drift, then 
the relative disruption could be somewhat larger.  (The 
extent to which drift netting is likely to be physically hindered 
is discussed in Section 4). 

 
d. The areas of the trial plots are more productive fishing 

grounds than the average within the fishable area. 
 
Over-estimate 
 

a. Data available overestimates landings value 
 

b. Proportion caught in the estuaries and Stour is 
overestimated 

 
c. The areas of the trial plots are less productive fishing 

grounds than the average within the fishable area 
 

d. The calculations assume optimal seed supply.  The area in 
use for mussel growing at any one time is likely to be smaller 
than 45 hectares worst case assumed. 

 
e. The fishing area used in the main calculation above is 

probably conservative for netting.  On higher tides the low 
inter-tidal area, up to about 1m drying height, (i.e. about 3m 
water depth given a 4m height of tide8) would also be 
fishable.  A very rough estimate suggest this might be about 
30% of the area shown as above datum on the chart, i.e. 
about  5.3 km2.   This would mean that the total area used 
for growing mussels occupied (0.45 km2 /  (9 km2+ 5.3 km2)) 
= 3.1% of the netable area at most. 

 
The margin for error in these estimates is thus quite wide, perhaps 3-5 fold either 
way, but common sense suggests that they are unlikely to be wrong by a factor 
of 10 or more.    
 

                                                 
8
 The Admiralty chart suggests Mean High Water Springs are about 4.1m  



- 16 - 

 

3.4  Charter vessels 
 
Charter vessels are those vessels which take paying anglers out for day trips and 
operate as a business.  They have to be certified as compliant with MCA Codes 
of Practice covering safety requirements for small commercial vessels.  Typically 
charter vessels comply with Category 2 of the code (allowing operation up to 60 
miles from a safe haven – often held by the more active charter operators) or 
Category 3 (up to 20 miles from a safe haven – usually less active or smaller 
vessels). 
 
Charter vessels tend to target “sport” fish or large specimen skates and rays, 
tope, smoothound etc,  Bass are very common targets for charter vessels.    
 
There is relatively little publically available information about charter vessels and 
their areas of operation from which the reliance on the Stour and so probably the 
plot areas could be determined.   
 
One estimate from Eastern IFCA is that there are some nine charter vessels 
operating in the Harwich / Felixstowe areas.   
 
One of the consultation responses suggests that four charter vessels fish in the 
Stour on a regular basis, another six. 
 
There is one consultation response from a charter boat operator, (based in the 
Orwell).     
 
Chartering is a competitive business and success depends on a range of factors 
including being visible on the internet.  Almost all licenced charter operators have 
a web presence and so appropriate searches can indicate likely numbers of 
vessels working from a certain stretch of coast, also indicative information on 
areas fished and activity levels.     
  
Charterboats UK9 is a website for advertising and booking charter vessels.  It is  
the most subscribed to website and experience from other ports and projects 
suggests that the majority ( best estimate ~75%) of active vessels use this 
website.  Some have their own website linked to it, or have stand-alone websites.     
It is searchable by region, county, port etc.  The site lists 6 vessels in Suffolk, 
three in Lowestoft and the other three in the Harwich area (two in Levington 
Marina on the Orwell and one at Shotley Marina at the mouth of the Stour and 
Orwell). 
 
There are 19 vessels listed in Essex.  There is one relatively close to the Stour, 
listed as Walton on the Naze and is presumably based at Titchmarsh marina.    
The next nearest are those based around West Mersea / Brightlingsea.  They are 
about 15 miles by sea from Stour, so it seems unlikely that they would make 

                                                 
9
 http://www.charterboats-uk.co.uk/boats/ 
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such an open water trip for estuary fishing when they have estuaries such as 
Colne and Blackwater much closer to hand. 
 
A further web search using the terms “Stour charter fishing” showed one further 
vessel based at Levington and another at Brightlingsea.     A similar search using 
the term “Orwell” in place of “Stour” revealed a further vessel based at Felixstowe 
Ferry.     
 
It thus seems that there are some six charter vessels which feature on websites 
within reasonable reach and so potentially regular users of the Stour estuary.  
 
From experience elsewhere, some indication of the areas of fishing used and the 
activity of vessels can be gained from the vessels’ websites.  Indicators of areas 
fished are given in general descriptions of fishing grounds used, also catch 
reports. Indicators of high activity are: recent and regularly uploaded catch 
reports, catch photos, news items, comments from customers, prices, a lot of 
bookings showing in the booking / availability calendar on Charterboat UK, (or 
their own website calendar), catches and news about the vessel being regularly 
circulated on social media etc.  Indicators of low activity tend to be where these 
items are not current and regular, and the vessel is somewhat old.  Often in 
these situations the charter vessel is a second / hobby job for the skipper.  A 
really active and well run vessel with a good following can gain an overall income 
of some £80-£100k per year.  Vessels at the other end of the scale are likely to 
have income of around £10-20k, with middle ranking boats around the £40-50k 
mark.  All figures are before costs.    
 
The fishing areas on the websites of the six vessels with bases reasonably close 
to the Stour are given as:   
 

1) Orford down to Clacton and up to 20 miles out  as well as the Rivers 
Deben, Orwell, and Alde  

 
2) Bass fishing on the banks 

 
3) None given 

 
4) Wrecks within 1 hour of marina, or inshore over  rough grounds or 

sandbanks within 30 minutes of the marina10, also river trips / bird 
watching for “other occasions” 

 
5) None given 

 
6) Bass and wreck fishing 

 

                                                 
10

 1 hours’ steaming is likely to be 15-20 miles, 30 mins about 7-10 miles   
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Of the six vessels, four mentioned fishing areas and the main emphasis appears 
to be fishing wrecks and sand banks in the open sea.  However, two mention 
using the estuaries in addition, with one showing recent catch results from the 
Stour, but in the other, the estuary use was in the context of sightseeing / 
birdwatching in the “other occasions” section of the website.  However although 
the explicit use of the Stour and other estuaries as fishing marks is quite limited 
on the vessels’ websites, it seems likely that local charter vessels do use the 
estuaries as alternates when they have bookings and the weather turns 
unfavourable for fishing out at sea.  The estuaries are probably something of a 
fall-back and provide smaller fish, so are less likely to be at the forefront of 
website information.    
 
Information from a local IFCA officer suggests that about four charter vessels use 
the Stour at various times particularly during poor weather.    
 
Based on wide experience of charter businesses and their websites around 
England and Wales, activity levels which seem apparent from these vessels’ 
websites range from low to moderate.   
  
The method of fishing used by the charter (and recreational sector) in the 
estuaries is understood from the consultation responses to be drifting using 
hooks baited with worm or peeler crab.  The lines are weighted and hooks trail 
along on or just off the bottom to mimic moving prey.  Lures fished off the bottom 
or near the surface are also used.  Discussion of compatibility of this kind of 
fishing with bottom laid mussels is discussed in section 4. 
 
The proportion of fishable ground in the Stour estuary overlapping with the likely 
extent of the mussel beds is similar in principle to that set out for commercial 
vessels in section 3.3 above.   
 
Reasons this could be an underestimate are, as with drift netting, drift angling 
requires a reasonable length of drift to be successful, although with angling it is 
much easier and quicker to raise the gear when passing over mussel beds, if this 
were to prove necessary. 
 
Reasons this figure could be an over-estimate are because drifting with rod and 
line can take place over shallower water and so a reasonable proportion of the 
area marked on the chart as drying, up to 1m or more above CD, could also be 
suitable for this kind of fishing.   
 
The area in the Stour subject to overlap with the mussel plots, as a proportion of  
the overall grounds fished by these vessels, is very small indeed.  When applied 
to their activity and likely income levels, it follows that the economic value of the 
activity said to be at risk is also very small.  However it is recognised that fishing 
grounds are not homogenous and that the Stour and other estuaries can make 
useful alternate fishing grounds on occasion in periods of bad weather.   
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Relative values 
 
As with the commercial fleet, the trial areas are mentioned in consultation 
responses as being potentially incompatible with certain types of charter fishing.  
Compatibility has been researched and is discussed in Section 4 below.  
However for the sake of completeness, some calculations are set out below as 
illustrative possible economic impacts, should the trial plots become inaccessible 
to charter fishing.  As before, this is done by comparing the areas said to be lost 
with the likely total fishing area in the Stour, and the proportion of landings values 
of the vessels concerned likely to be derived from the Stour.  
  
 

Vessels likely to use the three local estuaries regularly:  6 vessels  
Moderate annual income average £50,000  
Income derived from estuaries 20%  
Of estuaries, 50% reliance on Stour 
Proportion of ground to be used for mussel growing in Stour 5% 
Potential impact = 6 x £50,000 x 20% x 50% x 5% = £1,500 

 
This figure is highly approximate and takes a conservative (i.e. overestimating) 
view of some variables.  It represents about 0.5% of estimated total turnover of 
the six vessels.  As with commercial fishing, the potential impact on income does 
not mean this amount will be lost, partial mitigation through fishing elsewhere 
should be possible.   
 
 
3.5  Recreational fishing  
 
Recreational fishing is understood to take place from vessels and the beach at 
various locations in the Stour estuary.  This is mentioned in some consultation 
responses, which vary from the serious hobbyist where the main objection to the 
proposal is based on impact to fishing,  to general objections on reduced 
amenity, which mention fishing amongst various other concerns.    
 
The only information available on recreational use of the Stour was from local 
IFCA officers.  One estimated that up to 20 recreational vessels fish in the Stour 
at peak times ( i.e.  a combination of weather conditions and when target stocks, 
bass and cod, are known to be abundant).  Another felt recreational activity in the 
Stour was “moderate”, with most using rod and line and 1-2 vessels using 
“recreational” drift netting.      
 
There is no other data on the number and distribution of anglers at a fine enough 
geographical scale to be helpful.   
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There would appear to be no overlap of the trial mussel plots with beached-
based angling as the plots are all in the sub-tidal. Anglers on foot could not reach 
these areas.   
 
The proportion of fishing ground used by boat-based recreational anglers which 
is likely to overlap with mussel farming in the Stour is thus similar to the 
proportion shown above for commercial and charter activities.   
 
It is also worth noting that while both charter and recreational fishing can take 
place all year, there is a seasonal bias towards summer, with longer days and 
warmer weather.  The Draft Timetable For Stour Mussel Trial suggests that the 
main activities on the plots will be seeding and harvesting.  Seeding will take 
place in August to December while harvesting will take place in September to 
March, (in common with other bottom mussel growing areas in England and 
Wales). Harvesting involves more time on site than does seeding.  Thus the main 
activities relating to cultivating the mussels will be largely out of synchrony with 
charter and recreational fishing, which should reduce the potential for angling 
vessels to be displaced or disturbed, should they be fishing where the mussels 
are located.        
 
3.6  Bait collection  
 
This activity is peripheral to fishing but has been raised in some responses, 
either specifically from one bait collector / merchant, or within a list of general 
amenity concerns.  Bait collectors work on foot in the intertidal, so as for beach 
based angling, the plot areas would not be accessible to bait collectors .    
 
 
4.  Fishing methods and compatibility  
 
In order to shed more light on the concerns raised about incompatibility of certain 
fishing types with the bottom grown mussel lays proposed, some research has 
been undertaken to assess fishing practices and experiences in other estuaries 
where mussel beds are managed in a similar way.   
 
Interviews have been with operators of the mussel beds and fishers.  These have 
been mostly by phone, though some face-to-face discussions have been 
possible.   The situation has been assessed around England and Wales as far as 
possible, but with focus on Poole Harbour where there are extensive mussel 
beds and the study team have good contacts and experience. 
 
Questions were asked about drift netting, drifting with baited hooks and trawling 
over areas where mussel cultivation takes place.   
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Comments are arranged in geographical order working clockwise around the 
coast.  Comments are not ascribed to individuals and are anonymised as far as 
possible.   
 
4.1  East coast 
 
Mussel bed operator 
 
Drift netting said to take place over mussel beds.  No particular problems.  The 
respondent felt that if the drift net made bottom contact then the netting was not 
being carried out correctly.  
 
Trawling:  Limited anecdotal information that trawls may occasionally fish over 
mussel beds without damage to either activity.  
 
4.2  Poole Harbour 
 
Shellfish farmer with long experience of practices in Poole harbour: 
 
Mussels are bottom grown, managed through the Poole Fishery Order 1985. The 
Southern IFCA have Several Order rights and ground is sub-leased from the 
Southern IFCA for shellfish farming and relaying  
 
The area overall is 400 acres (160 hectares), with c50 acres (20 hectares) of 
leases and managed in 10 acre (4 hectare) plots.  
. 
Mussels are stocked with seed collected outside the harbour (primarily Portland 
Bill), normal growing period said to be 18 months.  Mussels are grown at or 
around chart datum depth, i.e. around 2m depth at high water (Poole has limited 
tidal range) 
 
Drift netting and ring netting over the mussel beds at high water is commonplace.   
Target species are bass and mullet, also on occasion salmon in season. Poole 
Harbour is a bass nursery area but bass can be a by-catch when targeting mullet 
and makes the bass nursery aspect hard to police.  
 
Mussel beds are marked with buoys at 150m intervals.  Fishermen are said to 
prefer this so they know where the beds are at high water and they can target 
them as the target species (bass and mullet) are said to aggregate more densely 
on the beds than elsewhere.   Whilst harvesting the mussels, net fishermen wait 
until the operation had been completed on any given day and have some good 
catches due to the fish feeding on the debris left during harvesting. It is not 
uncommon to see 2-3 boats waiting.  There is no conflict between the mussel 
growers and net fishermen.   
 
Occasional rod and line drifting targeting flounder takes place over the beds. 
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Crab pots are no longer used.  They were used in the past but only in small 
numbers. It was found that the crabs were beneficial to the mussel beds by 
eating any dead or diseased ones.  
 
 
Fisherman A 
 
Fishes over mussel leases on “Big Flat” (large area south of Brownsea Island 
with mussel beds), April to December 
 
Targets are bass, mullet and plaice.   
 
No particular difference in catch rates on or off the beds 
 
The odd lump of mussels get caught in the leadline, but does not damage the 
nets.  Bottom grown oysters do rip the nets and these beds are avoided. 
 
Net construction details: 
 
Mesh 3 5/8 inch 
Filament diameter 0.35mm monofilament 
Depth 50 meshes 
Leadline No 3 leadline 
Headline 8mm with float every 3ft 
Panel length 200 fathom (366m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the third (i.e. panel is 1.3 times 
longer than headline) 

 
 
 
 
Fisherman B   
 
(Note this is the oldest and most experienced drift netter in Poole Harbour) 
 
Fishes on “Big Flat”, March – November, targeting mullet and bass.  
 
Considers fishing at the edge of the mussel beds is better than elsewhere as the 
mussels waste attracts the bass and mullet. 
 
Occasionally catches a clump of mussels if he gets the tide wrong.  Considers it 
has made fishing better since mussel farming started. 
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Net construction details  
 
Mesh 3 5/8 inch 
Filament diameter 0.35mm “multimono” 
Depth 50 meshes 

Leadline 2 x No 2 leadlines 
Headline 8mm with float every 3ft 
Panel length 175 fathom (318m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the half (i.e. panel is 1.5 times 
longer than headline) 

 
 
Fisherman C 
 
Fishes on “Big Flat”, April to January, targeting mullet and bass using drift or ring 
net technique.   
   
At certain times of year fishing on the mussel beds is much better than 
elsewhere, bass seem to gather on the beds.  
 
No problems reported regarding catching mussels in net. 
 
Net construction details  
 
Mesh 3 5/8 inch 
Filament diameter 0.35mm mono 

Depth 50 meshes 
Leadline No 4 leadline 
Headline No 5 Floating headline, no floats 
Panel length 180 fathom (328m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the half (i.e. panel is 1.5 times 
longer than headline) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



- 24 - 

 

Fisherman D 
 
Fishes on “Big Flat”, April to December, targeting mullet, bass and plaice using 
drift net.   
  
Does not notice much difference fishing on or off the beds.  
 
No problems re snagging on mussels  
 
Net construction details  
 
Mesh 3 5/8 inch 
Filament diameter 0.30mm mono 
Depth 30 meshes 

Leadline No 4 leadline 
Headline 6mm headline with float every 3 ft.   
Panel length 150 fathom (273m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the half (i.e. panel is 1.5 times 
longer than headline) 

 
 
Fisherman E   
 
(Note this is a very experienced and highest earning fisherman working in Poole 
Harbour)  
 
Fishes on “Big Flat”, April to December, targeting mullet and bass using drift net.   
 
At certain times of year fishing is much better on the beds.  Buoys marking the 
beds help when trying to locate the bass / mullet.  Occasionally catches clumps 
of mussels but only when the tide is very strong.   
 
Net construction details  
 
Two variations used: 
1.  
Mesh 3 1/4 inch 
Filament diameter 0.35mm mono 
Depth 50 meshes 

Leadline No 4 leadline 
Headline 6mm headline with float every 3 ft.   
Panel length 175 fathom (318m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the half (i.e. panel is 1.5 times 
longer than headline) 
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2.  
Mesh 3 5/8 inch 
Filament diameter 0.35mm mono 
Depth 30 meshes 

Leadline No 3 leadline 
Headline 6mm headline with float every 3 ft.   
Panel length 150 fathom (273m) 
Setting (net panel length compared to 
line length) 

Set by the half (i.e. panel is 1.5 times 
longer than headline) 

 
 
Charter boat operators 
 
A number of charter skippers based in Poole were contacted.  The general view 
was that they did not fish over the mussel beds.  This was not particularly 
because there were practical problems, more because they had better 
opportunities at hotspots elsewhere.  Also targeting bass directly from a boat is 
not permitted from May to October and paying anglers are not keen to target 
mullet, (unlike the net fishermen mentioned above).    
 
Some reported occasionally drifting over the mussel beds for flounder in winter 
without problem.  
 
 
4.3  Exe estuary  
 
Mussel bed operator 
 
Mussel beds are operated under a lease from the fundus owner (a private estate) 
covering all shellfish rights. 
 
The area under cultivation varies depending on seed supply, from a few hectares 
to nothing, with an estimate of 2-3% of the estuary used as a maximum. 
  
Seed is gathered from the mouth of the estuary, where it is exposed and at risk 
of storm losses.  It is re-laid on sheltered grounds  
 
There are no conflicts with fishermen, commercial or recreational.  Considers drift 
nets should not involve bottom contact anyway.   
 
Fishing is said to be good on the beds just after harvesting, with fish attracted by 
the debris.   
 
 
 
 



- 26 - 

 

4.4  Teign Estuary 
 
Mussel bed operator 
 
Mussels are cultivated through a Regulating Order.  This gives the right to fishery 
of a local musselmen’s association, although there are only approx. two mussel 
fishermen currently active.  The Order covers mussels only. 
 
The area within the Order is said to be 150 hectares, but the area under 
cultivation at any time is much smaller and depends on seed supply.  Seed is 
gathered from the estuary mouth, or sometimes brought in from elsewhere.  
Given beds are not in continuous use.  A fallow period of one year post-
harvesting is normal.  
 
Gill netting for mullet is said to occur across the beds without problem, also seine 
netting for flounder.    The Teign, like the Exe and other south coast estuaries, is 
a bass nursery area with no bass fishing permitted from boats either with nets or 
with sand eel in the summer months.   
 
The maintenance of the beds is said to be beneficial to the use of nets as, when 
preparing and cleaning the beds, the bed operators clear away a lot of 
accumulated debris and potential fasteners such as old tree trunks etc.    
 

Devon and Severn IFCA 
 
Generally re-iterated the above and confirmed that some angling takes place on 
one of the beds in the Teign, and that any commercial fishing was quite low level.    
 
 
4.5  Camel estuary 
 
Mussel bed operator 
 
There is a small mussel bed in the Camel of around 2 acres (0.8 hectares). 
 
There is very little netting in the estuary as the area is also a bass nursery area.  
The angling fishing on and around the beds is said to be good just after 
harvesting as the fish are attracted by the debris.         
 
The operator considers the mussels on the beds become buried in the mud and 
from a fishing and netting point of view should be similar to fishing an area with a 
gravelly bottom.   
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4.6 Menai Straits 
 
The eastern end of the Menai Straits is the largest and most productive mussel 
bottom growing area in the UK.    
 
The area was managed under a Several Order granted to the (then) local Sea 
Fisheries Committee).  Powers of management passed to the Welsh 
Government in 2010 and it is now managed under the Menai Strait Fishery Order 
Management Association, a mix of regulatory and industry interests.  The total 
area subject to the Order is some 520 hectares, about half of which is usable, 
again depending on seed supply.   
 
Local fisherman  
 
There is very little fishing in the Menai Straits apart from lobster potting.  The 
tides are too fast for drift netting.   
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5.  Summary 
 

1. This report is an independent review of fisheries said to be at risk from the 
development of trial mussel plots in the Stour estuary.  It looks at:  

 
a) the economic value of the fisheries which take place in the areas 

likely to be used for mussel growing and  
 
b) experiences of compatibility of fishing methods with mussel lays in 

other parts of England and Wales.  
 

2. Information on the proposed mussel lays is taken to be as set out in the 
Environmental Statement prepared in support of the application dated 
August 2012 and the Draft Timetable For Stour Mussel Trial (July 2015). 

 
3. Other information has been gained from a combination of direct 

experience, published sources and telephone interviews with local sea 
fishery officers, also fishermen and mussel bed operators in other UK 
estuaries.     
 

Economic values 
 

4. Commercial fishing in the Stour is primarily drift netting targeting mullet 
and bass.  There is some trawling for sole but catches of this species 
appear to be in serious decline in ports local to the Stour.   

 
5. Charter and recreational angling vessels use the area to drift with rod and 

line and baited hooks 
 

6. The areas requested for licencing are spread over 5 plots covering some 
84 hectares overall.  However not all of this will be utilised and the trial will 
start with plots of up to five hectares located within each licenced area, 
depending on seed supply.   The number of trial areas will be increased to 
nine by the end of the trial, meaning that up to about 45 hectares will be in 
use at that time, or some 5% of the fishable area.   

 
7. The likely proportion of local commercial landings derived from this area 

has been assessed and represents very roughly some 0.2% of the 
landings values of the three local ports (Felixstowe, Harwich and Walton-
on-the-Naze), (though with wide margins for error (up to ~5 fold))     

 
8. The number of charter fishing vessels working the area has been 

researched, as well as their areas of operation and likely activity and 
income levels.  
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9. The amount of ground that will be occupied by mussel culture compared 
to the overall operational area of these vessels is very small.  It thus 
follows that potential economic impact on these vessels will also be very 
small, although the Stour and other estuaries can make useful alternate 
fishing grounds on occasion in periods of bad weather.   

 
10. The only information available on recreational use of the Stour was from 

local IFCA officers.  One estimated that up to 20 recreational vessels fish 
in the Stour at peak times ( i.e.  a combination of weather conditions and 
when target stocks, bass and cod, are known to be abundant).  Another 
felt recreational activity in the Stour was “moderate”, with most using rod 
and line and 1-2 vessels using “recreational” drift netting.      

 
11. There is no other data on the number and distribution of anglers at a fine 

enough geographical scale to be helpful.   
 

12. The proportion of fishing ground used by boat-based recreational anglers 
which is likely to overlap with mussel farming is similar or less than the 
proportion shown above for commercial and charter activities.   

 
13. Beached based anglers and bait collectors would not be impacted by the 

proposal as the trial plots are in the sub-tidal. 
 
Compatibility 
 

14. There is strong evidence to suggest that drift netting is compatible with 
bottom culture of mussels, particularly in Poole harbour, also other 
estuaries. 

 
15. Drifting with baited hooks over mussel beds does not appear to be 

common practice in other areas with mussel beds.  This does not appear 
to be through issues of compatibility, rather regulation of bass nursery 
areas and preferences to fish elsewhere.   Some vessels drift over mussel 
beds for flounder in winter.   

 
16. There is almost no information with which to assess the compatibility of 

trawling with mussel beds.  One anecdotal report suggests this may have 
happened without problem from time to time in one estuary.   

 
 
   


