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Fisheries in EMS Habitats Regulations Assessment 

 

European Marine Site: Isles of Scilly Complex 

Features: Sandbanks that are slightly covered by seawater all the time 

  Reefs 

Fishing activities assessed: Light Otter Trawl 

1 Introduction 

1.1 The need for an Habitats Regulation Assessment 

In 2012 Defra announced a revised approach to the management of commercial fisheries in 

European Marine Sites (EMS). The objective of this revised approach is to ensure that all 

existing and potential commercial fishing activities are managed in accordance with Article 6 

of the Habitats Directive. 

This approach is being implemented on an evidence-based, risk-prioritised and phased 

basis. Risk prioritisation is informed by using a matrix of the generic sensitivity of the sub-

features of EMS to a suite of fishing activities as a decision making tool. These sub-feature 

activity combinations have been categorised according to specific definitions as Red, Amber, 

Green or Blue. 

Activity/feature interactions identified within the matrix as red risk have the highest priority 

for implementation of management measures in order to avoid the deterioration of 

features in line with obligations under Article 6(2) of the Habitats Directive. 

The management of fishing activities in an EMS under Article 6(2) is the requirement to 

avoid deterioration and disturbance of the habitats and species for which the areas have 

been designated. In order to be compliant under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive a 

Habitats Regulation Assessment (HRA) should be carried out to determine whether or not a 

particular activity will cause deterioration or disturbance. 

Site Level Assessments are being carried out in a manner that is consistent with the 

provisions of Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive. 

For the Isles of Scilly, the IFCA’s Fishing Gear Permit Byelaw1 that was signed on behalf of 

the Secretary of State in March 2014 prohibits the use of bottom-towed gear inside the EMS 

known as the Isles of Scilly Complex SAC. Within the byelaw there is a clause that will allow 

                                                           
1
 Fishing Gear Permit Byelaw, http://www.scillyifca.gov.uk/da/116023 
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vessels less than 11m and 10gt to use bottom-towed gear in two areas within the SAC (iVMS 

Area 1 and iVMS Area 2) – the north western and south eastern corners of the site providing 

certain conditions are met. One of those conditions is the issuing of a permit to use bottom-

towed gear, which is in turn dependent on the completion of a Habitats Regulations 

Assessment (HRA). 

This HRA has been triggered by the application for a permit under the Fishing Gear Permit 

Byelaw from one light otter trawl vessel proposing to work in the District. The aim of this 

assessment is to determine whether or not the specific fishing activity in question (one 

vessel operating a light otter trawl) would have an adverse effect on the integrity of the site, 

if permitted to fish the iVMS Areas within the SAC as outlined in the Fishing Gear Permit 

Byelaw. No such permit may be issued unless it can be ensured that there will be no adverse 

effect on the integrity of the site resulting from the activity. 

This HRA only applies to the issuing of that permit and operation of one vessel within the 

EMS, at the stated intensity and with the gear described. If further vessels wish to operate 

bottom-towed gear within the Isles of Scilly District they too will need to apply for a permit 

under the Byelaw and before a permit may be issued, an HRA will have to be undertaken to 

ascertain the likelihood of any impacts on site features and adverse effect on the integrity of 

the EMS. 

2 Information about the EMS 

 Isles of Scilly Complex SAC 

Proposed in 1996, fully designated in 2005. Further information on the site is available from 

the JNCC web site: 

http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0013694  

2.1 Overview and qualifying features 

The Isles of Scilly SAC contains several qualifying interest features listed in Annex I and II of 

the Habitats Directive. Some of the features were post-moderated and are not the primary 

reason for designation, but were added at a later stage. 

 Sandbanks that are slightly covered by seawater all the time 

 Intertidal mudflats and Sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide 

 Reefs (post-moderation feature) 

 Grey seal Halichoerus grypus (post-moderation feature) 

http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0013694
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 Shore Dock Rumex rupestris2 

2.2 Conservation Objectives 

Subject to natural change, maintain the sandbanks which are slightly covered by seawater 

all the time (sub-tidal sandbanks) in favourable condition, in particular sub-features: 

 Seagrass bed communities 

 Sand and gravel communities 

 Mixed sediment communities 

Subject to natural change, maintain the mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at 

low tide (inter-tidal mudflats and sandflats) in favourable condition, in particular the sub-

feature: 

 Inter-tidal sand communities 

Subject to natural change, maintain the rocky reefs in favourable condition, in particular the 

sub-features: 

 Rocky shore communities 

 Vertical rock 

 Kelp forest communities 

 Sub-tidal rock and boulder communities 

 Sub-tidal faunal turf communities 

Qualifying species 

 Subject to natural change, maintain the population of grey seals (Halichoerus 

grypus), which reside in the Isles of Scilly on an annual basis in favourable condition. 

 Subject to natural change, maintain the population of shore dock (Rumex rupestris) 

in favourable condition. 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 This feature occurs above Mean High Water only 
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2.3 Local Physical Conditions 

Exposure 

The predominant winds in the area are from the south west. As a result of the islands’ 

offshore location, winds can be strong. The Isles of Scilly are also very exposed to waves 

from all directions. Exposure to wave action varies greatly around the islands – sites on the 

east of the islands are generally more sheltered, whereas those on the west are generally 

more exposed.3 

Tidal currents 

The tidal range and rates of flow around the islands are variable. At both locations (iVMS 

Areas) within the Special Area of Conservation tidal range and rates of flow are of moderate 

magnitude. The mean tidal range for spring tides is 4-5m and tidal flows range in speeds 

from 0.26 to 1.25m per second across the spring-neap cycle.4 

Temperature and Salinity 

Seawater temperatures for the Isles of Scilly are affected by the upwelling of cold oceanic 

water that is noticeable during the summer months when water temperature is typically 

lower than for the adjacent mainland. In winter however, seawater temperature around the 

islands is higher. A trial to test the feasibility of abalone culture in the Isles of Scilly recorded 

sea temperatures in the winter of 2001/2002 as an average of 11°C between December and 

the end of March. This compares with Mount’s Bay, Cornwall, of an average winter sea 

temperature of 10°C and Mother Ivey’s Bay of 9.6°C. The waters surrounding the islands are 

fully saline.5 

Water and sediment quality 

Seawater sediments around the Isles of Scilly are relatively uncontaminated by toxins, 

organic matter and nutrients from anthropogenic sources. Most marine pollution comes 

from land-based activities such as urban, industrial or agricultural activities and enters the 

sea through rivers and estuaries.6 Because the Isles of Scilly are small and relatively 

                                                           
3
 Barne, J.H., Robson, C.F., Kaznowska, S.S., Doody, J.P., Davidson, N.C., and Buck, A.L., eds 1996. Coasts and 

Seas of the United Kingdom. Region 11 The Western Approaches: Falmouth Bay to Kenfig. Peterborough, Joint 

Nature Conservation Committee. (Coastal Directories Series). 

 

4
 Department of Trade and Industry (2004). Atlas of UK Renewable Energy Resources: A Strategic 

Environmental Assessment Report (No. 1106) 

5
 http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0013694  

6
 English Nature (1994). Important areas for marine wildlife around England. English Nature, Peterborough. 

http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/protectedsites/sacselection/sac.asp?EUCode=UK0013694
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undeveloped there is unlikely to be sufficient contamination emanating from the islands to 

impact on conditions at either of the two iVMS Areas.7 Land-sourced contamination from 

the mainland is also unlikely to reach the islands because of the distance and being 

upstream from the prevailing currents and wind direction. Because there are no rivers on 

the Isles of Scilly there is relatively low turbidity in the waters around the islands, although 

following successive winter storms the water may take a month or two to clear. 

2.3 Benthic sediments and ecology 

The bathymetry around the Isles of Scilly quickly drops to depths of 60-90m.8 The sediments 

around the islands are classified by the British Geological Survey as largely sand and gravelly 

sand.9 

There is currently limited knowledge of the benthic ecology of the iVMS Areas of the SAC in 

particular, although indications are that the substratum is mostly comprised of coarse 

sediments. An offshore survey of Annex I reef features10 showed that the north-west corner 

of the SAC (corresponding to iVMS Area 1) is characterised by bedrock covered with a 

sediment veneer, with an increase in sediment depth to the south and east as a large 

sediment bank develops See Annex 2, Figure 3 for a chart of survey sample positions. 

The south-east corner of the SAC (iVMS Area 2) has not yet been surveyed. Grab samples 

were taken near the iVMS Area 2 by Coastal Marine Environmental Research (CMER) and 

Orecon in 200811 revealing coarse material with other quantities of fine sand and silt. 

Eggleton & Meadows concluded that the information on bathymetry in that area suggests 

the possibility that some Annex I upstanding reef occurs in that area and further 

investigation is required. 

 

 

                                                           
7
 Orecon (2008) Environmental Scoping Report for the Installation of a Demonstration MRC Wave-energy 

Device off the Isles of Scilly.  

8
 UK Hydrographic Office (2001). Admiralty Chart 2655: St. Agnes to Dodman Point, including the Isles of Scilly. 

9
 Jones, L.A., Irving, R., Cork, M., Coyle, M.D., Evans, D., Gilliland, P.M., Murray, A.R., (2004) South Western 

Peninsular Marine Area Profile: A contribution to regional planning and management of the seas around 

England. English Nature, Peterborough. 

10
 Eggleton, J.D., and Meadows, W. (2012) Offshore monitoring of Annex I reef habitat present within the Isles 

of Scilly Special Area of Conservation. Natural England Commissioned Reports, Number 125. 

11
 Orecon 2008. Environmental Scoping Report for the Installation of a Demonstration MRC Wave-energy 

Device off the Isles of Scilly. 
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3 Features relevant to this Assessment 

3.1 Features and sub-features of the SAC 

The following is a list of all features and sub-features for the Isles of Scilly Complex SAC and 

the rating in the risk prioritisation matrix,12  

 Sub-tidal sandbanks 

 Gravel and sand communities   Amber 

 Mixed sediment communities   Amber 

 Eel grass communities    Red 

 

 Inter-tidal sand, mudflats and sandflats not covered by sea at low tide 

  

Inter-tidal sand communities   Amber 

 

 Reefs 

  

Rocky shore communities   Amber 

 Vertical rock     Red 

 Sub-tidal rock and boulder communities Red 

 Sub-tidal faunal turf communities  Red 

 Kelp forest communities    Amber 

 

 Annex IV species 

  

Grey seals      Amber 

 

The aim of this assessment is to determine whether or not the proposed activity (light otter-

trawl operated by one vessel) would have an adverse effect on the integrity of the site. The 

use of towed gear is proposed within the specified iVMS Areas of the SAC (see Annex 2). 

Several of the features and sub-features of the site listed above are not found within these 

areas and therefore would have no geographical overlap with the activity in question even if 

consented: 

 

 Eel grass communities (sub-tidal sandbanks) – occur only in shallower sediment 

habitats between the islands within the ‘prohibited area’ defined in the Fishing Gear 

Permit Byelaw (where no bottom-trawled gear may be used)13 

                                                           
12

 Shore dock (Rumex rupestris) is not considered further as it occurs above Mean High Water only and is 

therefore not relevant to this assessment. 
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 Inter-tidal sand communities (inter-tidal mudflats and sandflats) – inter-tidal sub-

feature, there will be no overlap with the proposed activity 

 Rocky shore communities (reefs) – inter-tidal sub-feature, there will be no overlap 

with the proposed activity 

 Grey seals – interaction between the proposed activity and grey seals may be ruled 

out as they inhabit rocky foreshores where there are convenient haul-out sites (no 

overlap). In addition, the proposed activity will not be operating around the islands 

throughout most of the pupping season (autumn/winter) and the iVMS Areas are 

well away from the known breeding areas around the islands. 

 

3.2 Features of the Special Protected Area (SPA) 

 

The Isles of Scilly also support a terrestrial Special Protection Area (SPA) under the EC Birds 

Directive (79/409/EEC).14 The SPA is primarily designated to protect breeding and nesting 

sites for important populations of European storm petrel (Hydrobates pelagicus)and lesser 

black-backed gull (Larus fuscus). It is also designated to protect a breeding seabird 

assemblage comprising many species including greater black-backed gull (Larus marinus)and 

European shag (Phalacrocorax aristotelis). During the breeding season, the Isles of Scilly 

support over 9,000 breeding pairs of seabirds.15 

 

The proposed activity does not overlap at all with the terrestrial SPA and many of the 

species that are interest features of the site will feed close to the shore and therefore well 

away from the iVMS Areas, but some species will regularly venture further offshore to feed 

and may utilise these areas. These species would include lesser and greater black-backed 

gulls, herring gull, kittiwake, fulmar, Manx shearwater and European storm petrel. As there 

may be geographical overlap between the breeding seabird SPA interest features when at 

sea and the proposed operation of the light otter trawl, the SPA features have been 

included for the assessment of significant effect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
13

 Jackson, E.L., Higgs, S., Allsop, T., Cawthray, A., Evans, J., and Langmead, O., 2011. Isles of Scilly seagrass 

mapping. Natural England Commissioned Reports, Number 087. 

14
 JNCC (2008) Isles of Scilly SPA: Site details on line at http://www.jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/SPA/UK9020288.pdf 

15
 Heaney, V., Brown, A., and St. Pierre, P. (2007) The status of seabirds breeding on the Isles of Scilly in 2006. 
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4 Information about the fishing activities within the site 

 

4.1 Summary of local fisheries 

 

There are currently 23 registered fishing vessels in the Isles of Scilly. They are all day-boats 

and mainly fish for shellfish using pots, or in five cases, pots and also nets that they use for 

targeting crawfish. The commercial potters work between 60 and 800 pots per vessel 

depending on the size of the boat and the number of crew. Pots are generally (although not 

exclusively), laid in strings of 10 and there are three main types of trap used in Scilly. 

One of the local vessels is a small otter trawler. There are no locally operated scallop 

dredgers, although the islands may be visited on rare occasions of settled weather and neap 

tides by vessels from the mainland. This has not happened for four years and following the 

recent introduction of the Fishing Gear Permit Byelaw, the mainland scallopers are 

restricted in size to 11m overall length and 10 gross tonnes and may only use 4 dredges in 

total inside a 4nm limit. Should scallop dredgers wish to return to use bottom-towed gear in 

the District, this would require application for a permit from the IFCA, which would in turn 

require a Habitats Regulation Assessment of the potential impacts to the SAC of operation 

of their gear within the iVMS Areas. 

4.2 Details of proposed light otter trawl 

The vessel requesting a permit to use bottom-trawled gear is a small otter trawler, 7.85m 

overall length and has a gross tonnage of 4.86 therefore well inside the allowable size to 

work within the 6nm limit. The ‘Sowenna III’ (PLN SC3) uses small steel otter trawl boards, 

combination wire bridle and the net is simply weighted by a ground rope with rubber disks 

and a small chain. When towing, the maximum width of gear, door to door is 35m (see 

photographs in Appendix 3). Towing speed, including the movement with the tide, is 

approximately 2.4 knots or slower. Weather conditions and in particular the wind, play a 

major factor in the islands and limit fishing activities to times of favourable conditions. The 

vessel will not work in wind speeds greater than force 5 because in these sea conditions 

with a 2 to 3 metre swell the the gear will be kept mainly clear of the sea bed and the 

movement would make it very uncomfortable to work. The number of days fishing is 

entirely weather dependent and cannot be exactly calculated, but a survey of fishing vessel 

activity in the Isles of Scilly in the summer of 2010 produced for Defra by the IFCA’s 

Maritime Officer indicated that the average effort on days fished by vessels in Scilly from 

April through to October was 49%. 

Seasonality of fishing will also limit the light otter trawl activity – the owner and skipper will 

stop fishing in late October and move over to Newlyn in Cornwall, returning only in the 

spring. 
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The basic component of an otter trawl set-up 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Test for Likely Significant Effect (LSE) 

The Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) is a step-wise process and is first subject to a 

coarse test of whether a plan or project will cause a likely significant effect on a European 

Marine Site and its features. The two SAC features, Annex I reef and Annex I sub-tidal 

sandbanks may be found within both iVMS Areas and are therefore considered within this 

assessment, alongside the breeding seabird interest features of the terrestrial SPA (see 

section 3). 

Table 1: Assessment of LSE 

1 Is the 

activity/activities 

directly connected 

with or necessary 

to the management 

of the site for 

nature 

conservation? 

No 

2 What pressures 

(such as abrasion, 

disturbance) are 

potentially exerted 

SAC 

features 

Pressures arising from the proposed light otter trawl 

activity for the reef and sub-tidal sandbank features (and 

relevant sub-features) include abrasion, physical 

disturbance, selective removal of species, changes in 
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by the gear type(s) turbidity and smothering. 

SPA 

features 

Pressures arising from the proposed light otter trawl 

activity for the SPA breeding seabird features include 

disturbance and direct mortality. 

3  Is the feature 

potentially exposed 

to the pressures? 

SAC 

features 

Yes. The light otter trawl fishery targets fish on the 

gravelly sand base. It does not target reef features due to 

risks to gear and vessel. However, both reef and sub-tidal 

sandbank habitats may potentially be exposed to the 

pressure(s) if there is geographical overlap of the activity 

and the feature. 

SPA 

features 

Yes. The breeding seabird features of the terrestrial SPA 

will forage in the waters around the islands. Some species 

(i.e. Manx shearwater) may travel much further offshore 

than others (e.g. European shag). 

4  What are the 

potential 

effects/impacts of 

the pressure(s) on 

the feature taking 

into account the 

exposure level? 

(Reference to 

conservation 

objectives) 

SAC 

features 

Potential impacts for the reef feature include damage or 

death of attached species and reduction in complexity of 

the habitat. The operation of one light otter trawl is 

unlikely to cause significant damage to the underlying 

granite bedrock, but impacts on attached reef species 

cannot be ruled out. 

Potential impacts for the sub-tidal sandbank feature 

include a reduction in or loss of surface fauna and a 

potential reduction in richness of the benthic community. 

Impacts on attached species and communities cannot be 

ruled out. 

SPA 

features 

The potential impacts of a trawl fishery on the breeding 

seabird features of the SPA are disturbance and direct 

mortality (e.g. due to a collision with trawl warps). 

However, while there may be geographical overlap 

between the breeding seabird SPA interest features and 

the proposed operation of the light otter trawl within the 

iVMS Areas, the SPA feature would not be exposed to the 

pressures at the level of the activity proposed. 

5  Is the potential 

scale or magnitude 

SAC 

features 

Alone 

Yes. The risk of fishing gear 

Or in combination 
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of any effect likely 

to be significant? 

coming into contact with 

bedrock reef is very low 

because of potential 

damage to gear and vessel, 

but significant effect to 

features under 

consideration (reef and sub-

tidal sandbanks) cannot be 

ruled out. 

SPA 

features 

Alone 

No 

Comments 

The activity will not cause 

the pressures at the level of 

exposure proposed. 

Or in combination 

No 

Comments 

There are no plans or 

projects that would have in 

combination effects 

alongside the proposed 

activity, resulting in a 

significant effect on the 

SPA. Disturbance/mortality 

impacts caused by the 

activity for the breeding 

seabird populations of the 

SPA would be negligible and 

so would not add to the 

impacts of other plans or 

projects with similar 

impacts, should there be 

any. 

6  Has NE been 

consulted on this 

LSE test? If yes, 

what was NE’s 

advice? 

 Yes 

Natural England’s advice is that the activity (operation of 

one light otter trawl) alone may have a likely significant 

effect on the following sub-features of the Isles of Scilly 

Complex SAC: Sub-tidal sandbanks (all sub-features apart 

from eel grass bed communities) and reefs (all sub-

features apart from rocky shore communities). An in-

combination test in relation to impacts on the SAC is 
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therefore not required at this stage of the assessment. 

Isles of Scilly IFCA will need to undertake a Regulation 61 

Appropriate Assessment to assess the effects of the 

proposed use of the specified towed gear.16 

 

6 Appropriate Assessment 

6.1 Potential risk to features 

As the proposed activity may have a Likely Significant Effect on the features/sub-features of 

the SAC, Appropriate Assessment is required to ascertain that the proposed activity would 

not have an adverse effect on the overall integrity of the site (either as proposed, or if made 

subject to conditions or other restrictions). 

Reefs 

The light otter trawl fishery prosecuted by a local, very experienced fisherman will actively 

avoid making contact with areas of bedrock reef because of the probable damage to both 

gear and vessel that such contact could cause. However, accidental contact cannot entirely 

be ruled out if the geographical area of the fishery overlaps the geographical extent of the 

feature. It is possible that otter boards, bridles and ground ropes may make accidental 

contact with the boulders and cobbles of a reef during a trawl. Advice from Natural England 

and JNCC17 on demersal towed gear impacts on circalittoral rock habitats states that towing 

gear across rocky substrates is likely to cause damage or death of attached species and 

reduce habitat complexity. Harder examples of the substrate, such as the granite bedrock 

found around the Isles of Scilly, are likely to be more resistant to damage than softer 

examples. 

The size and power of the vessel and weight of gear proposed (details in section 4) would 

not be sufficient for gear to be deliberately towed directly across the reef feature and if this 

occurred it is likely that the vessel would become stuck fast resulting in a probable complete 

loss of gear and putting the vessel and skipper at great risk. It can therefore be assumed 

that the hard rock substrate itself will not be substantially damaged or removed by contact 

with the light otter trawl gear. The impacts of any accidental contact with reef habitat would 

therefore most likely be limited to abrasion to the bedrock substrate and damage or loss to 

the epifaunal community. The limited number of days fishing (due to weather and 

                                                           
16

 Natural England advice, provided 03 September 2014 

17
 Advice from the Joint Nature Conservancy Committee and Natural England with regard to fisheries impacts 

on Marine Conservation Zone habitat features. JNCC and Natural England 2011. 

http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/images/MCZ-fish-impacts_tcm6-26384.pdf  

http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/images/MCZ-fish-impacts_tcm6-26384.pdf
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seasonality – see section 4) in both iVMS Area 1 and iVMS Area 2 brings down the risk even 

further. 

Within iVMS Area 1, the available evidence suggests that there is some flat bedrock habitat, 

with a sediment veneer,18 is likely to be low and within the range of the effects of natural 

processes. Within iVMS Area 2, the available acoustic data and information on bathymetry 

show a much more varied seabed topography, which is likely to be upstanding reef and 

additionally will be more sheltered from natural wave and tidal exposure that iVMS Area 1. 

However, small-scale fishing by a single boat operating light gear and making only accidental 

contact with any reef areas is unlikely to cause significant impacts.  

Sub-tidal sandbanks 

Natural England and JNCC’s advice on low energy sub-tidal sands and on sub-tidal coarse 

sediments lists demersal towed gear impacts on sub-tidal sediment habitats including 

increased mortality of fragile and long-lived species leading to a degraded benthic 

community. Scale of impacts and expected recovery times would depend on the 

stability/exposure of these sediments – less significant impacts and faster recovery would 

be expected for less stable sediments in higher energy environments such as the 

environment around the Isles of Scilly. If managed access for lighter gear only (such as a 

light otter trawl) is allowed, it is likely that even if damage occurs some degree of recovery 

may take place and therefore with appropriate management this option may help to 

achieve the conservation objective. 

The light otter trawl proposed primarily targets fish on gravelly sand habitats. Otter boards, 

bridles and ground ropes will make contact with the surface during a trawl – this could 

result in abrasion and physical disturbance to any epifaunal community. There is a small risk 

of impact on the feature from a small otter trawl, with only one vessel in operation and 

impacts would be confined to surface abrasion and damage to epifauna rather than 

significant damage to or loss of the underlying sediment itself. This risk is reduced further by 

the reduction in days fishing due to limitations of weather and seasonality (see section 4). In 

addition, the areas in question (the iVMS Areas) are very exposed by means of their offshore 

location and therefore more likely to comprise less stable sediment habitats, with better 

recovery potential. Evidence available from iVMS Area 119 suggests that sediment habitats 

in that area are moderately exposed. Though in deep water, the seabed will be periodically 

disturbed by winter storms (significant – with major fetch across the Atlantic). Any sub-tidal 

sandbank habitats in iVMS Area 2 will be relatively sheltered compared to iVMS Area 1, but 
                                                           
18

 Eggleton, J.D. and Meadows, W (2013) Offshore monitoring of Annex 1 reef habitat present within the Isles 

of Scilly Special Area of Conservation. Natural England Commissioned Reports, Number 125. 

19
 Eggleton, J.D. and Meadows, W. (2013). Offshore monitoring of Annex 1 reef habitat present within the Isles 

of Scilly Special Area of Conservation. Natural England Commissioned Reports, Number 125. 
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it is still the case that occasional contact on a small scale by a single vessel operating light 

gear is unlikely to cause significant impacts. 

Table 2: Summary of Impacts and Mitigation 

Feature/ 

Sub-features 

Conservation 

Objective 

Potential 

pressure 

(such as 

abrasion, 

disturbance) 

exerted by 

gear type(s) 

Potential 

ecological 

impacts of 

pressure exerted 

by the 

activity/activities 

on the feature 

(Reference to 

conservation 

objectives) 

Level of 

exposure of 

feature to 

pressure 

Mitigation 

measures 

Sandbanks 

which are 

slightly 

covered by 

seawater all 

the time 

Maintain Components 

of otter trawl 

that come 

into contact 

with seabed, 

such as 

ground rope, 

trawl doors 

and bridles 

will exert 

surface 

abrasion and 

potentially 

shallow 

abrasion. 

Potential loss of 

sediment 

through re-

suspension, 

potential damage 

to communities 

associated with 

feature. Higher 

potential risk to 

more compacted 

(sheltered) areas 

of sandbank at 

base or in less 

exposed areas. 

Low exposure The Fishing 

Gear Permit 

Byelaw 

restricts 

bottom-

trawling to 

two small 

areas of the 

EMS. Only 

vessels under 

11m and 10 gt 

may work 

inside the 

6nm limit, so 

the gear will 

be relatively 

small and 

light. Entry to 

the fishery is 

controlled by 

the 

requirement 

for a permit – 

at present 

only one 

vessel is 

applying for a 

permit. 
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Reef Maintain Components 

of otter trawl 

such as trawl 

doors, bridles 

and ground 

ropes and 

foot ropes will 

exert surface 

abrasion on 

contact with 

the reef. 

Potential damage 

to or loss of 

epifaunal 

communities 

associated with 

the feature. 

Low exposure 

– any contact 

with reef will 

be accidental 

and avoided. 

The Fishing 

Gear Permit 

Byelaw 

restricts 

bottom-

trawling to 

two small 

areas of the 

EMS. Only 

vessels under 

11m and 10gt 

may work 

inside the 

6nm limit, so 

the gear will 

be relatively 

small and 

light. Entry to 

the fishery is 

controlled by 

the 

requirement 

for a permit – 

at present 

only one 

vessel is 

applying for a 

permit. 
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7 Conclusion of Appropriate Assessment 

Natural England’s advice20 is that there will be no adverse impact on the integrity of the site due to 

the proposed activity occurring over the Annex I sub-tidal sandbank feature of the SAC (amber risk21) 

or the Annex I reef feature (red risk) on the basis of currently available evidence on the presence, 

extent, condition22 and exposure of the features, and the proposed intensity and frequency of the 

activity and particular gear specifications for that vessel. Due to the nature of the rocky substrate 

within iVMS Area 1 (sediment-covered flat bedrock) and the natural levels of exposure (moderate to 

high), any pressure exerted by the occasional operation of one light otter trawl would not be 

expected to cause significant impacts over and above natural processes. Similarly, sub-tidal 

sediments within this area are subject to a moderate to high level of natural exposure and the 

occasional operation of one light otter trawl would not be expected to cause significant impacts 

above impacts of natural processes. For iVMS Area 2, there is no survey data available, although 

available data on bathymetry show a much more varied topography, which is quite likely to 

represent some areas of upstanding reef. IVMS Area 2 is also more sheltered than iVMS Area 1 in 

terms of natural exposure. However, Natural England’s advice is that one light otter trawl (as 

specified) operating within this Area is unlikely to cause impact on either upstanding reef or sub-tidal 

sandbank features – due to the occasional nature of the impact (in particular – contact with any 

areas of reef will avoided so would be accidental only), the low intensity of fishing (one vessel only) 

and the nature of the gear (light otter trawl only). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20

 Natural England advice, provided 03 September 2014 

21
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fisheries-in-european-marine-sites-matrix  

22
 Eggleton, J.D. and Meadows, W (2013). Offshore3 monitoring of Annex I reef habitat present in the Isles of 

Scilly Special Area of Conservation. Natural England Commissioned Reports, Number 125; Jackson, E.L., Higgs, 

S., Allsop, T., Cawthray, A., Evans, J and Langmead, O. 2011 Isles of Scilly seagrass mapping. Natural England 

Commissioned Reports, Number 087. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fisheries-in-european-marine-sites-matrix
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Annex 1: References not directly cited: 

 Correspondence and meetings with Ian Mitchell, owner and skipper of the fishing vessel 

Sowenna III; 

 Meetings with retired light otter trawler skippers – Martin Bond, Keith Symons, David 

Thompson and Chris Thomas. 
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Annex 2 Site Map and Charts 

 

 

Figure 1: Chart showing the European Marine Site Isles of Scilly Complex) in relation to the 6nm 

boundary. 
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Figure 2: Chart displaying the two areas inside the EMS – iVMS Area 1 and iVMS Area 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iVMS Area 2 

iVMS Area 1 
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Figure 3: Positions of acoustic surveys within iVMS Area 1 taken in November 2011. 

NW1 (49° 58.53N, 006° 28.08W and 49° 58.51N, 006° 28.02W) – start of transect leading to areas of 

visible bedrock and cobbles. Fauna present: Brittlestars (Ophiothrix sp)., Uticina, erect branching 

sponges, faunal turf, Cellaria sp. 

NW2 (49° 59.08N, 006° 27.32W and 49°59.09W, 006° 27.33W) – Sandy gravel with faunal turf at 

start of transect, leading to sand over rock and cobbles. Fauna visible: Ophiothrix sp., cushion star. 

NW2B (49° 59.28N, 006° 27.23W and 49° 59.41N, 006° 27.28W) – Sand scoured bedrock with 

Pomatoceros spp. Tubes and faunal turf. 

NW3 (49° 59.94N, 006° 27.53W and 49° 59.94N, 006° 27.42W) – Sandy gravel with cobbles at start of 

transect leading to sands and rippled sands with faunal turf overlying bedrock Cobbles encrusted 

with Pomatoceros spp. Tubes. Frequent Ophiothrix sp. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scans NW3 

Scans NW2 and NW2B 

Scans NW1 
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Annex 3: Photographs of the fishing vessel Sowenna III 

 

Image 1: Sowenna III, owned by Ian Mitchell , the only light otter trawler in the Isles of Scilly 
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Image 2: Sowenna III’s light otter trawl gear 


