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14 European Seabass in Division VIIIa,b 

14.1 ICES advice applicable to 2014 (June 2014) 

“There are no new data available that change the perception of the stock; therefore, the 

advice for this fishery in 2015 is the same as the advice for 2014. The advice for 2014 

was (see ICES, 2013): Based on the ICES approach to data-limited stocks, ICES advises 

that commercial catches should be no more than 1890 tonnes. Discards are considered 

as negligible, therefore, all catches are assumed to be landed […]”.  

14.2 General 

14.2.1 Stock ID and sub-stock structure 

Bass Dicentrarchus labrax is a widely distributed species in northeast Atlantic shelf 

waters with a range from southern Norway, through the North Sea, the Irish Sea, the 

Bay of Biscay, the Mediterranean and the Black Sea to North-west Africa. The species 

is at the northern limits of its range around the British Isles and southern Scandinavia. 

Stock identity of European seabass was reviewed by WGNEW 2012 and further con-

sidered at ICES IBP-NEW 2012. The other stock units defined for sea bass are: west of 

Scotland and Ireland (VIa and VIIb,j); IVbc + VIIa,d-h; VIIIab and the more southerly 

population in VIIIc IXa (Figure 14-1). The IBP New 2012 reports that it is clear that 

further studies are needed on sea bass stock identity, using conventional and electronic 

tagging, genetics and other individual and population markers (e.g. otolith microche-

mistry and shape), together with data on spawning distribution, larval transport and 

VMS data for vessels tracking migrating sea bass shoals, to con-firm and quantify the 

exchange rate of sea bass between sea areas that could form management units for this 

stock. 

In the absence of new information the pragmatic view of WGBIE2015 is to continue to 

assume the presence of discrete sea bass stocks off southern Ireland and in the Bay of 

Biscay (VIIIab) and iberian waters (VIIIc, IXa). 

 

Figure 14-1 : stock seabass units defined at ICES (IBP new 2012) 
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14.2.2 Management applicable to 2014  

Sea bass are not subject to EU TACs and quotas. Under EU regulation, the minimum 

landing size (MLS) of bass in the Northeast Atlantic is 36 cm total length, A variety of 

national restrictions on commercial bass fishing are also in place. These include: 

 A landings limit of 5 t/boat/week for French and UK trawlers landing bass 

(which is not based on a biological point of reference). In France from 2012, 

following the implementation of a national licensing system for commercial 

gears targeting sea bass, the landings limits have slightly changed (depend-

ing on season and gear)1. 

 A licensing system from 2012 in France for commercial gears targeting sea 

bass in order to fix the level of the French commercial fishery. 

 A MLS of 42 cm for the French recreational fisheries has been implemented 

in 2013. 

 Voluntary closed season from February to mid-March for longline and 

handline bass fisheries in Brittany, France; 

14.2.3 Management applicable to 2015  

No new management plan is known at present in the Bay of Biscay. For information in 

IVbc and VIIa,d–h (North Sea, Channel, Celtic Sea and Irish Sea) the European Council 

has adopted measures to help sea bass recover (Recent scientific analyses have rein-

forced previous concerns about the state of the stock and advised urgently to reduce 

fishing by 80%. Effective emergency measures in January 2015 placed a ban on target-

ing the fish stock by pair-trawling while it is reproducing, during the spawning season, 

which runs until the end of April 2015. For recreational fishing the decision will mean 

the introduction of a limit of three fish per day per angler. This will be complemented 

by further measures to ensure that all those who fish sea bass make a balanced and fair 

contribution to saving the stock. In order to help the stock of sea bass recover, more 

action is needed to address the impact of all other commercial and recreational fishing 

activities. 

14.3 Fisheries data 

14.3.1 Commercial landings data  

Seabass in the Bay of Biscay, are targeted by France (more than 90% of international 

landings) by line fisheries which take place mainly from July to October, by nets, pela-

gic trawlers, and in a mixed bottom trawl fisheries from November to April on pre 

spawning and spawning grounds when seabass is aggregated. In 2014 nets represent 

39% of the landings of the area, lines (handlines+longlines) 27%, bottom trawl 16%, and 

pelagic trawl 7% (but It has to be note that pelagic trawlers were used from 2000 to 

2008 to catch around 25% of the landings of the area decreasing to 9 (the pelagic fishery 

take place at present essentially in the Channel before 2015).  

                                                           

1http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/af-

fichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000026844700&dateTexte=&categorieLien=id 

 

http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000026844700&dateTexte=&categorieLien=id
http://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/affichTexte.do?cidTexte=JORFTEXT000026844700&dateTexte=&categorieLien=id
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A high increase in the french landings of nets is observed from 2011. An average of 585 

tons during the period 2000-2012 is landed. In 2013, 834 tons have been landed, and 

1131 tons in 2014. The main reason is the decrease of sole quotas from 2011 and an 

effort report on seabass which become more targeted, combined with good weather 

condition in 2014 and an increase in fishing technicality. French landings by metier are 

presented in Figure 14-2 

Spain is responsible for 3% of the catches of the area (VIIIb essentially) in 2014, mainly 

with bottom trawlers. Spanish bass landings from Division VIIIa,b,d have increased to 

around 20 tons in the 90’s to around 150 tons in the middle of the 2000’s, then a peak 

to 317 tons in 2011. 91 tons have been landed in 2014 

UK landings from this area are very low, usually inferior to 5 tons per year.  

Recreational fisheries are an important part of the total removals but these are not ac-

curately quantified. Figure 14-2 presents official and ices landings. 

14.3.2 Length compositions : commercial landings 

Table 14-2 gives fleet-raised length compositions for all French gears  

14.3.3 Commercial discards 

14.3.3.1 France 

Discarding of sea bass by commercial fisheries can occur where fishing takes place in 

areas with bass smaller than the minimum landing size (36cm in most European coun-

tries), and where mesh sizes <100mm are in use. For 2009 it’s estimated to be 44 tons, 

for 2010 44 tons, for 2011 20 tons, for 2012 37 tons and for 2013 68 tons  

Discarding is thought to be low because of the high value of the fish.  In 2014, very low 

number of sebass have been sampled  (160 fish have been measured at sea in 2014, 65% 

for bottom trawlers, 28% for nets and 7% longlines and handlines). This cannot allowed 

to raise raw data to the whole fishery (DCRcvIndicator=0.97). Neverless this may indi-

cate discarding is low in the area. 

14.3.3.2 Spain 

Observer data from Spanish vessels fishing in Areas VIII, have shown there was no 

seabass discard from 2003. No information in 2013 and 2014 were available on discards 

for WGBIE.  

14.3.4 Recreational catches  

Recreational marine fishery surveys in Europe are still at an early stage in development 

(ICES WGRFS 2012). A french study targeting sea bass was conducted between 2009 

and 2011 in VIIIa, VIIIb, VIIe, VIIh, VIId, Ivc. Estimates of sea bass catches were obtai-

ned from a panel of 121 recreational fishermen recruited during a random digit dialling 

screening survey of 15 000 households in the targeted districts (Atlantic and Chanel). 

The estimated recreational catch of bass in the Bay of Biscay and in the Channel was 

3,170t of which 2,350t was kept and 830t released. The precision of the the combined 

Biscay & Channel estimate is relatively low (CV =-26%; note that the figure of 51% gi-

ven in IBP-NEW 2012 was incorrect). This makes the confidence interval at 95% of the 

average (3170t) to [1554t;4786t]. 

A new survey was conducted from July 2011 to December 2012, based on a similar 

methodology to the previous study (not only on sea bass this time, but also on other 
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marine species including crustaceans and cephalopods). A random digit dialling 

screening survey of 16 130 households led to the recruitment of a panel of 183 fisher-

men to keep logbooks. In parallel, 151 fishermen were recruited on site by the Promo-

peche association, and 30 more via the sea bass fishermen panel set up in 2009. This 

resulted in 364 panel members keeping logbooks describing their catches (species, 

weight, size, etc.) The focus of the survey on sea bass shows that in Atlantic (Bay of 

Biscay and Channel), the estimated recreational catch of bass in 2012 was 3922 t of 

which 3146 t was kept and 776 t released. At this time results have to be considered as 

provisional, (results split between Bay and Biscay and Channel are not available yet 

with relative standard error). 

14.3.5 Abundance Indices 

No pre and post-recruit surveys are available for the area. In 2015 a study “French 

Logbook data analysis 2000-2013: possible contribution to the discussion of the sea bass 

stock(s) structure/annual abundance indices. Alain Laurec, M.Drogou”has been con-

ducted and presented in a Working Document (reference : WD_12).  

14.4 Assessment 

WGBIE 2015 propose to upgrade stock VIIIab from category 5 to category 3.2. 

The working document (A.Laurec;M.Drogou 2015) has been presented to WGBIE 2015. 

Annual indices of abundance have been assessed by the group. The assessment is also 

based on the analysis of lpues and total catches. For data-limited stocks for which a 

biomass index is available, ICES uses a harvest control rule based on an index-adjusted 

status quo catch. The advice is based on a comparison of the 3 most recent biomass 

index values with the 4 preceding values, combined with recent catch or landings data.  

Any visual check of apparent abundance time series reveals the combination of a 

strong seasonal effect, a multiannual trend and apparent added noise. The strongest 

seasonal effect corresponds to what will be interpreted as spawning migrations and 

concentrations which take place in late autumn and winter. This is why it has been 

decided not to use the usual calendar year from January to December, but 12 months 

period from July to the following June month, the apparent abundance being for most 

squares low in June-July, without major changes between June and the following July 

month.  The analysis has also been carried out using the basic calendar year on a data 

series from 2000 to 2013. It led to the same seasonal patterns which are simply more 

difficult to follow between december and january, when the main part of the landings 

are taken which corresponds to the spawning season in the Bay of Biscay).  

The Working Group decided to retain the seasonal LPUE index as each yearly index 

fully covers the spawning season (December to March) when the main fishery occurs.  

 Table 14.3 and Figure 14.3 present Abundance Index used for assesment. 

For calculating catch option, mean of landings from 2007 to 2013 has been calculated. 

A large period has been retained because of the seabass long life duration (up to 28 

years) 

For Seabass the biomass is estimated to have increased by more than 30% between the 

periods 2008–2011 (average of the 4 years) and 2012–2013 (average of the 3 years). This 

implies an increase in landings of at most 20%. When the uncertainty cap in relation to 

the average landings of the last 7 years (2007-2013) is applied, this corresponds to lan-

dings in 2016 of no more than 3 037t. Considering that landings in the net fisheries has 
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increased significantly (the bulk of the net fishery historically targets sole and to a les-

ser extent seabass but reports effort on seabass increasing after the decrease of the sole 

quota from 2012), an additional precautionary action is needed. This would lead to 

landings of no more than  2437t.  

Discards are known to take place but are not fully quantified. Anecdotal information 

suggests that discards may be very low in the area. 

14.5 Future Research and data requirements 

There are several important limitations to knowledge of sea bass populations, and de-

ficiencies in data, that should be addressed in order to improve the assessments and 

advice for sea bass in the NE Atlantic. WGBIE 2015 makes the following recommenda-

tions:  

The establishment of dedicated surveys on nurseries and tagging data on small fish 

could provide valuable information on trends in abundance and population structure 

of bass  

Recruitment indices are needed for a wider geographic range including the Celtic/Irish 

Sea and Biscay areas. 

Further research is needed to better understand the spatial dynamics of sea bass (mi-

xing between ICES areas; effects of site fidelity on fishery impacts; spawning site – 

recruitment ground linkages; environmental influences) 

Studies are needed to investigate the accuracy/bias in ageing, and errors due to age 

sampling schemes historically 

Continued estimation of recreational catches is needed across the stock range, and in-

formation to evaluate historical trends in recreational effort and catches would be be-

neficial for interpreting changes in age-length compositions over time. 

14.6 Management plans 

No management plan is known at present for the VIIIab stock. 

14.7 Management consideration 

Sea bass are characterised by slow growth, late maturity and low natural mortality on 

adults, which imply the need for comparatively low rates of fishing mortality to avoid 

depletion of spawning potential in each year class. In the IVbc, VIIa,d-h stock, dynamic 

of the stock is closely dependant to some year of good or very poor recruitment. It 

could be also the case in the Bay of Biscay. 

The importance of sea bass to recreational fisheries, artisanal and other inshore com-

mercial fisheries and large-scale offshore fisheries in different regions means that re-

source sharing is an important management consideration  

The effects of targeting of offshore spawning aggregations of sea bass are poorly un-

derstood, particularly how the fishing effort is distributed in relation to mixing of fish 

from different nursery grounds or summer feeding grounds, given the strong site fi-

delity of sea bass.  

As bass is, at present, a non-TAC species, there is potential for displacement of fishing 

effort from other species with limiting quotas as observed with nets in Bay of Biscay. 



452  | ICES WGBIE REPORT 2015 

With no effective control on the fishery to limit the increase of the landings as observed 

in 2014, risks are taken unless strong year classes are produced.  

14.8 Recommendations for next benchmark assessment 

WGBIE proposes a benchmark for 2017 to :  

-Develop assessment methods, possibly in conjunction with the other stocks of seabass 

-Carry out a quality check of all seabass data for the Bay of Biscay. 
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Figure 14-2 : French landings in tons in Bay of Biscay (VIIIa, VIIIb) by gears. 
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Table 14-1 Sea bass in the VIIIab area. ICES and official landings (tons).  
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Source official stats official stats Ices stats official stats official stats Ices stats official stats 

1978 0 1146 1146 0 0   0 

1979 0 1132 1132 0 0   0 

1980 0 1086 1086 0 0   0 

1981 0     0 0   0 

1982 0     0 0   0 

1983 0 1363 1363 0 0   0 

1984 0 2886 2886 0 0   0 

1985 0 2477 2477 0 0   0 

1986 0 2606 2606 0 0   0 

1987 0 2474 2474 0 0   5 

1988 0 2274 2274 0 0   15 

1989 0 2201 2201 0 0   0 

1990 0 1678 1678 0 0   0 

1991 0 1774 1774 0 17   0 

1992 0 1752 1752 0 14   0 

1993 0 1595 1595 0 14   0 

1994 0 1708 1708 0 17   0 

1995 0 1549 1549 0 0   0 

1996 0 1459 1459 0 0   0 

1997 0 1415 1415 0 0   0 

1998 0 1261 1261 0 27   0 

1999 0 0 2080 0 11   0 

2000 0 2080 2295 0 67   0 

2001 0 2020 2238 3 68   0 

2002 0 1937 2216 0 176   0 

2003 0 2812 2497 0 119   0 

2004 0 2561 2284 0 96   0 

2005 0 3184 2722 0 74   0 

2006 0 3318 2707 0 168   2 

2007 1 2984 2677 0 74 90 1 

2008 0 1508 2600 0 145   0 

2009 1 2339 2152 0 194 126 0 

2010 0 2322 2089 0 165 140 2 

2011 1 2295 2297 0 311 278 0 

2012  0  2325 2348  0    201   

2013 0   2532 0   153 0 

2014* 0 2900 2900 0 91 91 0 

*Provisional 
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Table 14-2 French Number at length by gear, 2014 

2014, France, 8ab bottomtrawl 

danish 

seine others handlines longlines nets 

pelagic 

trawl 

31 183 0 0 0 0 0 0 

32 183 0 0 0 0 0 0 

33 959 369 0 0 0 84 0 

34 183 0 0 0 0 0 0 

35 7761 737 0 72 520 135 0 

36 11962 496 0 1213 3950 1370 0 

37 31828 10952 0 1142 10587 5179 0 

38 31501 128 0 1003 9194 5352 0 

39 35070 369 0 2375 14287 21400 191 

40 29069 1707 0 3780 14908 31573 574 

41 35990 1437 0 2804 18493 134050 794 

42 28415 1883 0 6250 29189 95182 2607 

43 21056 12720 0 4182 25842 112621 2345 

44 23868 2604 0 4955 23309 90634 766 

45 16625 13962 0 7000 20198 175239 3153 

46 12772 2917 0 8194 18665 152877 4736 

47 14309 1379 0 3456 12505 117676 3583 

48 9166 1198 0 4559 10958 34222 5932 

49 10136 1331 0 3633 24339 42289 8562 

50 7009 10974 0 3956 13902 38892 5736 

51 7153 964 0 3297 10709 29587 6918 

52 4973 418 0 2648 12433 25256 5044 

53 5955 914 142 2145 15717 11972 1387 

54 4741 312 0 360 11019 10182 2181 

55 4109 812 0 2372 11770 16066 2811 

56 2450 523 142 1224 15167 10883 892 

57 2743 1050 0 571 14553 12787 617 

58 1367 628 0 931 10074 12646 1545 

59 2030 234 0 0 5171 11038 2764 

60 2498 628 0 643 7369 11527 1470 

61 1840 785 71 571 8756 11901 1083 

62 870 262 0 360 8002 8617 1686 

63 1321 234 0 931 7597 7950 1903 

64 1367 0 0 571 6257 10388 1614 

65 688 262 71 360 10460 11484 1662 

66 2535 156 0 0 7919 7951 1205 

67 183 206 71 0 10483 5301 1662 

68 451 213 0 0 6912 7321 672 

69 909 78 0 1142 3549 6159 2073 

70 0 0 71 0 7396 4088 578 

71 458 156 71 0 6079 2252 481 

72 0 0 0 1142 6014 3191 0 

73 412 396 0 0 3278 1080 1638 

74 229 0 71 0 1650 1589 289 

75 232 0 0 0 3417 868 0 

76 458 0 0 72 1808 672 191 

77 451 78 0 0 1634 1265 191 

78 183 0 0 0 1805 77 425 

79 0 78 0 0 333 84 0 
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2014, France, 8ab bottomtrawl 

danish 

seine others handlines longlines nets 

pelagic 

trawl 

80 0 105 0 0 667 102 603 

81 0 0 0 0 302 48 191 

82 0 0 0 0 635 1640 0 

83 0 0 71 0 635 1559 0 

84 0 0 0 0 1652 0 0 

85 0 0 0 0 302 84 0 

86 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

87 0 0 0 0 302 0 0 

 

Table 14-3 Abundance Index from French log book used for assessment  

YEAR apparent LPUE (Kg/day) 

2000 1,66 

2001 1,84 

2002 1,27 

2003 1,37 

2004 1,55 

2005 0,86 

2006 0,85 

2007 1,18 

2008 0,93 

2009 1,2 

2010 1,19 

2011 1,2 

2012 1,3 

2013 1,52 

2014 1,61 
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Figure 14-3  Abundance Index from French logbook used for assessment  

 

 


