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Summary Statement 
The ‘ConversaƟons with the Inshore Fisheries and ConservaƟon Authority (IFCA)’ project interviewed 
over 70 IFCA staff and authority members during 2023/24 to capture their reflecƟons on how IFCAs 
are doing; achievements, challenges, and opportuniƟes to further strengthen IFCA capaciƟes. The 
interviews give new and detailed insight into the lived experience of delivering management of our 
inshore waters; the importance to IFCAs of ensuring a balanced and evidence-based approach to their 
management, clear successes in achieving effecƟve management of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
through the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs’ (Defra’s) revised approach, and the 
operaƟonalisaƟon of co-management, which IFCAs deliver by their design, enabling quality assurance 
to management outcomes in IFCA districts.  

The IFCA remit to deliver sustainability, within the boundaries of its legal duƟes, whilst balancing 
mulƟple, oŌen compeƟng, claims over the sea from a diversity of coastal stakeholders, is fundamental 
to achieving co-management but has implicaƟons for how IFCAs are perceived and evaluated. Finding 
balance between many, oŌen means that no single party is enƟrely saƟsfied with the management 
outcome; the serious business of managing limited marine resources effecƟvely is not (and should not 
be) about popularity.   

Inadequate IFCA funding has long been documented and has reached a threshold where its erosive 
impact is tangible and future capaciƟes look uncertain. However, despite lack of funding, IFCAs achieve 
a lot with very liƩle. This includes effecƟve stakeholder engagement which oŌen goes beyond statutory 
requirement, sƟmulated by the need to ensure their management design is responding to the needs 
of their district and has legiƟmacy amongst coastal stakeholders. IFCAs value their autonomy and 
stewardship over the enƟre management process that is encompassed within their remit, from 
idenƟfying need, to design of management, to implementaƟon, to enforcement, monitoring change 
and, where required, adaptaƟon. This valued stewardship means corners are rarely cut; problems with 
management (including unintended consequences) return to the door of the IFCA, not someone else.  

There are opportuniƟes to strengthen collaboraƟon and partnership between IFCAs and other 
organisaƟons and to achieve greater consistency across IFCAs in generic areas of acƟvity where a 
joined-up approach is beneficial, such as stakeholder communicaƟons and staff and authority member 
wellbeing.  

One of the biggest changes IFCAs would like to see, alongside more secure long-term funding, is 
greater recogniƟon of their value and contribuƟon by central government and the wider public. 
Neglect of what is currently done well by IFCAs is both a missed opportunity to celebrate what is 
working, and a risk, lest IFCAs be sidelined by re-invented models rather than the proven to work 
infrastructure already in place. The Theory of Change within this report offers a suggested pathway to 
IFCAs to strengthen their collecƟve capabiliƟes across the short and longer-term.  

Report Conclusions 
1. IFCAs are delivering balanced and evidence-based management in our English inshore waters 

The IFCA model for marine resource management embodies the qualiƟes of regionality, balance and 
democracy. As per their remit established in the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009 (herein the 2009 
Act), and upheld in the naƟonal IFCA vision, IFCAs “lead, champion and manage a sustainable marine 
environment and inshore fisheries, by successfully securing the right balance between social, 
environmental and economic benefits to ensure healthy seas, sustainable fisheries and a viable 
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industry”. Working within their districts, the IFCA staff and authority members, a collecƟve of 
appointed volunteers and statutory stakeholders with relevant local knowledge, must democraƟcally 
navigate the different claims that are made on marine resources, to find balance between compeƟng 
agendas and needs. IFCA decision-making is a mulƟ-stakeholder, publicly accessible deliberaƟon, 
which demands a robust and therefore persuasive evidence-base that is provided by IFCA staff, oŌen 
working in partnership with others. As such, IFCAs serve as a quality assurance to management 
outcomes regarding local relevance, workability and implicaƟon for a wide range of stakeholders. A 
2024 online survey of IFCA staff and authority members1 found that, when asked to reflect on their 
direct experience of being on the IFCA, 95.3% strongly agreed or agreed with the statement ‘Generally 
speaking, whilst IFCA decisions may not always find approval amongst all stakeholders, IFCA 
management is evidence-based’. 

2. IFCAs have implemented effecƟve management of inshore MPAs in relaƟon to fishing acƟviƟes.  

IFCA delivery of Defra’s revised approach (2014-2024) to MPA management has involved a meƟculous 
navigaƟon of balance between effecƟve protecƟon and maintaining a viable inshore fishery, using a 
combinaƟon of Natural England data and IFCAs’ own detailed evidence. In the last decade, IFCAs have 
assessed over 13,500 interacƟons between commercial fishing gear and designated European Marine 
Site features, implemenƟng a diverse and oŌen complex range of approaches to manage fishing 
acƟviƟes in MPAs1. This has included protecƟon of 25.5% of England’s MPA network from boƩom 
trawling through relevant IFCA byelaws, implemented on a case-by-case basis of demonstrable 
necessity (ibid).  Where appropriate, and whenever possible, this process has enabled balanced, 
detailed and evidence-based management in place of broad-brush precauƟonary approaches. In the 
online survey of IFCAs, 86.2% of respondents strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that “IFCA 
management represents a fair balance between marine conservaƟon and sustainable use of marine 
resources”.  

3. IFCAs are delivering effecƟve regional co-management  

IFCAs are delivering effecƟve quality co-management across inshore fisheries. This is enabled through 
efficient working between IFCA staff and the democraƟc and representaƟve decision-making 
authoriƟes, a model that clearly benefits from devolved regional embeddedness. Established literature 
on co-management aƩests that true co-management requires representaƟon of mulƟple coastal 
stakeholders capable of managing marine resources for all society, rather than one single group, 
accompanied by devoluƟon of powers to implement decisions. IFCAs, with their breadth of stakeholder 
representaƟon and legislaƟve powers, are an in-place, well-funcƟoning, infrastructure for co-
management that is delivering results. The IFCA remit to balance sustainable fisheries and effecƟve 
marine conservaƟon means that IFCAs manage the inshore seas as a societal resource, for everyone, 
including future generaƟons. 

4. The IFCA remit to balance mulƟple claims over the sea is fundamental to co-management but has 
implicaƟons for how IFCAs are perceived and evaluated 

Co-management of marine resources, through democraƟc deliberaƟon where balance between 
mulƟple, oŌen compeƟng, claims must be navigated, is not easy and requires skill and experience to 
find middle ground through evidence-based reasoning to progress a decision. Decisions that reflect a 
balance between different sets of prioriƟes cannot please all stakeholders and will invariably result in 
a degree of disappointment for some. This does not mean that, where present, poor stakeholder 

 
1 The online survey was distributed across IFCA staff and members in 2024 and received 86 responses, which is 
a representaƟve sample (23% of all staff and members at naƟonal scale). 
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relaƟonships should be leŌ unaddressed, but this reality is important for the wider fisheries 
management community, including central government and public bodies, to comprehend. 
PercepƟon-based evaluaƟons of IFCA performance (both formal and informal) must take into full 
account the IFCAs’ remit to deliver balance across mulƟple stakeholder interests. If a single stakeholder 
group were fully saƟsfied with an IFCA decision it is a probable indicator of unbalanced management. 
More evidence is required to ascertain the extent to which stakeholder dissaƟsfacƟon with IFCAs, if it 
exists, is a product of IFCA performance, or aƩributable to a lack of communicaƟon between the IFCA 
(staff and members) regarding its management approach and the broader coastal community who do 
not sit on an IFCA or aƩend its public meeƟngs. The online survey across IFCA staff and members found 
83.7 % agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “As part of the IFCA I feel my voice is heard and 
that my views maƩer”.  

5.  Impacts of inadequate IFCA funding 

Persistent inadequacy of IFCA funding, since their incepƟon in 2011, has exacerbated many of the 
challenges IFCAs face. Whilst perceived as good ‘value for money’, a forced prioriƟsaƟon within IFCAs 
of the most urgent management needs means that they are not reaching their full potenƟal to deliver 
the wide range of research and management measures of which they are capable. Lack of funding and 
staff capacity can someƟmes underpin a lack of communicaƟon and erosion of relaƟons between IFCAs 
and wider coastal community, especially fishers who are not involved in IFCAs and who may be 
unaware of the evidence and deliberaƟon that has underpinned decision-making. Dependency on 
cash-strapped local councils, and inconsistent short-term central government funding, seriously 
threatens the conƟnuaƟon of the IFCA model and the benefits that they deliver to inshore fisheries 
and coastal communiƟes. Savings could be explored through improving efficiency via centralisaƟon of 
some of the universal elements of the IFCAs’ workload, such as HR and communicaƟons processes, 
requiring more investment in the capaciƟes of the AssociaƟon of IFCAs (AIFCA) to coordinate and 
deliver these effecƟvely.  

6. IFCAs conduct effecƟve stakeholder engagement and value their autonomy and stewardship over 
the management process 

Despite limited funding, IFCAs invest in extensive engagement with stakeholders. IFCAs go well beyond 
statutory requirement, and it is common pracƟce to hold mulƟple rounds of informal public 
consultaƟon, with in person events, prior to a formal consultaƟon. This is moƟvated by the unique 
stewardship that IFCAs have over the enƟre process of management in their districts, from 
idenƟficaƟon of a problem, evidencing a soluƟon, public deliberaƟon of its impacts and viability, 
legislaƟng, and ulƟmately enforcing management, in an area that is ‘their patch’ and in which the 
IFCAs’ officers and members live and work. This means that IFCAs tend not to cut corners or suffer a 
‘get it off my desk and it’s someone else’s problem’ style syndrome, since they alone are responsible 
for implemenƟng the management they design. If IFCA stakeholder engagement is inadequate, or the 
impacts of management overlooked, the potenƟal lack of legiƟmacy of the intervenƟon will cause 
problems for an IFCA in terms of enforcement. Many IFCA staff commented on the value of sharing 
knowledge across research (environmental) and enforcement teams regarding the pracƟcal 
workability of management soluƟons under consideraƟon. The embeddedness of IFCAs in their 
districts, and long-term social networks and relaƟonships, bolster their capacity to deliver effecƟve 
stakeholder engagement, as is clearly evidenced in this report. This report also highlights the value 
(albeit not without challenge) of bringing together enforcement and engagement acƟviƟes, and the 
knowledge sharing and relaƟonship strengthening that can result from regular in-person interacƟons 
between fishers and IFCA officers. Last, but not least, the autonomy of IFCAs to create their own 
legislaƟon, implemenƟng the decisions members collecƟvely reach, makes them aƩracƟve 
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organisaƟons with whom to engage. Investment to enable wider outreach by IFCAs to broader and 
diverse coastal publics is advisable and could contribute significantly to rural development in coastal 
areas.  

7.  There are opportuniƟes to strengthen collaboraƟon and partnership between IFCAs and other 
organisaƟons and to achieve greater consistency across IFCAs in generic areas of acƟvity where a 
joined-up approach is beneficial 

The quality of relaƟonships between IFCA and Marine Management OrganisaƟon (MMO) officers 
working at local level is variable but where relaƟons are good, there is recogniƟon regarding the 
contribuƟon to effecƟve management, enforcement and job saƟsfacƟon. Whilst IFCAs clearly 
arƟculate the need for individual approaches to management based on their districts’ needs, there is 
scope for greater connecƟon and consistency regarding universal areas of IFCA policy and process, 
including communicaƟon, training of staff, human resources, work culture and staff and member 
wellbeing.  

8.  Current lack of understanding and recogniƟon of the value of IFCA contribuƟon to regional co-
management is a missed opportunity and risk 

The Joint Fisheries Statement (JFS, 20222), which sets the direcƟon of UK fisheries management,  
menƟons IFCAs only twice, in the glossary of terms and on p.12 where it is stated: “The Inshore 
Fisheries and ConservaƟon AuthoriƟes (IFCAs) in England will need to have regard to the Act, the JFS 
and FMPs, where required by any guidance issued by the Secretary of State about performance of their 
funcƟons or where undertaking a relevant funcƟon delegated to them by the MMO”.  The JFS also 
explicitly commits to ‘strengthen and move towards’ a co-management approach.  

Lack of acknowledgement in naƟonal policy of the exisƟng in-place infrastructure and extensive 
achievements of IFCAs in their delivery of co-management of inshore seas, which at a six nauƟcal mile 
boundary covers the vast majority of our fishing fleet and over 50% of MPAs, is a problem to be 
addressed. Inadequate recogniƟon seems to stem from a combinaƟon of poor understanding of what 
IFCAs do, not helped by the high mobility and associated turnover of civil service staff in central 
government, lack of knowledge of the benefits of devolved and regional models for fisheries co-
management, and an overreliance on percepƟons of IFCAs as a form of evaluaƟon.   

Lack of recogniƟon of IFCAs’ achievements erodes self-esteem amongst IFCA staff and undermines the 
important contribuƟons that IFCAs can make, both in terms of informing naƟonal policy and evidencing 
progress already achieved. As the vice-chair of AIFCA Prof. Michael Williams recently commented 
“We’re good at worrying about what’s not working, but we don’t do a good job about educaƟng the 
public about what’s going well”. Investment to enable IFCAs to fully engage with key policy areas and 
communicate more widely about the value of balancing protecƟon with sustainable use of our seas, 
would facilitate the flow of knowledge and experience from the regions to central government and 
wider afield. IFCAs would welcome greater recogniƟon of their contribuƟons by central government, 
in parƟcular relaƟng to Fisheries Management Plan (FMP) development. Lack of input from IFCAs in 
naƟonal policy risks a wasteful supplantaƟon, where centralised aggregate data and broad-brush 
management dominates in the place of well-developed and already well funcƟoning co-management 
processes that are tailored by IFCAs to local need and relevance. 
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“Look, these interviews are great, our annual reports are there, we’ve got case studies on the 
website, we are telling our story, but who’s listening?”    

[IFCA officer, I16] 

 

Prologue (a note from the author) 
 In the world of UK fisheries and marine management it seems everyone has a view about 
IFCAs. One need simply browse the pages of any ediƟon of Fishing News to find a wide range of 
accounts that involve IFCAs in one way or another. These are predominantly accounts of the day to 
day working of IFCAs; numerous byelaw consultaƟons and calls for evidence, permit amendments, 
monitoring work, successful prosecuƟons of fishing offences, ‘days in the life of’ IFCA officers. There 
are also arƟcles relaƟng to how IFCAs are perceived. Some lament ‘a lack of consistency across 
enforcement approaches’ (20.10.22) and a ‘lack of trust’ (15.9.22) (although notably, the laƩer 
reported fisher trust in IFCAs to be greater relaƟve to other statutory organisaƟons). Others comment 
on ‘the growing number of issues that IFCAs are being tasked with, without a corresponding increase 
in resources’ (16.2.22), whilst some nominate IFCAs for awards (7.6.2019, 14.3.24). In the two years 
I’ve been working in UK fisheries, I’ve also witnessed many varied and oŌen conflicƟng opinions about 
IFCAs. Some, especially new entrants into fisheries management, (with high mobility across the civil 
service there are many) don’t really know what an IFCA does, nor how they differ from the MMO, or 
fisher organisaƟons, nor why we need regional management at all: ‘wouldn’t a centralised model 
where everything was the same be more efficient?’ [see Theme 2 for a discussion on this very point].  

 A quesƟon I conƟnue to hear queries the extent to which IFCAs consƟtute ‘a good vehicle’ with 
which to deliver co-management of fisheries, given UK commitments to ‘move toward’ a co-
management approach as wriƩen in the JFS.  In fact, this quesƟon, which was also asked as part of the 
interview schedule, formed the original Ɵtle for this project. Of the 78 interviewees that parƟcipated 
in this research, when asked whether IFCAs are a good vehicle for co-management, all answered a 
unanimous ‘Yes’ and, as the project progressed, it started to feel a ridiculous quesƟon to even ask. 
IFCAs, by design, are already delivering co-management and a sophisƟcated version of it. The focus of 
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this project has therefore evolved to one of recogniƟon, to help evidence and communicate exisƟng 
capacity to deliver co-management, whilst idenƟfying areas to strengthen.  

 Mindful of the various debates that surround IFCAs, this report is about what they themselves 
think about what they do and how they do it. Through the exploraƟon of that, this report has also 
disƟlled a clear arƟculaƟon of the value of regional co-management that IFCAs embody. Between June 
2023 and March 2024, 78 in-depth interviews were conducted (by me, and mostly in person) across 
all ten IFCAs in England with IFCA staff (from various teams), chief officers, and IFCA members. The in-
person approach aimed to create a safe space for those working for IFCAs to openly reflect about how 
they feel their IFCA is doing, what’s going well, what is a challenge, what could be done to further 
strengthen IFCAs enabling them to reach their full potenƟal. The research also conducted a small 
number of interviews with key people working externally to IFCAs, with parƟcular focus on capturing 
some of the more criƟcal voices. These too are an important part of the IFCA story, albeit IFCA staff 
have themselves raised the same issues as part of their internal reflecƟons.   

 In wriƟng this report, an uncertainty has been whether the approach to this research, that 
took the slower route of in-depth, in person conversaƟon, would ulƟmately reveal anything new 
relaƟve to exisƟng independent evaluaƟons of IFCAs3, including Defra’s four-year IFCA OperaƟons and 
Conduct Reports (available for 2014-2018 here4, with the latest round of reports anƟcipated in early 
2025). SecƟon 2 reflects and builds on the learning that was captured in the 2021 Defra evaluaƟon of 
IFCAs, with which some of these findings concur, although the open-ended style of interview adopted 
here has enabled a more diverse set of issues to emerge. The OperaƟons and Conduct reporƟng 
process consƟtutes a regular wide-reaching opportunity for those in fisheries, and the public, to give 
their opinions about IFCA acƟviƟes, and the imminent publicaƟon of the latest version is one reason 
why this project did not incorporate many views of those operaƟng externally to IFCAs, to avoid 
replicaƟon.  

 The value of this project seems to lie in the detail of the interviews, which consƟtute 
qualitaƟve data as evidence, and perhaps capture something further than what would be available in 
more quanƟtaƟve approaches to measuring progress. They shine light on the daily lived experience of 
an IFCA, the challenges they navigate, and the frustraƟons faced, which are someƟmes beyond their 
control. Weaving these conversaƟons together into one overall narraƟve also demonstrates that, as a 
collecƟve community, IFCAs are far greater than the sum of their individual districts. Many of the 
findings in this report concur with exisƟng evaluaƟons that have similarly concluded that IFCAs do a 
lot, with very liƩle budget, and are delivering their vision, but this report seeks to go a liƩle further. 
Yes, IFCAs are delivering what they are supposed to, but, if we pause to take full stock of what IFCAs 
are actually achieving, and the novelty in how they do it, notwithstanding the challenges that are real 
and should be addressed, IFCAs are perhaps already delivering world class fisheries co-management.  
The irony is that whilst the Fisheries Act (2020) aims to achieve ‘world class’, the persistent and serious 
underfunding of IFCAs erodes current delivery of the world class fisheries management already 
underway, inshore at least. Those stories remain untold and, where they are told, unheard. IFCAs are 
too busy doing management, daily ‘firefighƟng’ with the ever growing demands placed upon them, 
and limited capacity to naƟonally coordinate and self-promote.   

 This report is wriƩen for those who are curious about IFCAs, for new authority members who 
are just embarking on their IFCA journey (welcome and thank you), or for anyone working in fisheries 
management and marine conservaƟon, with a purpose to help generate recogniƟon, understanding 
and (perhaps overdue) appreciaƟon of the progress being made inshore within our regions. One need 
only look at the naƟonal FMPs being produced and reflect on the fact that many of the 
recommendaƟons and aspiraƟons in those plans are already operaƟonal throughout our inshore 
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fisheries, minimum landing sizes, boat length restricƟons, and effort limitaƟons to name but a few. 
Furthermore, and I have to keep reminding myself of this because it’s so hard to believe, but MMO-
appointed IFCA members are unpaid volunteers; the Ɵme and energy those members conƟnue to give, 
securing the funcƟoning of IFCA management in our regions, is surely the best indicator of IFCA value 
and worth. As one authority member put it “People engage with the IFCA because they are 
empowered to make decisions, they vote, their opinions have a direct impact” [I39].   

Given all this, the perceived lack of recogniƟon from central government of IFCAs, which is felt 
by many IFCA staff (and captured in this report) is concerning. At best, it misses an important 
opportunity to benefit and build upon the co-management infrastructure, knowledge, and experience 
that this country already has. At worst, it risks overriding and destabilising what IFCAs are achieving 
inshore. It also undermines the morale of many IFCA staff who wonder if they’ll exist as an organisaƟon 
at all in the future, or whether they’ll conƟnue to have to ‘beat down doors’ of meeƟngs to which they 
should probably be first in line to aƩend. The Theory of Change delivered at the end of this report is a 
pathway to support IFCAs to become the best version of themselves and highlights the type of 
investment required to do that. Not all of that support is about more funding. It is also about greater 
coordinaƟon and accountability internally, and more recogniƟon and respect externally; these are co-
dependent changes, but they do not cost much to implement. From here on in, very liƩle in this report 
reflects my own view; this is an IFCA story, as told by the IFCAs themselves.  

Dr Sarah Coulthard 

Newcastle University,  

18th December, 2024. 
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SecƟon 1 
The case for regional co-management as delivered by the 

IFCA model 

 

“Co-management builds on the acƟve involvement in regulatory decision-making of those people 
whose livelihoods depend on the viability of the natural resource. In contrast to government agencies 
in a top-down, command-and-control role, co-management schemes divide the responsibiliƟes of 
regulatory funcƟons between government and user-groups based on the principles of collaboraƟon 
and partnership. The expected outcome is a more equitable, legiƟmate and effecƟve management 
system” 

 (JentoŌ et al. 2003 p.2815) 

 

“the co-management potenƟal of these insƟtuƟons [IFCAs] can be fully realised only if they have 
authority to exercise decisions, if their opinions maƩer…” 

Pieraccini and Carwell (2016 p.7456) 
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1.1. IntroducƟon – IFCAs as a vehicle of co-management  
 The JFS, which lays out government’s vision to achieving the objecƟves of the Fisheries Act 
(2020), commits government to more collaboraƟve forms of fisheries co-management:  

“There are different models of parƟcipatory decision making in place across the UK, which provide the 
seafood and marine sectors, non-government organisaƟons and coastal communiƟes with a voice in 
the decisions that impact them. The fisheries policy authoriƟes are commiƩed to further developing 
and strengthening these arrangements for moving toward co-management of our fisheries and 
promoƟng inclusivity and involvement in our management approach across all parts of society”. 

SecƟon 3.4.2. ParƟcipatory Decision Making,  

JFS 

The ten regional IFCAs have, by design, been delivering co-management of fisheries and marine 
resources in England’s inshore seas (up to 6 nauƟcal miles (nm)) since their incepƟon in 2011 under 
the 2009 Act. IFCAs, which evolved from the former Sea Fisheries CommiƩees (SFCs) are commiƩees 
or joint commiƩees of local government that must, in accordance with SecƟon 153 of the 2009 Act:  

“(a) seek to ensure that the exploitaƟon of sea fisheries resources is carried out in a sustainable way, 
(b) seek to balance the social and economic benefits of exploiƟng the sea fisheries resources of the 
district with the need to protect the marine environment from, or promote its recovery from, the effects 
of such exploitaƟon, (c) take any other steps which in the authority’s opinion are necessary or expedient 
for the purpose of making a contribuƟon to the achievement of sustainable development, and (d) seek 
to balance the different needs of persons engaged in the exploitaƟon of sea fisheries resources in their 
district”.  

Fig. 1. The ten IFCA regions in England  
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The regulaƟon of marine inshore fisheries in England is ulƟmately the responsibility of the 
Government's Defra, which delegates certain regulatory responsibiliƟes to the MMO, which, amongst 
other important naƟonal regulatory funcƟons, licences commercial fishing boats, and the ten IFCAs 
who regulate their areas through local byelaws and other management measures (see Rodwell et al. 
20147 and Clark et al. 20178 for detailed accounts of the evoluƟon of IFCAs). The way an IFCA works, 
in essence, is as follows. IFCA staff collect data and monitor the condiƟon of fish stocks, wider 
environmental condiƟons, and the presence and condiƟon of protected species and habitats in marine 
protected areas, within their specific regions. The staff then use that data, which includes input (both 
knowledge and other data sets) from local stakeholders, to assess the condiƟon of the fisheries and 
protected areas, and requirements for management intervenƟons. Importantly, as we will see later, 
Natural England are responsible for providing IFCAs with data on the status of protected areas, 
including advice on operaƟons within MPAs as well as the condiƟon of MPAs. However, IFCAs oŌen 
add to, and help verify this data, with their own monitoring data that is someƟmes (argued as being) 
more up to date and relevant to the specifics of the site (see secƟons 4.2 and 4.3). IFCA staff collate 
available evidence to make recommendaƟons for management. These recommendaƟons then go 
through mulƟple rounds of stakeholder consultaƟon, which go beyond statutory requirement, 
combining informal consultaƟon processes, such as in person drop ins and workshops, with formal 
online consultaƟons. The laƩer reach relevant stakeholders via social media, the IFCA website and via 
email, phone call, or post, using the contact details that all IFCAs hold for their stakeholders within the 
fishery. The staff then incorporate the findings of the consultaƟon with their exisƟng data, to create an 
evidenced-based set of recommendaƟons which are presented to the IFCA’s members, either at full 
authority meeƟngs or at sub-commiƩee meeƟngs, both of which are publicly accessible. 

 Prior to a full public authority meeƟng, most IFCAs have working groups and sub-commiƩees 
which thrash out the detail and points of debate for the management proposals so that when 
recommendaƟons are presented to the whole authority in public, they are in their best possible 
format. The authority itself is made up of a diverse membership which collecƟvely represents coastal 
society in that region. IFCA member commiƩees vary in size, but must include representaƟon of 
elected councillors who sit on local authoriƟes within the region (who fund the IFCAs, and have the 
broader public good in mind), three statutory organisaƟons (the Environment Agency, the MMO and 
Natural England) who contribute perspecƟves from their individual organisaƟons but also secure the 
important connecƟon between regional decision-making and naƟonal policy and strategic vision, and 
MMO-appointed members, selected by the MMO following an applicaƟon and interview process, 
based on the knowledge they bring to the authority. MMO appointees always include local commercial 
and recreaƟonal fishers, local conservaƟon and wildlife groups, and usually academics (see Fig.2). 
These members do not formally represent their sector of origin but are charged with bringing their 
specific sector knowledge and experience to the decision-making table. It is then down to the authority 
members to discuss the evidence presented to them by the IFCA staff, weighing up the pros and cons 
according to the different knowledges they bring and stakeholder posiƟons they are most familiar with.  

 The debate is facilitated by the IFCA authority chairperson. When considering new 
management, it is the authority members, not the IFCA staff, that make the decision on whether to 
accept the recommendaƟons or request further evidence from the staff or reject proposed 
recommendaƟons. If accepted, the IFCA then has legislaƟve powers to create a byelaw or use other 
means (such as permit condiƟons) to implement the management measure. If rejected by the 
authority, IFCA staff must return to the drawing board and come up with either more evidence, or a 
new proposal. The enforcement teams of the IFCA are then charged with enforcing and monitoring 
compliance, which feeds back to inform the IFCA about the legiƟmacy and workability of the 
management they have implemented. Byelaws are reviewed every five years and many IFCAs have 
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now adopted flexible management approaches, such as permit condiƟons, which afford them greater 
capacity to respond quickly with adapƟve management to the changes and needs that emerge from 
the fishery. The regional embeddedness of IFCAs, the democraƟc debate they facilitate, the decision-
making power that resides within them to legislate, and the ownership over the enƟre process from 
idenƟficaƟon of a management need, through to design and ulƟmately implementaƟon and 
enforcement of management, are the key elements that make IFCAs a disƟncƟve model of co-
management. 

Fig 2. ComposiƟon of IFCA general members (MMO appointees) categorised along lines of experƟse.  

Data source: March 2024, MMO. ‘Other’ includes media and comms, seafood markeƟng, marine archaeology, 
educaƟon, MET office, marine science and planning, yachƟng, diving, RNLI and policy makers 

 

 Fundamentally, co-management is a “collaboraƟve and parƟcipatory process of regulatory 
decision making between representaƟves of user groups, government agencies, research insƟtuƟons 
and other stakeholders” (JentoŌ et al. 2003 p.3). The model of the IFCA facilitates the management of 
the sea as a resource for all society (not just one group) and, via its sustainability remit, future 
generaƟons too, democraƟcally navigaƟng compeƟng claims over marine resources to find balance 
between mulƟple agendas. It is this breath of engagement and knowledge within the IFCA, and 
devolved power to make decisions at regional levels, that make IFCAs a clear model of co-
management. Genuine co-management is only achieved when power is shared between users, not 
devolved to one parƟcular group over another (JentoŌ et al. 2003, Appleby and Jones 20129 ). From a 
pracƟcal perspecƟve alone, if central government were to pursue a co-management model with just 
one stakeholder group at a Ɵme it would end up with a highly fragmented and unmanageable sets of 
parallel relaƟonships, government and fishing industry, government and recreaƟonal anglers, 
government and conservaƟon groups etc., all generaƟng very different expectaƟons and input 
regarding the management of marine resources, with central government unlikely to meet any of 
them, risking false expectaƟon and (yet more) broken promises. Of course, other consultaƟve 
engagement efforts abound, where stakeholders are invited to comment, and someƟmes co-design 
marine management opƟons, but ulƟmately cannot influence decisions made. That power always 
resides within central government and is therefore not co-management, since government is not 
legally bound to act on any consultaƟon findings. IFCAs are similarly not legally bound to act on 
consultaƟon findings, but the accountability afforded by the mulƟ-stakeholder public forum by which 
decisions are made, means that evidence cannot easily be assumed away.    

Commerical 
fisher, 36%

Recreational 
fisher, 20%

Environmental 
interest, 27%

Other, 17%
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 Delivering co-management is not easy. IFCAs use (what will always be) imperfect evidence to 
navigate balanced management, as dictated by the 2009 Act, that can incorporate different needs of 
stakeholders whilst ensuring sustainability across social, economic and environmental criteria. IFCA 
members can vote to accept or reject recommendaƟons from officers, oŌen employing experience-
based skills of ‘disagreeing agreeably’ in order to progress acƟon. This means IFCAs usually make 
decisions that are not universally popular but are bounded by the legal duƟes of the authority; as one 
IFCA officer put it ‘if no one is livid but no one is happy, we’ve probably got our management about 
right’ [I45]. This reality, that all IFCAs face, is important to consider in any external evaluaƟons that are 
percepƟons-based; delivering effecƟve sustainable marine resource management is not, and must 
never become, a popularity contest. Making unpopular decisions, someƟmes produces poliƟcal 
interference, which can and has hindered what IFCAs can achieve; their response has been to 
strengthen the evidence they produce.   

 

1.2. A synthesis of key strengths: the IFCA triangle of regional co-
management 

“Improving fisheries sustainability to any significant degree requires concerted effort in regional 
policy making” (Rodwell et al. 20145). 

The findings of this research demonstrate a consistent view across all IFCAs that they provide 
an advanced model for democraƟc regional co-management and have used this model to deliver, with 
success, fisheries and marine resource co-management for over a decade. Arguments regarding the 
strength of the IFCA model can be arranged around three key points (Fig. 3); the evidence underpinning 
this comes in the next secƟon.  

Fig. 3. The IFCA triangle of regional co-management2  

 

 
2 Graphic design aƩributed to Phoebe Lewis, Newcastle University.  
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Regionality: Fisheries management that operates at regional levels provides mulƟple benefits (see 
Theme 2). These include the generaƟon of in-depth knowledge and understanding that is relevant to 
the region’s inshore fishery and wider marine environment, facilitated by IFCAs through monitoring 
and environmental research programmes, regularly enhanced by working with commercial fishers and 
other organisaƟons, including universiƟes. IFCAs have high embeddedness in fishing communiƟes; 
IFCA staff oŌen live in coastal communiƟes in which they operate and are widely known to fishers, 
regularly seen at the quayside and at sea, providing the foundaƟon for long-term relaƟonships to be 
established and maintained. RelaƟonships between fishers and managers, which of course can 
oscillate in terms of quality pending context, personality, and the issue of the day, are the cornerstones 
of co-management. Regularly maintained relaƟonships are fundamental to achieving engagement, 
two-way flows of informaƟon, and feedback on the state of the fishery and the workings of the 
management in place. The closeness of feedback between fishers and managers, facilitated by 
extensive consultaƟon processes and the engagement via the IFCA officers, including enforcement 
officers at sea, further enables IFCA responsiveness to changes in the fishery, which are mulƟple, fast 
paced and unpredictable. IFCAs’ regionality therefore makes them well placed to deliver climate 
proofing of fisheries, strengthening resilience. This regionality also allows for, and embraces, difference 
and complexity. Fisheries are highly complex social-ecological-economic systems that require 
management to be tailored to specific need and context; one size fits all approaches, as embodied in 
naƟonal level planning, are likely to be more effecƟve when adapted to place and relevance in the 
regions. This is widely argued in the academic literature on co-management that advocates the 
applicaƟon of the subsidiarity principle, which IFCAs exemplify, that decisions should be taken at the 
lowest possible level or closest to where they will have their effect (Symes 199810, McCay and JentoŌ 
2006, Bavinck and JentoŌ 2011)11,12. The IFCA model also speaks to procedural jusƟce where people 
have a basic right to have some involvement in fisheries management decisions that directly affect 
their lives (Hernes et al. 200513, Gustavsson et al. 202114).  

Balance:  The naƟonal IFCA vision is to “lead, champion and manage a sustainable marine environment 
and inshore fisheries, by successfully securing the right balance between social, environmental and 
economic benefits to ensure healthy seas, sustainable fisheries and a viable industry”15. IFCAs 
therefore are built on a concept of sustainability that focusses on balance between the needs of 
society, environment and economy. This is not always the case in other organisaƟons or policies which 
prioriƟse one pillar of sustainability over others, such as recommendaƟons for the design of Highly 
Protected Marine Areas (HPMAs) which place social and economic principles as a ‘secondary filter’ to 
principles of ecological importance16. Whilst different policies will have their own goals and raƟonale 
underpinning the relaƟonship with balance, it is useful to recognise that the explicit IFCA focus on 
balance speaks directly to mainstream framings of sustainability. As is stated by the United NaƟons in 
the context of the Sustainable Development Goals, “For sustainable development to be achieved, it is 
crucial to harmonize three core elements: economic growth, social inclusion and environmental 
protecƟon. These elements are interconnected, and all are crucial for the well-being of individuals and 
socieƟes”17. The IFCA commitment to delivering balance, which was a central feature in many 
interviews, demonstrates it is a ‘living’ vision across all IFCAs and a lot can be learned from them about 
the realiƟes of operaƟonalising balance in pracƟce.   

Democracy: The democraƟc approach that IFCAs bring to balance in decision-making, which is 
dependent upon informed coastal stakeholders from the region, can collecƟvely contribute to a more 
legiƟmate management outcome via greater stakeholder buy-in and compliance to the rules (Nielson 
200318, Pinkerton 2019 19). The IFCA can, and does, inject high quality social-economic consideraƟons 
from data (where it exists), which combines also with the lived experience of members who live in, or 
near to, the affected coastal area. The authority also miƟgates the influence of elite capture over 

14 
 

decision-making by one organisaƟon, group of people, or individual with parƟcular interests, by 
ensuring different voices are in the room and heard, and from the inclusive engagement with 
stakeholders that IFCAs conduct. IFCA led consultaƟons are rarely dependent solely on public meeƟngs 
(that are easily hijacked by influenƟal actors) or online parƟcipaƟon (oŌen inadequately engaged 
with), albeit IFCAs also suffer from elite capture at Ɵmes, as is evident from the interview data.   
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SecƟon 2 
Evidencing delivery of regional co-management by IFCAs in 

England’s inshore waters 
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2.1. Project approach and method 
SecƟon 2 of this report laid out the core arguments for IFCAs as an effecƟve vehicle for fisheries 

and marine resource co-management. This secƟon presents evidence that was disƟlled from the 
‘ConversaƟons with the IFCA’ project, which sought to provide a criƟcally reflecƟve and in-depth 
account of the lived experience of delivering co-management from IFCA staff and the wide range of 
public actors who sit as members on IFCAs. During 2023/24, a total of 78 in-depth interviews were 
conducted by the author across the ten regional IFCAs in England (Table 1); 87% (65) of the interviews 
were conducted in person in a quiet private space within IFCA offices, the remainder were conducted 
online. A series of semi-structured quesƟons (Box 1) framed a conversaƟon about what is going well 
for the IFCA in the delivery of its mandate and some of the biggest challenges the IFCA faces. 
Respondents were asked to answer each quesƟon drawing only on their direct experience of 
parƟcipaƟng in their specific IFCA (rather than commenƟng on IFCAs in general, or other IFCAs). In 
addiƟon, a small number of interviews (four) were conducted with key actors in fisheries who are not 
part of an IFCA but are frequent commentators on inshore fisheries management, and two with former 
staff and authority members. Interviews lasted an average length of one and a half hours and were 
recorded using oƩer.ai transcripƟon soŌware (via a mobile phone) and then transcribed.  The 
interviews were then themaƟcally analysed by the author, to disƟl key themes and perspecƟves. The 
analysis process involved repeat listening to recorded interviews to disƟl responses to quesƟons, which 
were then quanƟfied and tabulated, whilst also disƟlling (from the broader conversaƟon) key themes 
and accounts, which were noted in parallel documents and annotated with verbaƟm quotes and 
specific illustraƟons. In order to retain interviewee and IFCA anonymity, as per the research ethics 
statement, data presented in this report is not aƩributable to any specific IFCA or individual. In rare 
instances, the context of the story may challenge anonymity; in such circumstances, wriƩen consent 
has been provided by parƟcipants to use their quote. 

 

Box 1. Interview quesƟons: 

ParƟcipant details:  PosiƟon:  e.g. CEO, Chair, Enforcement, Environmental, IFCA member, Other. 
No. of years in current posiƟon: 

1. In general, what sort of things are going well for this IFCA in the delivery of its mandate?   
2. Can you describe some of the biggest challenges this IFCA currently faces?  
3. Are there any important stories you would like to be documented in detail?  These could be specific events that 
have impacted the IFCA in some way, or trends that are affecƟng what the IFCA can or cannot achieve.   
4. Can you comment on the relaƟonship between the IFCA and central government with regards to how the sharing 
of decision-making power / devolved power works in pracƟce?  
5. Can you describe some of the realiƟes of represenƟng (as an IFCA) such a diverse set of coastal stakeholder 
prioriƟes? For example, how easy/ or difficult is it to represent members collecƟvely? Can you detail some of the 
challenges in progressing policy through a diverse membership and how challenges have been overcome in the 
past, 5.b. Do you think the current IFCA model works, do you have any suggesƟons to further improve it? 
6. Imagine a future point (for example 5 years) - What does a well-funcƟoning, successful, IFCA look like (what 
aƩributes does it have, what can it do?) 
6.b. What do you most need to be able to bring about this vision (e.g. training, funding support, engagement)? 
7. What is the single biggest change(s) you’d like to see in how this IFCA can funcƟon/ what it can achieve?   
8. Do you think the IFCAs, in their current form, are a good vehicle to deliver co-management (based on good 
engagement and partnership)? – please explain your answer 
9. What do you think are the biggest threats to the long-term viability and sustainability of the inshore fishing fleet? 
10. What are the key recommendaƟons you would like to see coming out of this project? 
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Table 1. ComposiƟon of interviewees (interviews were one-to-one unless otherwise stated, i.e. 
interviewed as a pair, as a small group, or online) 

IFCA Environmental 
team 

Enforcement 
team 

Chief 
Officer 

Authority 
member 

Total number 

Northumberland 3 1 1 4 9 
North Western 1 + 3 (group) 4 (group) 1  9 
Eastern 7 (2x2 pairs) 2 (pair) 1 5 (2 online) 15 
North Eastern 1 1 1 3 6 
Kent and Essex 3 (1 online) 2 1 1 7 
Devon and 
Severn 

1 1 1 4 (all online) 7 

Southern 1 1 1 1 (online) 4 
Cornwall  1 1 3  5 
Sussex 3 5 (2 pairs) 1 2 (1 online) 11 
Isles of Scilly    1 4 5 
    Total 78  
Non-IFCA      4 
Former IFCA 
members and 
staff 

    2 

 

 

2.2. Snap online survey of IFCA staff and members 
Inspired by interview discussions, and an early feedback seminar with members hosted by 

AIFCA in April 2024, a snap online survey was designed by the author and distributed via email by chief 
officers, across IFCA staff and members in April 2024. The purpose of the survey was to capture and 
quanƟfy some of the less tangible aspects of what IFCAs do, including the delivery of balance and 
benefits of the deliberaƟve approach embodied by IFCAs. ReflecƟng on their personal experience with 
the IFCA, parƟcipants were asked to score (using a Likert scale) the extent to which they agreed with 
a series of statements, which were disƟlled from the interview content. A total of 86 anonymous 
responses were received. To note, chief officers were charged with the distribuƟon of the survey 
amongst their respecƟve staff and members and the survey was not distributed in all IFCAs, hence its 
sample reach is limited. The survey sample size is however staƟsƟcally representaƟve covering almost 
a quarter (23%, n86) of IFCA staff and members naƟonally (n376). The survey results are presented 
within the themes to support the qualitaƟve data discussions, but also as a complete set of survey 
responses below. Whilst the survey was a pilot in this project3, the quesƟons could be used in future 
as an indicator of IFCA progress, and as an internal ‘health check’ by IFCAs on the quality of experience 
and wellbeing of their members and staff (see recommendaƟons). 

 

 

 
3 The author is very grateful to support received by Paul Coulson at the InsƟtute of Fisheries Management for 
seƫng up the survey and advice on using the google survey tool.  

18 
 

Snap survey results (n=86): 
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2.3. A note: building on the 2021 Defra evaluaƟon of IFCAs 
Before delving into the data from this project, it’s worth noƟng the key findings from the Defra 2021 
Independent Review of IFCAs4, which similarly interviewed chief officers and, through four IFCA case 
studies, conducted a small number of focus groups; reflecƟons on how the findings of this report builds 
on this evaluaƟon are noted below. 

Key findings (APB /Defra 2021) 

 “The need for a clear baseline (or Theory of Change) that can be used to measure the 
performance of the IFCAs. One issue was that the baseline has effectively developed over the 
period since IFCAs were established, including revisions to success criteria and changes to the 
way that IFCAs undertook their activities, as influenced by the Revised Approach. This has 
made it tricky to identify what the benefits of the IFCAs have been. Development of a Theory 
of Change would provide a useful step in filling this gap” [now delivered in this report] 

 Lack of measurable metrics that can be used to measure IFCA performance. The IFCA success 
criteria provide a useful guide that can be used to assess how IFCAs are performing but these 
cannot be expressed in a meaningful, quantitative way. The evaluation has been able to 
capture qualitative views on IFCA performance and varying perceptions of performance, but 
it is difficult to translate this into metrics that enable aspects such as value for money to be 
assessed. A useful step would be to look to identify metrics that can be linked to each of the 
success criteria. [See earlier sub-section 4 for piloted metrics and snap survey results] 

 Difficulty of identifying outcomes and impacts of IFCA activities. Aligned with the lack of 
metrics, but also related to the difficulties associated with data gaps is how to identify the 
outcomes and impacts of IFCA activities. Issues such as the 6nm limit mean there are often 
other factors outside the IFCAs’ control that will impact on sustainable fisheries, while other 
organisations also have responsibility within the IFCA districts which again mean it can be 
difficult to attribute outcomes and impacts solely due to the IFCA activities. Linking outcomes 
and impacts to a Theory of Change that clearly sets out a long-term outcome directly related 
to IFCA responsibilities could help with attribution.  

 Limitations in extent of the study. The timeframe for the study meant it was not possible to 
evaluate every IFCA to the same level of detail. A sample of IFCAs was selected to capture as 
much of the range of activities and influencing factors (e.g. geography) as possible. This 
enabled views to be sought from IFCA staff, members and wider stakeholders in the four case 
study IFCA districts. Information was obtained from chief officers across all ten IFCAs and all 
were invited to submit good practice examples, but there may be gaps in information for the 
non-sampled IFCAs [This study did cover all ten IFCAs and has filled some of these evidence 
gaps]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 The full report is available here: 
hƩps://randd.defra.gov.uk/ProjectDetails?ProjectID=20322&FromSearch=Y&Publisher=1&SearchText=ifca&Sor
tString=ProjectCode&SortOrder=Asc&Paging=10#DescripƟon 
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Table 2. Summary of evaluaƟon (summarised from p.64, APB/Defra 2021) 

 
Issues Suggestions for improvement 
IFCAs are recognised and heard, 
whilst working in partnership and 
engaging with stakeholder 

Creation of engagement support role to enable more face-to-face 
interaction and information sharing; better liaison with fishing 
industry to facilitate two-way discussions; posters at dockside to 
show regulations; communication should be separate from 
enforcement; pooling of central staff; need for more strategic 
programme 

IFCAs implement a fair, effective 
and proportionate enforcement 
regime 

Clearer separation of MMO and IFCA roles with clear 
accountability and collaborative working; more uniformity 
between IFCAs; need for greater IFCA presence for enforcement 
and engagement; need for more informal liaison and cooperation 
with fishers to build trust and enable discussions on how fishers 
could reduce their impact rather than just through enforcement; 
industry-led data collection programmes 

IFCAs use evidence-based and 
appropriate measures to manage 
the sustainable exploitation of sea 
fisheries resources and deliver 
marine environmental protection 
within their duties 

Appropriate allocation of resources and sufficient funding to 
enable review of byelaw process to be completed; better 
consistency of byelaws across IFCA districts; need for an inshore 
marine policy statement; need to be able to capture cumulative 
impacts of unregulated activities, climate change, etc. All aspects 
have implications for the scope of IFCAs’ future role 

IFCAs have appropriate 
governance in place and staff are 
trained and professional 

Honorarium for Authority members for their time; more certainty 
over funding; New Burdens Funding from local authorities to be 
passed onto IFCAs; enabling income from FAP to be made 
available to IFCA 

IFCAs make the best use of 
evidence to deliver their 
objectives 

Better collaboration with universities and fishers to collect 
evidence; provide feedback to fishers on how their evidence has 
been used when they are involved; need to better understand 
straddling stocks as part of IFCAs’ future role 

 

 

2.4. QuanƟtaƟve interview data analysis  
Whilst the majority of the interview quesƟons were very open ended, a few more semi-

structured quesƟons were included (n:47) to provide a complimentary quanƟfied data source to 
support the qualitaƟve interview narraƟves. These quesƟons encouraged respondents to share their 
aspiraƟons for IFCAs in the future (Qu 6), prioriƟse needs for change (Qu 7) and reflect on their 
knowledge regarding key threats to the inshore fishing fleet in their district (Qu 9). Results found that, 
overwhelmingly, improved funding and capacity was the main element of a future well-funcƟoning 
IFCA and main priority for change, but other elements included greater recogniƟon, collaboraƟon with 
fishers, and supporƟng informed authority members. A number of respondents also stated ‘no change’ 
in that they felt the IFCA in its current form was already funcƟoning well.  
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Future aspiraƟons [Qu 6]: Imagine a future point (for example 5 years) - What does a well-funcƟoning, 
successful, IFCA look like [x axis: freq. of menƟon]  

 

PrioriƟes for change [Qu.7.] What is the single biggest change you’d like to see in how this IFCA can 
funcƟon/ what it can achieve? [x axis: freq. of menƟon] 

 

Perceived threats to the inshore fleet [Qu.9.] What do you think are the biggest threats to the long-
term viability and sustainability of the inshore fishing fleets? [x axis: freq. of menƟon] 

 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

More informed authority
Balanced membership

Better funding
Recognition and inclusion

More collaboration with fishers
REM on vessels

Quicker adaptive responses
No change

More connection between IFCA teams
One that's still here

Well managed inshore sustainable fishery
Happy workforce/ feeling valued

Being receptive to feedback and criticism
More IFCA tailored training

0 2 4 6 8

Removal of political interference

Funding to build capacity

No change

More sharing of assets across IFCAs

More sharing of good practice across IFCAs

Improve stakeholder interest and…

Better collaboration with the MMO

Use of REM to monitor fisheries

Recognition and inclusion

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Public misconception that all fishing is damaging
Inadequate central govt. policy

Overfishing (scrubbing, over capacity)
Lack of recruitment/ageing fleet

Environmental restrictions
Dominance /pressure from industrial fleet

Climate change
lack of diversification

(over) Regulation
Fuel prices/overheads /cost of living

Poor market prices for catch
Storm frequency
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The IFCA conversaƟons  
QualitaƟve interview data 
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3.1. QualitaƟve interview data -themaƟc analysis  
This secƟon details the main themes that emerged from the interviews, in response to 

quesƟons 1 and 2 regarding what is ‘going well’ and what is ‘a challenge’ for the IFCA. ThemaƟc analysis 
of the interview data was conducted by the author, via a coding process for each interview transcript 
which arranged the responses into key themes, summarised in Table 3. Each theme is discussed in 
more detail in the following secƟon, supported by illustraƟve quotes and case studies to aid 
interpretaƟon and a more in-depth understanding. Direct quotes have not been included where 
contextual informaƟon risked the anonymity of the respondent (as per the research ethics for the 
project), but all issues raised in the interviews have been integrated into the generic summary text 
that frames each theme. All direct quotes are anonymous, accompanied by an individual interview 
number, and have been approved for use in this report by the interviewee. For the purposes of this 
report, whilst efforts have been made to include examples from across all ten IFCAs, these have been 
necessarily reduced to enable a length of report that is readable. 

Table 3: Key themes disƟlled from interview conversaƟons around what’s ‘going well’ and what is a 
‘challenge’ for the IFCA 

 

Theme Topics covered within the theme. 
 

Theme 1: IFCA authority membership  Authority member recruitment, engagement, training, 
retenƟon, and general experience of balancing mulƟple 
stakeholder prioriƟes and needs.  
 

Theme 2: Stewardship over evidence-
based, relevant and adapƟve co-
management at a regional scale 
 

The value of the IFCA model in enabling devolved local 
management with flexibility and stewardship across the 
enƟre management process.  

Theme 3: A balanced approach to MPA 
management.  
 

The delivery of Defra’s revised approach to MPA 
management, habitat risk assessment and the pursuit of 
evidence-based management.  
 

Theme 4: Resources/ funding 
 

The impacts of long-term inadequate funding of IFCAs 

Theme 5: Engagement, relaƟons with 
stakeholders and percepƟons of IFCAs 
 

How IFCA engage with stakeholders and the general 
public and reflecƟons on how they are perceived 

Theme 6: Compliance and enforcement Achievements and challenges in the delivery of a 
proporƟonate and fair approach to enforcement, 
training and partnership with the MMO.  

Theme 7:  CollaboraƟon and partnership 
externally and internal consistency 
across IFCAs.  

Challenges and opportuniƟes for coordinaƟon and 
collaboraƟon between IFCAs and other organisaƟon and 
consistency across IFCAs regarding universal policies and 
pracƟce.  
 

Theme 8: RecogniƟon of IFCA progress 
and communicaƟon 

OpportuniƟes for greater communicaƟon and 
recogniƟon, across central government and in the 
regions, regarding the achievements of IFCAs 
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Theme 1.  IFCA membership and the achievement of balance 

 

Summary 

The capabiliƟes of all IFCAs depend enƟrely on the understanding and contribuƟons of their 
members who are ulƟmately charged with making a collecƟve decision, through democraƟc 
deliberaƟon, on the management opƟons presented to them by IFCA staff. Unsurprisingly therefore, 
the topic of authority members was raised frequently in interviews, highlighƟng the importance of a 
“well informed and engaged membership” in the creaƟon of balance across the decision-making 
authority [I16].   

A common misconcepƟon is that authority members are selected to ‘represent’ a parƟcular 
coastal group or ‘stakeholder’. In fact, representaƟon, whilst a common narraƟve, is not the purpose 
of authority members who are “appointed by the MMO for their experƟse and knowledge of that 
parƟcular area, rather than represenƟng a sector” [I32]. Engaging in debate based on individual 
understanding, without represenƟng self-interest or the interest of a parƟcular community a person 
may idenƟfy with, is difficult in pracƟce. However, its requirement seems generally understood.  

Interviewees related a breadth of experiences regarding how authoriƟes funcƟon, in terms of 
arƟculaƟng strengths, challenges and possible soluƟons. Many IFCAs see their members as their core 
strength, with conversaƟons relaƟng to the moƟvaƟons of members to join the IFCA and the benefits 
that members have gained through their IFCA experience.  

Snap survey result: 98.8% of respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement ‘Since joining 
the IFCA I have gained new understanding of points of view that are different to my own’ 

Challenges include poor awareness from new members about the IFCA and its remit of balanced 
management, difficulƟes in iniƟal recruitment, retenƟon (early resignaƟon) and loss of experienced 
members (aŌer the ten-year period), poliƟcal interference where members sought to advance 
prioriƟes of one group over others, variable councillor knowledge, interest and engagement that is 
someƟmes underpinned by poor recogniƟon of the relevance of fisheries to wider society; securing an 
imparƟal vote [see Story Box 1] and the impact of individual personality and dominance  of some 
members over the authority. A lack of consistent process and sufficient capacity of authority members 
to regulate and address dissaƟsfacƟon with decisions made, where they arise, was also commented 
on (connecƟng also with Theme 7).  

In an IFCA, voƟng on a decision must be done in person (according to Local Authority rules 
under which all IFCAs operate) as part of a public meeƟng. VoƟng can be hampered by lack of 
aƩendance of members and, due to nature of their work and need to be at sea, commercial fishers 
face greater constraints in aƩending votes [I20]. However, IFCAs work around the challenge of in 
person voƟng in two ways. First, by holding extensive consultaƟon events to evidence the full range of 
views from different stakeholders, which are then presented alongside all other evidence at the 
meeƟngs. Second, IFCAs run sub-commiƩees and working groups which consider the pros and cons of 
different management opƟons in advance of the quarterly meeƟng, providing several stages of 

KEY FINDING  

The importance of being able to recruit, adequately train and retain engaged authority 
members is highlighted across all IFCAs. 
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meaningful input to the debate of different perspecƟves and evidence. The system can be challenged 
when members push the agenda of a parƟcular stakeholder group; evidence suggests that this is rare, 
but it can risk poliƟcally led, rather than evidence-based, decision-making. It is a risk that must be 
managed through the IFCA structures and processes. This issue highlights the importance, and role of 
the adopƟon by IFCAs and their members, of the Nolan Principles5 and wider codes of conduct 
operated by the IFCAs, the terms of appointment to the IFCAs, and the codes of conduct under which 
members operate. 

Snap survey result: 90.7% of respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement ‘Generally 
speaking, IFCA members can openly discuss different viewpoints and reach some level of agreement 
to make decision and move forward’: 8.1% of respondents were unsure and 1.2% disagreed.  

IllustraƟve quotes: 

[I32, IFCA officer] “The IFCA model does work, it’s the only example within marine and environment regulaƟon 
where you’ve got that amount of transparency, where officer presented evidence is debated not only by a 
commiƩee from different walks of life with different viewpoints, but that’s also done in public…we have to sit 
down with a group of fishermen all in the room. The authority then has to make its decisions publicly and 
transparently. That has to be far more democraƟc than an officer making a recommendaƟon to a senior, to 
another senior, to a minister, even then none of that decision making happens through a commiƩee, its ulƟmately 
one person. Decisions by commiƩee can be a bit difficult, but it does mean it’s transparent and democraƟc, so I 
think that’s really posiƟve”. 

[I4, Commercial fisher] “IFCAs are about balance, it’s one of the primary reasons for us being what we are since 
the SFC days …one or two people don’t ever get it or can’t bring themselves to break away from their parƟcular 
interest, whether it’s an angler or a commercial fisherman….but the vast majority understand the balance….You 
see the generaƟon of a mutual respect for different posiƟons.  You see how people come to understand more as 
they get used to their posiƟon on the IFCA, they gain an understanding that there are two or three sides to these 
things that have to be weighed up and nothing’s ever so simple as it might appear to begin with…you rarely get 
stuck…it goes to a vote…if the majority say yes, that’s the decision….” 

[I28, Commercial fisher] “One of the things that’s upset me for a number of years is the fact that commercial 
fishermen will not join the IFCA … when fishing is as flat as what it is now, all you’re looking for is someone to 
blame and IFCA is a prime candidate”. 

[I15, IFCA officer] “Our membership is so strong and that's really good…, we have got such experience in the room 
and such passion. Looking ahead, I'm fearful because people's ten-year period is coming to an end and will be 
changing in 2025. How are we going to funcƟon having a whole new group of people where we don't have a mix, 
that worries me….” 

[I37, IFCA member] “…even a leƩer every so oŌen saying thankyou for your service would help… It’s a huge 
commitment …we’re volunteers, we need to feel valued…If nothing else you need to treat your volunteers well, 
we could walk out tomorrow and then you wouldn’t be able to funcƟon, so just even a thankyou and some 
member training, is important.  

 
5  The Nolan Principles of Public Life are seven principles that guide the ethical conduct of public servants: 
Selflessness, Integrity, ObjecƟvity, Accountability, Openness, Honesty and Leadership. Established in 1995 by the 
CommiƩee on Standards in Public Life, they seek to ensure an ‘ethical culture and legiƟmacy’ across all public 
services. 
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Story Box 1: The reality of securing an imparƟal vote and members interests [I78]. 

If a member of the IFCA has any pecuniary interest in a decision before an IFCA, they must not ordinarily 
parƟcipate in a relevant decision. Such interests include employment, office, trade, profession or vocaƟon 
carried on for profit or gain. This clearly impacts on the ability of commercial fishers to parƟcipate in certain 
decisions. But the need to declare interests extends beyond that of commercial fishers. IFCA members 
who have a personal interest in a maƩer being considered by the authority must also declare their interest 
and in certain circumstances these personal interests are considered prejudicial. A prejudicial interest is 
one which a member of the public who knows the relevant facts would reasonably think is so significant 
that it is likely to affect a member’s judgement of the public interest. In such circumstances these members 
too are excluded from the debate.  

At first glance these members being excluded from the debate appears contrary to their appointment to 
the authority. In fact, this is not the case, it is instead a case of careful management of the interests to 
ensure that the public interest tests are met. 

There are several ways IFCA address these challenges, and they include the members with interests: 

- being able to speak, to maƩers which affect them, but not parƟcipate in the debate, in the same way a 
member of the public can parƟcipate; 

- being provided with guidance, through non-decision-making panels, on general issues relaƟng the IFCA 
duƟes so as to ensure that the IFCA is aware of relevant issues; 

-  applying for a dispensaƟon. 

When and how can a member apply for a dispensaƟon?   

The rules allow an authority, in certain circumstances, to grant a dispensaƟon to permit a member to take 
part in the business of the authority even if the member has a disclosable pecuniary interest relaƟng to 
that business. These circumstances are where the council or authority considers that: 

• without the dispensaƟon so great a proporƟon of the authority would be prohibited from parƟcipaƟng 
in that business as to impede the council’s or authority’s transacƟon of that business; 

• without the dispensaƟon the representaƟon of different poliƟcal groups dealing with that business 
would be so upset as to alter the likely outcome of any vote; 

• the granƟng of the dispensaƟon is in the interests of people living in the authority’s area; 

• without the dispensaƟon each member of the council’s execuƟve would be prohibited from parƟcipaƟng 
in the business; or 

• it is otherwise appropriate to grant a dispensaƟon. 

If an IFCA member would like the council or authority to grant a dispensaƟon, a wriƩen request must be 
made to the officer responsible for handling such requests. 
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Theme 2. Stewardship over evidence-based and adapƟve co-
management at a regional scale 

 

Summary.  

IFCAs are disƟncƟvely placed in that they have stewardship over the whole management 
process in their districts from idenƟficaƟon of the need, through design of management, 
implementaƟon of legislaƟon and enforcement, and review and adaptaƟon post implementaƟon. This 
stewardship over process, combined with the need to argue an evidence-based set of 
recommendaƟons to a diverse authority in a public forum, has a clear benefit to the quality of 
evidence-based decision making that transpires; corners are rarely cut. If the legislaƟon is based on 
poor evidence, and lacks local legiƟmacy in the community, enforcement will be a challenge and risks 
undermining the intervenƟon for the IFCA, “it becomes their problem, not someone else’s” [I42].  The 
value of retaining stewardship over the whole management process was clearly arƟculated across the 
IFCAs.  

Producing a strong evidence base to underpin management was a frequently cited strength 
and clear priority of all IFCAs. In their reflecƟons on effecƟve management, IFCA staff and members 
highlight the strength of the evidence they produce, especially in relaƟon to technological 
advancements and their ability to be ‘close to the ground’ in terms of being alerted, and responding, 
to sudden change in the fishery, for example the impact of prolonged raised sea temperatures on local 
stocks [I29]. There was consensus across IFCAs that the complexity and difference between regional 
fisheries demands a regional approach to avoid “treaƟng every problem with the same ‘broad brush’ 
soluƟon which doesn’t work” [I40]. Interviewees also spoke to the parallels between regional 
management and ecosystem-based management, which advocates fisheries management based on 
an understanding of the broader ecosystem, rather than stocks in isolaƟon20,21; using an ecosystem-
based approach is enshrined in the Ecosystem ObjecƟve of the Fisheries Act 2020.  

Concern was expressed that the FMP process has lost some of the regional nuance and 
sidelined the importance of regional management, parƟcularly relevant for inshore fisheries and less 
mobile stocks such as bivalves and shellfish. Emphasis was placed by many interviewees on the need 
for greater and more consistent direct connecƟon between IFCAs and central government, with 
suggesƟons for dedicated liaison officers from Defra to parƟcipate in IFCAs as members and aƩend 
AIFCA meeƟngs. There was also recogniƟon of the risks around localism, where parochialism and 
protecƟonism of ‘local fisheries’ neglects the broader naƟonal vision and policy, but concurrent 
asserƟons were that these risks are minimised since all IFCAs have central government representaƟon 
on their authoriƟes (the MMO, Natural England and the Environment Agency) as well as the steer 
provided by the central AIFCA. Greater engagement from Defra would strengthen an upscaling of 

KEY FINDING 

Their regional embeddedness means IFCAs are well placed to produce detailed, relevant, up 
to date informaƟon about the status of their fisheries and wider marine environment. They 

are responsive to, and are oŌen the first to hear about, sudden change in the fishery, and act 
as stewards over the whole management process. IFCAs are a working demonstraƟon of the 

many benefits of regional co-management where long-term local knowledge facilitates a 
tailoring of management to specific needs and context. 
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naƟonal contribuƟons made by IFCAs and reduce the risks of localism further. Also highlighted were 
some of the frustraƟons in implemenƟng naƟonal and EU policy that is someƟmes poorly matched to 
local context and need within regional inshore fisheries.  

Snap Survey Result: 95.3% of respondents strongly agree or agree with the statement that ‘Generally 
speaking, whilst our decisions may not always find approval amongst all our stakeholders, as an 
authority member/or staff, I feel that IFCA management is evidence-based’. 

IFCA staff also describe mulƟple frustraƟons. These include having to prioriƟse evidence 
gathering due to inadequate funding (see also Theme 4, Funding), which restricts IFCA capacity to 
achieve a greater breadth of management inshore; lack of access to, and quality of, data from partner 
organisaƟons that does not always match IFCA expectaƟon and requirement (e.g. out of date and 
aggregate, lacking in detail, incorrect scale); lack of uptake of IFCA evidence in naƟonal policy making 
(see also Theme 8 on IFCA recogniƟon); and slow Ɵme frames through which byelaws are delivered. 
The laƩer is driven by lengthy MMO and Defra quality assurance processes, which can undermine the 
legiƟmacy of the byelaw with local stakeholders, who oŌen must wait years before the byelaw, on 
which they have been consulted, is implemented.  

There was also considerable discussion across many IFCAs regarding the idea of extending the 
IFCA approach, in terms of byelaw reach and enforcement, from its current limit of 6nm to 12nm (see 
Story Box 2). There were differing views relaƟng to current operaƟonal and financial viability of this 
and requirements for further investment, but consensus around the potenƟal to improve sustainability 
of fisheries and a fairer distribuƟon of the impacts of management / restricƟon across the whole 
fishing fleet. This originated from broad recogniƟon that the inshore fishing fleet have more rules to 
regulate their acƟviƟes (put in place by IFCAs) but generally have lower fishing capacity and less 
flexibility to adapt, relaƟve to larger boats operaƟng beyond 6nm [Story Box 3]. 

IllustraƟve quotes:  

[I31, IFCA officer] “I actually think the IFCA model’s brilliant – we’re like the full cycle of what fisheries 
management is but just condensed into a liƩle local bundle. We’ve got science teams that collect data, [for 
example, we worked out size of maturity for whelks in our district, and then brought in a minimum size for a 
shellfish byelaw to put in legislaƟon to match what our research showed], and we go out and enforce that 
legislaƟon that we’ve brought in. And if we get feedback that the legislaƟon isn’t working right we can do some 
more research that informs the policy so it’s full cycle between science, data, policy and legislaƟon, and 
enforcement”.  

[I42, IFCA officer]. “The meƟculous aƩenƟon to detail is the plus side of the IFCA, … we’d never create a byelaw 
that’s unenforceable because we’re the ones that have got to enforce it, so we know it’s got to be waterƟght and 
evidence-based.”  

[I35, IFCA officer] “It is quite a unique organisaƟon in that you see the whole process of development of the 
management, the design, the introducƟon, the enforcement and compliance work, research acƟviƟes to monitor 
its impact, the whole package, leading a team doing that is just fascinaƟng…it means that they’re very 
conscienƟous. When they come up with an idea they’re going to be the ones that implement it. So you can’t have 
a situaƟon where somebody thinks ‘I’ll just get it off my desk and it’s someone else’s problem…’ from our 
perspecƟve, we know whatever we develop we have to worry about it because we’d be expected to enforce it 
and make sure it works” 

[I31, IFCA officer] “Access to central government data is a real frustraƟon. The MMO has a lot of data that would 
be really useful to us. We do have a data sharing agreement in place with the MMO but it doesn’t really seem to 
have streamlined any of the processes for us obtaining that data… the process we have to go through to obtain 
any of that data is to fill out a form, basically do it in the same way as you would for an FoI request. It would be 
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much handier if we could just log onto the same system that the MMO use and view all of that data. It’s been a 
conversaƟon that’s been going on a for years and years, at NIMEG and it just doesn’t seem to get anywhere. A 
push for access to the modern naƟonal systems that the MMO are using, that would be fantasƟc”.  

[I33, IFCA officer] “…Across the organisaƟon everyone is knowledgeable about what’s going on in the district … 
It’s important to see the district as a whole site as it’s all very interconnected, very complicated, but one system 
– a lot of other organisaƟons don’t have that overview. You’d have a team for birds, a team for benthic, and it’s 
all siloed as an operaƟon –what’s really important about the IFCA is they see the site as a whole, a broad scale 
idea of what’s happening”.  

Story Box 2: ReflecƟons on expanding the IFCA remit out to 12 nauƟcal miles.  

[I24, IFCA officer] “To have the remit out to 12 nauƟcal miles, you’d capture the inshore fleet in a single 
arm – [currently] we get to the six mile limit and that’s it, we can’t enforce or legislate any further – 
we rely on the MMO to do it. We have a great relaƟonship with the MMO, but for us to have powers 
to extend to 12, I don’t think it would be much more work enforcement wise. The MMO have got their 
two offshore support vessels that they charter in, we’ve got an MOU set up with them and share our 
assets – I’d like to see more mulƟ-agency use of IFCA vessels to get beƩer value out of them. …The guys 
fishing in the six, will go fish out to ten miles so it’s the same people, same boats, we’d bring it all under 
one arm”.  

[I28, Commercial fisherman] “The nomadic boats, they keep moving around the coast, taking 
everything just inside or just outside the six, devastaƟng that area and then just moving along. The 
[inshore] guys rely on that ground year round for their fishing, they’ve had it taken away from them – 
the nomadic boats have to be stopped. The IFCA jurisdicƟon should be extended out to 12 to do that. 
That would be a big saviour for inshore fisheries…”. 

[I20, IFCA officer] “It makes sense to expand out to 12, most of the inshore fisheries go beyond six. It 
does limit us as we’re trying to manage and monitor our fishery, 12 miles is more of a natural barrier. 
The majority of inshore fleet can go out to 12 miles, and it’s a lot harder to pretend you caught the 
berried lobster or the smaller lobster from outside the 6nm”.  

[I40, IFCA officer] “It would be a lot more resource intensive for us to go out to 12, you’d be talking 
investment in a different type of patrol vessel , you’d need to be able to get there when they’re fishing, 
going out in 2-3 metre seas, much further to travel. Our work would be more difficult if we doubled the 
area of the sea, with a million pots outside the 6nm, and 800 pots within it – with IVMS pinging every 
few minutes, but it could only take a few prosecuƟons to make people realise they’d have to comply”.  

[I17, IFCA officer] “It makes sense, because the inshore fleet say there’s too much extra management 
pressure on them, when larger vessels can go outside the six with few limitaƟons – the benefits you 
get inside would be extended out and be fairer on the inshore fleet…. The inshore fleet have to adhere 
to our rulings, but other fishing vessels outside the fleet, have few rules to regulate fishing, and much 
higher fishing capacity, … the larger boats beyond the 6nm will fish it unƟl it’s no longer viable and 
then move elsewhere (because they have capacity to travel more)… IFCA extension out to 12 might give 
the MMO more scope and freedom to look for bigger vessels and foreign fishing vessels. Our vessels 
are already capable of extending the boundary, apart from longer days and a bigger fuel bill, it’s not a 
huge undertaking”. 

[I32, IFCA officer] “…recognising that IFCAs are good at what they do, enabling them to do beƩer, put 
us out to the 12 and then the 12-200 can be taken care of by the MMO – that would be a soluƟon that 
would really work well. That would enable us to manage that stock completely”.  
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Story Box 3: Impacts of the loss of IFCA powers to enforce technical conservaƟon measures - 1241, 
2019. [I31, IFCA officer] 

“Quite frustraƟngly, in 2019, IFCAs lost powers to enforce technical conservaƟon measures under 
naƟonal EU legislaƟon at the Ɵme, that was all the stuff that covers mesh sizes of trawl nets, 
minimum landing sizes etc., we lost powers to enforce that and it’s never really been addressed 
again. It means we can’t deal with as many things as we previously could, we can gather intel and 
evidence, pass that on to the MMO, but it would be much more sensible we could have that power, 
potenƟally cross warranƟng us with the MMO, or just wriƟng a statutory instrument to enable us 
to enforce that. It’s a frustraƟon… where we didn’t get input into a decision and it was just overnight, 
suddenly we couldn’t enforce any of this stuff when we previously could. So, if I boarded a trawler 
that’s operaƟng in my district, and there’s certain rules in the mesh size in the trawls in use, and 
measures such as square mesh panels that prevent cod being retained, and various other bits of 
trawl construcƟon that are really crucial to make sure that that trawl is minimising impact on fish 
stocks, but as an IFCA officer, I’ve got no remit to ask the skipper to pull that trawl and for me to 
measure that net because I don’t have the power to enforce that legislaƟon anymore, whereas the 
MMO, that would be the first thing that they would look at. It seems like a waste of Ɵme for us to 
have boarded and done checks to make sure local permits and bits and pieces are in place, inspected 
the catch and then just say, gear? I can’t do anything about that, so just crack on and use what gear 
you want because I don’t have any remit to inspect it – because we’re there on the boat, the MMO 
doesn’t get out to these boats as oŌen as we do because they don’t have their own ribs, and the 
boats the MMO have tend to operate offshore and are focussing on the larger vessels. So it would 
make sense for us to cover the boats in our local area”.  
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Theme 3. The IFCA balance sustainable fisheries with effecƟve MPA 
management.  

 

Summary. 

To help frame the interview content relaƟng to this important theme for all IFCAs, this secƟon 
starts with some relevant scene-seƫng. Whilst IFCAs were already set up by the 2009 Act to manage 
fisheries and conservaƟon, in 2014, only three years aŌer the evoluƟon of IFCAs from the former SFCs, 
Defra introduced what is known as its ‘revised approach’22 to the management of commercial fishing 
acƟviƟes in UK MPAs. The revised approach dictated that all exisƟng and potenƟal commercial fishing 
acƟviƟes be subject to an assessment of their impact on the protected site and designated features 
(protected habitats and species) and be managed appropriately. This revised approach to MPAs 
covered all European Marine Sites; Special Areas of ProtecƟon (SPAs), Special Areas of ConservaƟon 
(SACs) and Marine ConservaƟon Zones (MCZs).   

 Defra’s revised approach was implemented following a sustained period of legal pressure from 
environmental non-governmental organisaƟons (NGOs) which argued that strict applicaƟon of the EU 
Habitats DirecƟve would, by law, require all fishing to be closed and reopened on a case-by-case basis, 
applying a precauƟonary approach that depended on the ‘likely impact’ of each fishing acƟvity on 
protected features. As Clark and Humphreys (2020)23 note, around this Ɵme, half of England’s inshore 
waters were designated as a MPA, which supported 3,128 registered fishing vessels, 85% (2,673) of 
which were under 10m, heavily dependent on inshore waters, and would have been overwhelmed by 
the closures under consideraƟon. The eventual revised approach from Defra was not a blanket ban, 
but instead a staggered approach that would be implemented by IFCAs following in-depth assessment 
of fishing acƟvity impact within MPAs in their regions, uƟlising exisƟng management measures. ExisƟng 
literature on IFCAs has argued that this undertaking by them has placed significant pressure on already 
limited resources7 and, whilst addiƟonal burdens funding was made available at the Ɵme, this was 
limited, and the future remains uncertain. The revised approach has also frayed relaƟonships between 
IFCAs and commercial fishers, who see ever-more restricƟon on their fishing acƟviƟes in MPAs and are 
likely to be unaware that, without IFCAs’ approach to achieving balance, a blanket precauƟonary ban 
would (very likely) be more widespread. 

 In the UK (as of July 2023), there are 329 MPAs (designated as MCZs, SACs or SPAs), covering 
47% of inshore waters in the UK over which IFCAs have jurisdicƟon over exploitaƟon of seas fisheries 
resources (within six nauƟcal miles); a higher concentraƟon than offshore (where 36% of waters are 
protected under the management of the MMO)6. Those same inshore waters also provide producƟve, 
sheltered, and accessible fishing grounds, especially important to smaller scale fishing vessels (64% of 

 
6 UK Marine Protected Area network staƟsƟcs | JNCC - Adviser to Government on Nature ConservaƟon  

KEY FINDING 

IFCAs are meƟculously navigaƟng a balanced and proporƟonate approach to implement 
Defra’s revised approach to effecƟve management of fishing effort in MPAs, through detailed 

Habitat Risk Assessments that enable evidence-based decision-making wherever possible, 
which beƩer informs precauƟonary approaches. 
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the fleet, Seafish 20217), which are restricted to inshore waters (due to safety risks). Given this, the 
significance of the balanced and proporƟonate approach that IFCAs adopt in implemenƟng Defra’s 
revised approach to managing fishing effort in MPAs should not be understated. A detailed overview 
of the progress made by all ten IFCAs in delivering Defra’s (2014) revised approach to effecƟve MPA 
management between 2011 and 2018 was published by the AIFCA, which includes specific examples 
of effecƟve MPA management24 with an interacƟve map25. The AIFCA website also states “A diverse 
and oŌen complex range of approaches have been used by IFCAs to manage fishing acƟviƟes within 
MPAs. IFCAs have permanently closed over 3,980 km2 of inshore MPAs to trawling and / or all methods 
of shellfish dredging, primarily for the purpose of MPA protecƟon26”.    

 Defra’s deadline of end of 2024 for the delivery by IFCAs of its revised approach to MPA 
management is a Ɵmely moment to pause and reflect on the IFCAs’ experience of evidencing the 
impacts of fishing acƟvity on MPA sites and navigaƟng the MPA management required of the IFCAs, 
which brings together local fishers and Natural England area teams. The interviews highlighted that 
the IFCAs’ approach to evidence-based decision making, oŌen informing the precauƟonary 
approaches, is made possible because IFCAs’ data on the impacts of fishing on protected features is 
regional, recent, relevant and highly detailed. Natural England, who advise IFCAs on the status of their 
MPA sites, have acknowledged (in published research) that “Without direct empirical site-based 
evidence, [NE states] they have difficulty in providing IFCAs with confident advice. This was parƟcularly 
evident within discussions on natural ephemeral structures such as biogenic reefs e.g. Sabellaria reef 
- a naturally ephemeral structure made by the sediment-accreƟng behaviour of worms”27. The 
interviews also show that IFCAs’ efforts to achieve balance through managing fishing effort where 
evidence demonstrates its requirement, are recognised by commercial fishers; the resulƟng 
management is therefore likely to achieve greater legiƟmacy and implementaƟon.  

 There is debate in the scienƟfic literature regarding the appropriateness of using standalone 
indicators of MPA management28, such as the extent of MPA area that sƟll permits boƩom towed 
gear29. Whilst such indicators are relaƟvely easy to capture and therefore assess, there are also calls 
for more holisƟc indicators of progress and greater integraƟon of social equity consideraƟons30,31, 
including assessments that incorporate social-economic criteria such as stakeholder involvement,  
communicaƟon between specific stakeholder groups and appropriate enforcement32.  The Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework is clear in its vision that [Goal B] "Biodiversity is sustainably 
used and managed” and can [Target 22] "Ensure the full, equitable, inclusive, effecƟve and gender-
responsive representaƟon and parƟcipaƟon in decision-making, and access to jusƟce and informaƟon 
related to biodiversity by indigenous peoples and local communiƟes, respecƟng their cultures and 
their rights over lands, territories, resources, and tradiƟonal knowledge”33. Greater understanding is 
required about the impact of consideraƟons of social equity and livelihood needs, and the processes 
by which they can be accommodatable in MPA management; IFCAs have made good inroads into 
producing such evidence in the England context.  

 Unfortunately, much of the progress made by IFCAs seems poorly acknowledged. Media 
headlines such as “97% of UK marine protected areas subject to boƩom-trawling (in 2020)”8 and 
“Fishing industry sƟll ‘bulldozing’ seabed in 90% of UK marine protected areas” (in 2022)9,  do not  
acknowledge the meƟculous progress that is being achieved by IFCAs inshore. Both arƟcles [published 
in the Guardian], which were based on fishing vessel tracking data from the conservaƟon NGO Oceana, 

 
7 Fishing data and insight | Seafish 
8 Revealed: 97% of UK marine protected areas subject to boƩom-trawling | Fishing industry | The Guardian 
9 Fishing industry sƟll ‘bulldozing’ seabed in 90% of UK marine protected areas | Fishing industry | The 
Guardian 
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refer to analyses of boƩom towed gear in offshore MPAs around the UK with “the vast majority being 
industrial vessels”. The lack of disƟncƟon between inshore and offshore MPA management is also 
reflected in government evaluaƟons of progress. Neither ‘inshore’ nor ‘IFCA’ is menƟoned in the 2024 
report from the Office for Environmental ProtecƟon (OEP) presented to Parliament regarding progress 
in improving the natural environment in England over 2022/23. The OEP report recognises that whilst 
the proporƟon of the marine environment that is protected has significantly increased (2019 to 2023), 
contribuƟng to internaƟonal commitments on MPA coverage, “…Despite recent encouraging 
developments regarding monitoring, a lack of historical monitoring of the condiƟon of MPAs and 
marine good environmental status means that there is no comprehensive understanding of the 
effecƟveness of their conservaƟon or management, nor the current state of the wider marine 
environment”. This conclusion seems disconnected from the contribuƟons of IFCAs, the detailed 
monitoring they conduct and long-term knowledge they possess on protected areas in their regions, 
the balanced approach and democraƟc process by which decisions on management measures are 
made with fishing community involvement, and the legislaƟon and enforcement that is in place.  

 Lack of recogniƟon of progress made in MPA management risks an over-use or even misuse of 
precauƟonary approaches where evidence perceived as being unavailable combines with the narrow 
pursuit of target-driven expansion of MPA coverage, sidelining evidence-based approaches and 
achievements made. These risks are increasingly recognised in policy making. A study that interviewed 
policy makers across Europe on a wide range of applicaƟons of the precauƟonary principle in public 
policy, found widespread misinterpretaƟon of the principle and concluded with recommendaƟons to 
make the principle more ‘evidence-based and risk informed’34. By virtue of their embeddedness in 
regions, their direct relaƟons with fishers, and detailed understanding of the impacts of the 
precauƟonary principle, IFCAs are achieving exactly this.  

 A situaƟon that highlighted the perils of overlooking exisƟng IFCA management and progress, 
is the (very public) controversy that erupted in 2022 over the proposed HPMA at Holy Island10 in 
Northumberland. UlƟmately, following an extensive consultaƟon by DEFRA, the site was not 
designated for reasons including strong local opposiƟon and since the anƟcipated social costs far 
outweighed proposed ecological gains, primarily because it was already a (IFCA-led) well-managed 
protected area35 as evidenced in the Northumberland IFCA consultaƟon response11.  The Defra public 
consultaƟon on HPMAs illuminated the highly polarised public view about greater marine protecƟon, 
with 58% of respondents strongly in support of HPMAs and 42% strongly in opposiƟon (to HPMAs as 
a general concept)12. However, the topmost cited reason for supporƟng HPMAs (amongst 53% of 
respondents) was the need for them to address the climate crisis, biodiversity decline, and declining 
environmental status, in response to (the most frequently cited pressure) “large scale destrucƟve, 
overly extracƟve or illegal fishing”. All of these stated reasons are addressable through effecƟve MPA 
management, but this demonstrates the lack of space in the public consciousness, at least in the HPMA 
context, for the co-existence of sustainable fishing and effecƟve conservaƟon, which is what IFCAs 
deliver.  

 Lack of recogniƟon of IFCAs’ achievements in their delivery of effecƟve MPA management is, 
rather unfairly, accompanied by significant costs incurred by IFCAs for doing the job with which they 
were tasked, both financial costs in terms of workload (concurred by the Defra 2021 evaluaƟon13), but 
also in terms of IFCA relaƟonships with commercial fishers36. The delivery of effecƟve MPA 

 
10 hƩps://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-tyne-64766055  
11 Highly Protected Marine Areas (HPMA) - Defra ConsultaƟon on Lindisfarne Pilot HPMA - NIFCA 
12 Summary of responses - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
13  Science Search (defra.gov.uk)    
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management has, in some cases, eroded relaƟonships between IFCAs and fishers, many of whom miss 
the ‘old days’ of the SFCs (which managed solely fisheries), and who simply see yet more restricƟve 
legislaƟon and blame the IFCA, despite the IFCA having no choice in delivering Defra’s revised approach 
to MPA management. The impacts of these realiƟes on IFCAs are clearly evident in the interview data 
detailed in this secƟon and also in Theme 6 Engagement, relaƟons with stakeholders and percepƟons 
of IFCAs. This secƟon details some of the reflecƟons about IFCAs’ approaches to MPA management, 
success and conƟnuing challenges, revealing in many instances the extra mile that IFCAs will go in 
navigaƟng soluƟons that enable effecƟve MPA management whilst keeping commercial fisheries open, 
including those dependent on boƩom towed gear.  

IllustraƟve quotes 

[I25, Commercial fisherman member] “The IFCA do what they can to keep the fishery sustainable and going, but 
they’re all just baƩling…if they’re not baƩling Natural England, they’re baƩling with NGOs, the Environment 
Agency, government, everything’s a big baƩle….We’d be gone if it weren’t for the IFCA, industry would be finished, 
maƩer of fact. The trouble is that industry sees it as the IFCA imposing those limitaƟons and closed areas on us, 
because it’s the IFCA telling them to do this, and do that, but they’re only doing that so that we can keep some 
form of fishery going, but the Industry don’t see that side of it”. 

[I26, IFCA officer] “We’ve got to meet our conservaƟon duƟes first and foremost but we’re constantly finding 
ways to enable fisheries to conƟnue in line with those conservaƟon objecƟves and that’s what we’re about. I 
suppose from an industry point of view we’re the bad guys because we’re always bringing in restricƟons… We do 
get some good feedback from members from our authority – that’s really upliŌing”.   

[I29, IFCA officer] “Detailed knowledge sits with the IFCAs and we’ve got that addiƟonal ability to go out to sea, 
do addiƟonal surveys, confirm our findings, speak to fishermen, there are addiƟonal steps and value we can add 
to the process that isn’t always picked up or considered from a more top down centralised system”.  

[I25, Commercial fisherman and member] “The biggest feather in the IFCA’s cap at the moment is the success in 
the [anon] fishery. Because if they hadn’t done an awful lot of work, Natural England would have closed it down 
due to the precauƟonary, and this is the worst term ever invented, precauƟonary route. They can take people’s 
livelihoods away just like that, close enƟre fisheries, because they’re being cauƟous. They’re not saying ‘yes you’re 
doing damage’, but they can’t prove you’re not doing damage, so we’ll close you down. If it hadn’t been for the 
IFCA we’d have lost that fishery and I think that would have been the finish of the whole fishery and all of us 
inshore fishermen…” 
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Story Box 4: AdapƟve Risk Management to address new evidence of fishing and habitat interacƟon 
in the Cromer MCZ and crab fishery [I26].  

“In line with our duƟes, we’d just finished our assessment of poƫng in the MCZ and there were never 
really any major concerns about poƫng on rock habitat, but then new evidence was shared with us by 
Natural England. RecreaƟonal divers who had an interest in the chalk bed reef shared images they’d 
taken of damaged chalk ….on the back of that evidence NE came back to us with new advice that they 
couldn’t rule out that there was no impact of poƫng on chalk reef and they suggested an adapƟve risk 
management (ARM) approach as opposed to the precauƟonary approach, acknowledging that we 
don’t have all the evidence, but also that the risks to the site were not necessarily imminent. The wider 
context is that the site is naturally eroding, there’s a lot of storm damage etc….so we’re trying to put 
into context what is significant damage. The AdapƟve Risk Management Approach essenƟally means 
that we apply management that is proporƟonate to the risk to the site but we evaluate, monitor and 
review management and adapt it where needed in an ongoing process. There is heavy involvement of 
stakeholders….we’ve got a research, a management, and a stakeholder task group made up of industry 
members, Natural England, academics, wildlife trusts, and others, we’re trying to represent all the 
stakeholders who have experƟse and involvement in the MCZ, to develop the research that’s needed 
to answer the quesƟons we don’t know. It’s a really collaboraƟve way of working… 

The Cromer MCZ has sensiƟve rugged chalk feature close into shore that’s fragile… it’s also the most 
important place for the Cromer crab fishery – if we were to just close the area it would put a lot of 
fishermen out of work, so we’re working through that now, a lot of liaison with industry, ….about a 
third of the fleet carry voluntary car trackers on their boats so we know where they’re fishing…we’ve 
got voluntary agreement from all 35 fishermen to avoid closed areas whilst we see what’s happening 
(a control to monitor natural impacts). The study is only in their benefit to evidence the impact. 
Fishermen say they’ve been fishing there for hundreds of years without causing damage, so we need 
to seek evidence regarding that.   

About 97% of our enƟre IFCA district is covered by a conservaƟon designaƟon. What fishermen 
someƟmes fail to recognise is that if it wasn’t for the huge amount of work that the officers did, they 
might not be able to fish it at all. We’re criƟcised by some of the fishermen for the amount we spend 
on AdapƟve Risk Management, but if we didn’t do that, the opƟon would be to be precauƟonary and 
no fishing at all – that would be the easier opƟon. Co-management is the new favourite buzz word, but 
people don’t know what that means….Co-management might actually mean having to make difficult 
decisions”.  

[Note: Anonymity of the fisheries locaƟon was wavered here with consent of the relevant IFCA] 
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Theme 4. Resources and funding  

 

Summary. 

As Rodwell et al. (20147) wrote a decade ago, following an online survey of the percepƟon of 
IFCA members: “There is a wide concern amongst members, however, that the resources of the IFCA 
are inadequate to meet all goals”. Data from the current interviews, ten years later, stress that this is 
sƟll very much the case, with greater resource and more reliable funding an overwhelming priority 
amongst interviewees. This theme captures some of the impacts of that lack of funding on IFCAs’ 
operaƟons, capacity and morale, but also reveals that simply throwing short term ad-hoc funding at 
IFCAs is not the answer. IFCAs need greater capacity to plan expenditure and thus workstreams longer 
term, with more financial security and investment in people on the ground to retain and enhance the 
detailed local knowledge that enables them to deliver their remit.  The Ɵghtening of Local Authority 
(LA) budgets through government austerity measures presents a risk to the current model of IFCA 
funding, as IFCAs must increasingly argue their case against compeƟƟve budgetary demands within 
LAs. The lack of sufficient funding, and inadequate accounƟng for inflaƟon from funding received from 
central government has also proved problemaƟc. There is also significant variaƟon with regards to the 
financial stability of IFCAs around the country with at least one IFCA staƟng it would not be funcƟoning 
within the next few years without addiƟonal funding. Securing reliable financial investment to build 
IFCA capacity in terms of research and the generaƟon of evidence to support IFCA statutory duƟes, 
stakeholder engagement, and staff development were the biggest prioriƟes for IFCA staff and 
members.  

IllustraƟve quotes 

[I34, IFCA officer] “One of the things we’ve faced is the increase in asks from central government, it has been a 
big challenge. Even though we have received addiƟonal funding for those, it’s a difficult spot to be in because it’s 
not like you’re increasing your capacity by this funding, I’m sƟll just one person, even if you do take on other staff, 
that’s sƟll Ɵme to hire and train, it’s so Ɵme consuming, it’s great that Defra are listening and providing funding, 
but it’s not really the soluƟon, they need to invest in longer term funding of posts rather than just sporadic chunks. 
The consultaƟon processes that have come from Defra have been a huge challenge for us, we’ve had two massive 
ones that could fundamentally change the way the IFCA works and to do those effecƟvely has been very Ɵme 
consuming.  Then that takes away from all the other research quesƟons we’d like to do which have to take a lower 
priority” 

[I18, IFCA officer] Defra’s revised approach had a massive impact on all IFCAs. We went from doing half a dozen 
Habitat Risk Assessments a year to suddenly having over 1,000. I think we had 1,100 gear interacƟons across 21 
MPAs that we needed to assess ideally within three years. We did red response first, high risk, but 12 years on 
we’re sƟll working through that list of interacƟons and it’s been bogging us down for a long Ɵme…you don’t feel 
as though you can do any of it as well as you would like, it’s all rushed, trying to meet deadlines, firefighƟng 
rather than geƫng ahead of the game, for all the planning and prioriƟsing we try to do, you always seem to be 
struggling because of sheer workloads. There’s essenƟal work to do on that future list, we do a strategic 

KEY FINDING 

IFCAs may be perceived as value for money, but persistent inadequacies and uncertainƟes 
around funding exacerbate the challenges they face and form a barrier to IFCAs reaching 
their full potenƟal. Dependency on cash-strapped local councils and inconsistent central 

funding threatens their conƟnuaƟon into the future. 
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assessment each year to see what we need to be focussing on, but there’s so much good stuff on there that 
perpetually gets trumped by new things coming through, you’re not achieving quite as much as you could do…” 

[I12, Authority member] “When Defra set the IFCAs up it was definitely ‘Never mind the quality, feel the width 
(i.e. the quality is rubbish but look how much cloth you’re geƫng). The capacity the IFCAs now have has come 
about almost on an incidental and accidental basis – it certainly wasn’t the result of careful Defra planning and 
resource provision. The whole exercise was an exercise in displacement of central government to local decision 
making, but also a displacement of cost – it was done on the cheap and in face of opposiƟon of local 
authoriƟes…we have variable council support. One council officer turned around to me and said we don't fund 
agriculture, we don't fund forestry, why on earth should we be funding fisheries?…IFCAs are (overly) dependent 
on council support and variable reserves / economic vulnerability. I feel that single authority tends to benefit the 
IFCA whereas mulƟple authoriƟes can result in a passing of the buck in terms of funding who funds what. 
SomeƟmes supporƟve aƫtudes cannot be matched by funding,…IFCAs were set up when both localism and 
austerity were at their peak. Defra have tried to do this on the cheap and it’s not working – too many IFCAs are 
in financial straits…basically, Defra created IFCAs, job done, and walked away”. 

 

Theme 5: Engagement, relaƟons with stakeholders and percepƟons 
of IFCAs 
 

 

Summary 

PercepƟons of IFCAs, and the relaƟonship between IFCAs and their stakeholders and other 
regulaƟng bodies, is hugely important to IFCAs. PercepƟons and relaƟonships underpin IFCA capacity 
to deliver effecƟve stakeholder engagement and legiƟmate management outcomes, whilst retaining 
public reputaƟon and confidence.  It is worth noƟng too that the state of relaƟonships with fishers are 
used in evaluaƟons of IFCAs by Defra as part of the four-yearly IFCA OperaƟons and Conduct Reports. 
RelaƟonships between IFCAs (staff and members) and the wider coastal community can be very good; 
IFCAs pracƟce extensive engagement processes that exceed statutory requirements. Furthermore, the 
democraƟc deliberaƟon of IFCA evidence during the public authority meeƟngs means that 
consultaƟon evidence cannot easily be ignored and has full transparency regarding how it is both 
presented and used in decision-making.  

Interviewees reflected on a range of experiences of engagement, oŌen with commercial 
fishers, but also on relaƟonships more generally. Key points include the need for more funding to 

KEY FINDING 

IFCAs employ extensive stakeholder engagement in the development of co-management in 
their districts and would like the resources to do more. Their relaƟonships with stakeholders 
are variable and influenced by IFCA specific context that includes levels of, and capacity for, 
engagement and the management issues of the day. Since the IFCA remit is to deliver 
management that reflects a considered balance between different, and oŌen compeƟng, 
needs and prioriƟes of mulƟple stakeholders (not just one), it is oŌen the case that no single 
stakeholder finds full saƟsfacƟon with decisions that are reached. This is an important reality 
to understand in any percepƟon-based evaluaƟon of IFCA performance.    
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enable officers to be more visible within the district and the challenges of elite capture where meeƟngs 
become dominated by a small number of vocal parƟcipants which do not necessarily reflect the 
majority view (a widely recognised phenomenon in public engagement37,38,39), expressed in interviews 
as ‘the vocal minority’). Also reflected upon is the tendency of IFCAs to be blamed for ‘everything’ 
courtesy of their higher visibility at regional level, the pros and cons of local officers living in the coastal 
communiƟes in which they operate, the value of longevity in post in maintaining relaƟons and building 
trust (see also Theme 7), and the hard felt loss amongst some commercial fishermen of the old SFCs 
which did not have conservaƟon obligaƟons. 

Perhaps most stark in this secƟon is the widespread recogniƟon of the ways in which the IFCA 
remit of delivering balance affects stakeholder relaƟonships, being unable by design to please 
everyone. The importance of balancing stakeholder expectaƟon and need is widely understood and 
valued by IFCA staff and members, and perhaps ‘balance’ itself offers a more appropriate criteria for 
monitoring IFCA performance beyond stakeholder ‘saƟsfacƟon’. The laƩer, on its own, could arguably 
indicate a failing of balance if more vocal stakeholders are geƫng ‘their way’, at the expense of less 
visible groups.  

Snap Survey Result: 86.1% of respondents strongly agreed or agreed with the statement ‘In my 
experience, the IFCA delivers management that represents a fair balance between progressing 
marine conservaƟon alongside sustainable use of marine resources’ with  11.6% being unsure.  

The interviews also seem to highlight a gap in communicaƟon between authority members 
(including commercial fishers), who are acutely aware of IFCA efforts to achieve balance through their 
parƟcipaƟon in authority debates, and the general fishing community; this aspect deserves greater 
aƩenƟon in future evaluaƟons of IFCA performance. The key point to note from reading through this 
secƟon is that being an IFCA isn’t about being popular, just as sustainable fisheries management is not 
achievable through populist approaches that tell people what they want to hear but lack on delivery; 
management of a limited resource can only be achieved through balancing different and complex 
needs. Further quesƟons raised by this secƟon, which go beyond the scope of this report, include 
whether fisher saƟsfacƟon is a good measure of IFCA performance, and whether there is an 
evidencable difference between commercial fishers who are IFCA members, and those who are not. 
The laƩer could reflect a lack of communicaƟon between the authority and the wider fishing 
community, rather than problems with the IFCA itself.  

 

IllustraƟve quotes: 

[I38, Authority member] “I think I’d like the IFCA to be more outward facing with broader community. That isn’t 
a criƟcism, I’m very proud to be an IFCA member because I think what’s been achieved over the last couple of 
years has been really good, but it hasn’t been celebrated enough and people don’t know about it so how can they 
value it, we produce this very technical annual report, there’s a lot of good stuff in it, very few of our consƟtuents 
will ever see it” 

[I25, Commercial fishermen] “I was fiercely against the change from SFC to IFCAs; the SFCs were there for the 
industry, they represented and helped us, they were there for us. We haven’t got that anymore, what we have 
got is a body we have to share with everybody else, they’re not there to back us, they’re there to back everybody. 
I find it very difficult to accept that. I feel something very valuable was taken away from me.  We just keep losing 
our representaƟon and the people who can help us, at the local level”.  

[I16, IFCA staff] “Not everyone is going to be an IFCA fan, there are differences in relaƟonships between certain 
IFCAs and certain industry, but let’s look at why. It’s very easy to do co-management if you’re just going to do 
what the industry want them to do, for example you’re going to give them a load more sole quota and then call 
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it co-management because the fisherman want it and you’ve delivered it. When you’re banning fishing in certain 
areas, it’s a different conversaƟon. It’s not easy, when the European Marine Sites came in, we had to ban 
fishermen from grounds they’ve fished on for years; that challenges relaƟonships. It is challenging fisheries 
management because you’re stopping someone doing something they’ve always done because a piece of 
legislaƟon says you have to. That’s where relaƟonships across different IFCAs will be different with different 
stakeholders. Bad relaƟons might not be the IFCAs’ fault – they have to deliver fisheries management that is 
someƟmes controversial.  It’s understandable why relaƟonships are someƟmes poor, generally I don’t think it’s 
because of bad culture or personal maƩer, or a behaviour from the staff that creates that problem, I think it’s 
because of the job that’s put upon us, balancing the needs. We need more effort to understand why relaƟonships 
are deterioraƟng instead of just saying ‘that IFCAs rubbish’, if they’ve got a bad relaƟon with their fishermen, find 
out why, instead of bashing us”.   

[I42, IFCA officer] “If someone said to me, all the fishermen love this IFCA, I’d be asking myself ‘well why, what’s 
going on there?’, because at the end of the day our role means to some extent we restrict the ability of fishermen 
to make a living, so any decision we make holds them back from making as much money as they could without 
us. They’re always cheesed off with us, you just have to see through that, don’t take it personally, don’t make it 
personal with them. The C in IFCA stands for conservaƟon – I get fishermen saying to me ‘your job is to support 
the fishing industry’, it’s about supporƟng a sustainable fishery going forward and conservaƟon. We need to hear 
other stakeholder views as well otherwise you just go with he who shouts loudest…”  

[29, IFCA officer] “Our relaƟonship with fishermen isn’t as good as it could be. Making regulaƟons and enforcing 
the regulaƟons – it’s a shame because we also have really good relaƟons with fishermen, I go and talk to them, 
we look at the issues together, we pay them for going out on their boat (we could have done it ourselves but we 
want to take the fishermen with us and that’s worth spending some research money on), so we have really good 
relaƟonships with some fishermen. It breaks down when we don’t engage as much, where we’re seen as a non-
interested partner. Fishers in our more marginal fisheries someƟmes only get enforcement aƩenƟon and less 
research aƩenƟon. Some parts suffer because we don’t have the resource available to do research with more 
marginal fisheries, compared to main fisheries where we are very acƟve.…It's so difficult to take fishermen along 
on those management journeys. We personally have nothing to gain from taking something away from someone, 
we don’t put in management for the sake of it because we don’t gain anything from having management that’s 
ineffecƟve. We only have a mandate to try to achieve sustainable fisheries and if there’s no fisheries, we also 
don’t exist”.    

[I25, Commercial fisherman]. “You need to try to have a way of leƫng industry know it’s not the IFCAs’ fault. 
IFCAs are here to help industry and the environment on the whole, they’re just the bearer of bad news and 
industry can’t always accept or understand that, so a lot more support is needed to help people understand the 
when and why of IFCAs”. 
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Story Box 5: Views relaƟonships with industry [I22, Commercial fisherman member] 

“The biggest challenge the IFCA face is the workload. There’s so much chucked at the officers. They 
haven’t got enough resources, their workload is geƫng heavier and heavier from what I’ve seen from 
it. ….When it went from SFC to the IFCA, from a fisherman’s point of view the SFC were a hell of an ally 
for the fishermen, now they’re not so much the fishermen’s friend as they were because there are so 
many outside influences forced in with the conservaƟon side… being on the commiƩee I’ve done a lot 
more work with Natural England and people don’t see what IFCA put into it…The IFCA have to deal 
with that a lot. I feel they worry about what is thrown at them, they work very hard and do due 
diligence, but there are so many outside influences that are knocking on the door and trying to force 
their hand from both fisher and conservaƟon sides – that needs to be balanced to some degree. It’s 
difficult. The fishing industry are their own worst enemy, we’re not on the keyboard, geƫng fishermen 
to come onto the commiƩees is a nightmare – that’s a problem in itself, but you get a lot of 
conservaƟon NGOs who have grown up with computers and surveys and stuff. Where IFCA are good, 
they go out of their way to talk to fishermen and get their responses. I know there’s a lot of bad feelings 
about IFCAs, I’m probably one of the minority, but I do understand and I see how hard they work. If I 
think they’re wrong I tell them, but I want them to tell me the same and that’s the sort of relaƟonship 
you need. It’s difficult to get fishermen to interact with the IFCA… A lot of it is the Ɵme scale and going 
to meeƟngs, online is marvellous but you miss the lunchƟme chats with councillors and others, some 
don’t have a clue about fisheries. It would be helpful if the local IFCA could send someone out on a boat 
to have the fishery explained to the members, so that when they are voƟng on subjects they understand 
more what it’s about. The IFCA officers don’t get it right all the Ɵme, and the people who vote on the 
IFCAs need a beƩer understanding” 

 

Story Box 6: MCZ informal stakeholder consultaƟons [I45, IFCA officer] 

[I45, IFCA officer] “I was really impressed by the effort and success of the informal consultaƟons for  
[anonymised MCZ] and the fact that we had over 100 local stakeholders come to those 
consultaƟons…..Informal consultaƟons are about pre-empƟng our statutory (formal) consultaƟon and 
effecƟvely geƫng early input and early buy in from stakeholders about a proposed management 
iniƟaƟve…. So, the first week was about introducing the habitat map that NE had provided us with and 
the interacƟons with fishing, the general approach we’d take, and exisƟng byelaws we have in the 
district that are relevant… with a view to basically seƫng up the second week of workshops, where we 
introduce the actual proposed management opƟons, things we feel represent a spectrum of what the 
management could look like. So, for example, you could have no management here and a full set of 
management opƟons there, and you get views on those different extremes and opƟons that lie in-
between. We then take that informaƟon and it goes into the impact assessment, into our consideraƟon 
of management opƟons, before those get presented to the IFCA authority. We’re really moving towards 
co-management where it’s genuinely puƫng a lot of effort into geƫng input from fishers at the earliest 
stages of management, to develop it successfully…. 
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Theme 6: Compliance and enforcement 

 
Summary.  

Ensuring compliance by stakeholders with legislaƟon (both IFCA produced and naƟonal) is 
obviously a key area of acƟvity for IFCAs, with enforcement teams operaƟng c.30 coastal patrol vessels 
around England; enforcement officers were thus interviewed across all ten IFCAs. Their reflecƟon 
about their work gives insight into the realiƟes of implemenƟng (oŌen quite complex) legislaƟon 
across what is a highly diverse fishing populaƟon, which can range from powerful criminal gangs to 
vulnerable fishers living with stress and declining mental health. An extensive array of informaƟon 
about enforcement acƟviƟes is already available on IFCA websites, so is not repeated here, which 
includes IFCA codes of conduct and compliance and enforcement strategies. This secƟon explores the 
lived experiences of those officers working at sea, along the coast and in interƟdal areas, working in 
challenging and high-risk environments, implemenƟng what others have designed, usually from the 
comfort of their desks. Many enforcement officers spoke of the importance of experience and empathy 
in understanding how to apply a proporƟonate and fair approach to enforcement, and how difficult it 
can be to ‘teach’ this to other newly recruited officers; the value of having former fishermen as staff 
in their IFCA was also oŌen noted. A key frustraƟon in some IFCAs was found in the lack of consistent 
approach and partnership with the MMO regarding enforcement, which is being addressed naƟonally 
through NIMEG (a naƟonal group that brings together IFCA and MMO enforcement officers and meets 
several Ɵmes a year). In other IFCAs, good collaboraƟon was noted as a major strength and source of 
job saƟsfacƟon and collegiality. Enforcement officers also comment on the value of being fully 
informed about the raƟonale underpinning byelaws and the importance of good internal 
communicaƟon and collaboraƟon across environment and enforcement teams.   

A recent shiŌ by IFCAs, in accordance with the Regulators’ Code14, to an intelligence-risk based 
model (i.e. prioriƟsing targeted enforcement where intelligence suggests illegal acƟvity), whilst making 
sense from a resource efficiency angle (and idenƟfied as good pracƟce in the Defra 2021 evaluaƟon), 
also has a cost. In the context of the resource constraints that they face, officers now have less rouƟne 
interacƟon with compliant fishers in their districts. Ideally, a risk-based approach would be matched 
by a focus on wider engagement and compliance, but lack of adequate funding means that the former 
is at the cost of the laƩer. This loss is keenly felt by officers and could warrant further enquiry to 
ascertain the impacts on quality of intelligence that officers receive (with fewer informal chats with 
compliant fishers, where relaƟonships are oŌen good), on the effecƟveness of enforcement and job 
saƟsfacƟon overall. Many interviews detailed the challenges and benefits of combining enforcement 

 
14 hƩps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5f4e14e2e90e071c745ff2df/14-705-regulators-code.pdf  

KEY FINDING 

IFCA enforcement officers benefit from good interacƟon with IFCA environmental teams to 
facilitate shared understanding of the raƟonale underpinning the legislaƟon they are tasked to 
enforce, good partnership with MMO enforcement teams, which is currently variable, and 
spending Ɵme with a wide range of fishers, not just those which intelligence suggests are law 
breaking. Broadening opportunity for enforcement officers to engage with all fishers in the 
IFCA district could benefit the quality of intelligence that officers receive (where relaƟonships 
are good), efficiency in securing compliance, and overall job saƟsfacƟon for officers and fishers. 
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with engagement, which is highly relevant to current debate about the extent to which engagement 
should follow a disƟnct and separate path, for example through specific engagement officer roles. The 
interviews highlight that, whist challenging, engagement is part and parcel of daily enforcement work, 
so it is perhaps sensible not to treat them as separate pursuits.  

IllustraƟve quotes: 

[I16, IFCA officer] “We rely on voluntary compliance, you get that by working with and alongside industry to help 
them comply with the laws. If we didn’t have that it would be anarchy, so we’ve got to have good relaƟons in 
place and go out of our way to help fishermen to make sure they’ve got the right informaƟon, to help them put 
closed areas on ploƩers, to be proporƟonate when they have broken the law, to assess whether they know and 
understand it and to really help them to comply – give them gauges, give them sƟckers, do everything we can to 
help maximise voluntary compliance, and you do that by talking to them, and we are good at that”.   

[I16, IFCA officer] “Maintaining engagement and face to face Ɵme across the enƟrely of our inshore fleet is hard. 
Since moving to an intelligence risk based model, which targets perpetual offenders and those breaking the law, 
(we do that because of the resource pressures that we have), we are not managing to engage across the whole 
fleet and they want to see us…we’re a face on the coast, we’re their informaƟon supply, if we’re chasing the bad 
guys all the Ɵme we’re losing relaƟonships across the enƟrety of our fleet”.  

[I47, IFCA officer] “When we were SFCs, there was a great interacƟon with the fishing community but now we’ve 
distanced ourselves from the fishing community to a certain extent and there’s a ‘them and us’ situaƟon creeping 
in. The fishermen tend to roll us in together, any issues there are regarding regulaƟon with the MMO, they roll 
the IFCAs and the MMO in the same overall umbrella so if there’s any issues with MMO, when our officers go out 
to do inspecƟons, we tend to get the flack for anything. I don’t think there’s the understanding to disƟnguish the 
IFCA and what we do with byelaws, working with the industry in our specific fisheries in the district, and what the 
MMO do with the quota side of things….and there’s no effort to clarify with them who is responsible for what. 
…We’ve got issues with the MCA surveys, we bear the brunt of that someƟmes…and there is a lot of pressure on 
the inshore fishery at the moment…” 

[I35, IFCA officer] “ConnecƟons between enforcement and environmental teams mean enforcement officers really 
understand the raƟonale behind the legislaƟon and the designers of the legislaƟon / environmental team can 
check things out with enforcement teams about what’s feasible, idenƟfying areas that lack of legiƟmacy and are 
hard to enforce…There’s so much we learn from just having a chat with each other over the top of the computer 
screen”.  
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Theme 7. CollaboraƟon and partnership externally and internal 
consistency across IFCAs.  

 

Summary  

There is widespread dedicaƟon and enthusiasm across IFCA staff and members for the IFCA 
model and the tangible outcomes it delivers, which is clearly captured in the interviews and inspiring 
stories that many interviewees shared. The quality of relaƟonships between IFCA and MMO officers 
working at regional level is variable but where relaƟons are good, there’s recogniƟon regarding the 
contribuƟon of strong partnerships to effecƟve management, enforcement and job saƟsfacƟon. The 
specialist skills and knowledge required by IFCAs, the increased mobility of staff, the remote nature of 
some the operaƟons, and the compeƟƟon for volunteer members’ Ɵme, means that the IFCAs must 
ensure they can be compeƟƟve in the recruitment space. Furthermore, reducing budgets (actual and 
real-terms), and pressure employees are under, as well as the requirement for effecƟve governance, 
require ongoing and meaningful aƩenƟon. Whilst saƟsfacƟon is generally high, this result masks some 
variability with a small number of interviews noƟng inconsistency in how staff and member grievances, 
and stakeholder complaints, are addressed.  Work culture and wellbeing (staff and member) 
improvements should therefore be a priority area for IFCAs moving forward. OpportuniƟes include 
more consistent, transparent and auditable HR processes, as well as coordinaƟon and explicit training 
of authority members, supported where appropriate by AIFCA coordinaƟon, to enable IFCAs to 
respond to complaints and grievances effecƟvely and with consistency. This will improve accountability 
and trust, ensuring IFCAs are consistently aƩracƟve places in which to work, and parƟcipate with, 
bolstering public and government confidence. Allocated working groups and exchange programmes 
and secondments to see how other IFCAs work and sharing of good pracƟce were suggested by 
interviewees as valuable recommendaƟons. Also, there are benefits to be realised from working with 
other groups, such as the Women in Fisheries network who are proacƟvely addressing gender 
challenges in male dominated industries across the UK.  

A survey across IFCA staff and members (n=86) found that 87.2% of respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement ‘I feel valued in my role on the IFCA’. 

IllustraƟve quotes: 

[I17 IFCA officer] “…, a lot of the Ɵme the industry will be quite criƟcal of the IFCA or the MMO, so if we go 
together [to the quayside], it’s almost like we can address all the concerns together, rather than individually…if 
it’s just us, they’ll badmouth the MMO, if it’s the MMO they badmouth us, but if we turn up one officer from each, 
two of us, they haven’t got anywhere to go. Although we have different objecƟves our overall aim to have a 
sustainable fishery, the end goal is the same….when you’ve got a united front it’s beƩer” 

KEY FINDING 

There are opportuniƟes to strengthen collaboraƟon and partnership between IFCAs and the 
MMO regarding data sharing and enforcement and to enable beƩer coordinaƟon and co-
working. Similarly, there is an opportunity for greater consistency across IFCAs in generic areas 
of acƟvity where a joined-up approach is beneficial and does not detract from the demands of 
regional specificity, these include communicaƟons, training and universal policies such as HR, 
work culture and staff and member wellbeing. 
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[I67, IFCA officer] “There’s a reason regions are different, there are different prioriƟes in different IFCAs for 
different fisheries…things are managed at different paces … it’s about understanding where it is construcƟve to 
have harmonizaƟon, and where it’s construcƟve to let IFCAs run” 

[I19, IFCA officer] “The IFCA model is good, but a bit more support wrapped around it naƟonally would be helpful 
so we can get more consistency, if the AssociaƟon was beƩer resourced, anything that helps greater coherence 
between IFCAs would be a good thing. There are vast differences between IFCAs and how they do things…” 

[I42, IFCA officer] “Everything we do is an improvement but we’ve got a long way to go in terms of our governance 
and policies…we’re all working in vacuums…there is no oversight or holisƟc join up….When AIFCA first came into 
being I think there was an aspiraƟon that it would provide that governance oversight and support to the IFCAs 
and there’d be more centralisaƟon in terms of procedure and policy, but it’s been overtaken by the fact we’ve 
been in a constant state of flux for 13 years with what’s been asked from us by Defra. OperaƟonal prioriƟes have 
overtaken any of that governance stuff, the IFCAs were leŌ to fend from themselves in terms of creaƟng those 
policies and procedures, the governance structures that we need; we’ve all got our own consƟtuƟon. 
Fundamentally, that could steer us in quite different direcƟons when it comes to the way we engage with our 
members, the way we make decisions etc. We end up operaƟng in that vacuum and having a very siloed 
mentality. I can count on one hand the amount of Ɵmes a member has asked ‘What are other IFCAs doing’… 
Obviously the fisheries are very different, but the governance structures don’t need to be”.  

 [I12, Authority member] “I feel I exist in a bubble, I haven’t a clue what the other chairs or IFCAs are doing… 
There’s no forum for discussion between chairs, I have no idea whether my problems are unique to this IFCA or 
manifested across the other IFCAs too….there’s no plaƞorm…. Chance to resolve problems ‘I’ve got this problem, 
I can’t work it out, what do you think?’…I have suggested even regional meeƟngs of the chairs but it didn’t get 
interest”. 

[I35, IFCA officer] “… you get more back from staff who feel valued and where you help each other out. I know in 
other IFCAs the staff are quite checked out and they just do it because it’s a job, the passions been taken out of 
them by not having the right work culture in place and it’s a shame because I’ve seen really passionate people 
that could do really great things get knocked down and put down so much by some of the management that it 
just saps the life out of them a bit, and they do the bare minimum because that’s how they’re being treated. 
Looking aŌer your staff, it’s so important….”. 

[I34, IFCA officer] “You can feel overlooked and sidelined as a woman, constantly have to be fighƟng your corner. 
I don’t think anyone has bad intenƟons, it’s just intrinsically built into people isn’t it. Something that would be 
helpful is just a clear mechanism for how to deal with this – I would say I experience sexism in the work place 
regularly and I don’t know how to deal with that, or advise other women working here on how to deal with it 
either... It is changing, we’re a world away from where we were ten years ago.” 

[I21, IFCA officer] “In order to develop really good co-management with partnership, you need to maintain good 
relaƟonships with the fishermen and conservaƟon organisaƟons and that really involves having experienced 
trained staff that stay in that posiƟon for a long Ɵme. I think if you get high turnover of staff, it takes a long Ɵme 
for fishermen to accept and trust somebody new and I think staff retenƟon and recruitment is a really important 
thing….We’ve got a bit of a ‘dead man’s shoes’ problem where you’re only going to go up if someone leaves or if 
someone dies. People do get frustrated, it’s what happens when we have no career progression as such, we 
restructured the team here to try to make more stepping stones”.  

 

46 
 

Theme 8: RecogniƟon and communicaƟon of IFCA progress  

 

Summary 

Where they occur, eroded relaƟons between the IFCA and stakeholders (in parƟcular the 
fishing industry), whilst bad for job saƟsfacƟon and staff morale, are perhaps moƟvaƟng (whether 
intenƟonally or not) a tangible ‘sidelining of IFCAs’ from naƟonal visions of co-management delivery 
(refer to the introducƟon for the lack of menƟon of IFCAs in the JFS). NegaƟve reporƟng of IFCAs by 
industry may be an indicaƟon of delivering balanced management, combined with inadequate wider 
communicaƟon of the need for, and value of, that management in a parƟcular context, or it may reflect 
a deeper problem. These are two very different things, which are difficult to disentangle at surface 
level and in public forums where they are oŌen raised.  One possible example is the Fishing of Inshore 
Fisheries (FOIF) project, which aims, following the widely aƩended Future of our Inshore Fisheries 
conference hosted by Seafish in 2019, to ‘establish an effecƟve inshore fisheries management 
regime”15. In 2022, Fishing News published an update on the FOIF16, where it was heralded as having 
“laid the foundaƟons for much-needed reforms of the UK’s inshore fisheries management system, in 
order to place working fishermen at the very centre of decision-making”. Whilst many posiƟve 
examples of IFCA inshore fisheries management were presented at the 2019 conference, by IFCAs, as 
detailed in the conference report17, these seemed overshadowed by recogniƟon of eroded fisher-IFCA 
relaƟonships. As the report details:  

“Groups suggested that IFCAs are largely seen as dysfuncƟonal and not modelled on co-management 
objecƟves. IFCAs demonstrate varying levels of engagement with the industry across England, but 
were generally considered, by fishermen, to be dominated by voices and individuals who don’t fully 
understand the needs of fishing communiƟes. ‘IFCAs are dominated by environmental outcomes and 
councillors, who don’t understand fishing and the marine environment. ‘IFCAs have become a 
management and enforcement tool rather than an enabling tool.’”  

InteresƟngly, the report also notes that “Several groups suggested that fishermen policing themselves 
would be ideal – but how to aƩain this was not discussed”.    

 
15 Future of Our Inshore Fisheries - conference report — Seafish 
16 hƩps://fishingnews.co.uk/featured/future-of-our-inshore-fisheries-three-years-on/  
17 hƩps://www.seafish.org/document/?id=0de29d54-39e2-4764-b5b4-b12b426f7743  

KEY FINDING 

Many IFCA staff and members lamented the lack of recogniƟon of IFCA achievements by 
central government and the wider public. This was combined with recogniƟon of the 
challenges of allocaƟng their limited resource to maintain communicaƟon of achievements on 
top of exisƟng heavy workloads. In many IFCAs, staff used the same terminology, that they are 
busy ‘fire-fighƟng’ the need of the day at the cost of effecƟve self-promoƟon. Greater 
recogniƟon was one the largest changes that IFCAs want to see in the future. Lack of it erodes 
self-esteem amongst IFCA staff and undermines the important contribuƟons that IFCAs can 
make, both in terms of informing naƟonal policy but also evidencing progress already 
achieved.  
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The interview data in this secƟon (and the preceding secƟon on MPAs), which include inputs 
from commercial fishers who are IFCA members, challenge some of this percepƟon gathered during 
the FOIF conference report. Ironically, in many cases, IFCAs have been instrumental in keeping 
commercial inshore fisheries open, someƟmes in face of significant pressure from conservaƟon 
groups, and usually working alongside commercial fishers, navigaƟng a space where effecƟve MPAs 
and fishing livelihoods can co-exist. The FOIF project is relevant to the present day and future of IFCAs 
because its outputs seem to have paved the way for current co-management infrastructure now 
evolving between government and industry, such as the working groups that feed into FMPs, from 
which IFCAs frequently feel excluded (detailed in this secƟon). Lack of recogniƟon of IFCA achievement 
and capability seems paralleled, more broadly, by lack of recogniƟon of regional management of 
inshore fisheries, which is not menƟoned at all in the JFS. Interviews also revealed frustraƟons 
regarding lack of communicaƟon and public awareness of what IFCAs do, advocaƟng the need for a 
more substanƟal communicaƟons investment across IFCAs and via the AIFCA.  

IllustraƟve quotes: 

[I12, IFCA member] “I’ve been on the IFCA for 15 years, within that Ɵme [at the Ɵme of interview in 2023] we’ve 
had one Defra official aƩend one of our IFCA meeƟngs – he turned up for an hour…. That’s been the sole presence 
of Defra…IFCA should be a flag bearer of devoluƟon and devolved management but it’s crippled by lack of funding 
and support which suggest to me that central government hasn’t bought into the idea” 

[I16, IFCA officer] “When [central government] start talking about co-management and upping their 
engagement, I just sit there. I’ve been here 11 years now, and I feel like you’re preaching to the converted, not 
only the converted, we’ve done it, we’re doing it, we conƟnue to do it…the IFCAs have been co-managing before 
they were IFCAs, that’s what we do…we have a membership that’s made up of local stakeholders, we engage 
with stakeholders around regulaƟons, we implement naƟonal and local legislaƟon through control and 
enforcement, we engage with them on a daily basis, we’re already doing it.” 

[I37, IFCA member] “I’d like to see an IFCA outreach day to discuss an issue within the IFCA and have a day trip, 
include more stakeholders, those interested in the coast but aren’t on an IFCA, liƩer picks, invasive species, 
shorebirds etc., cetacean work, communiƟes also, schools, local people, pressure groups like Surfers Against 
Sewage. People always have something to say but they don’t have anywhere to say it. It’s not that people aren’t 
interested in the coast, it’s the opposite, … when I get my council tax I don’t know I’m contribuƟng to the upkeep 
of the seas….if you look at the benefit of having the IFCA and its benefits, our tourist industry, the place and 
people, about turning what you do into something that more people value – the IFCA could have beƩer 
representaƟon and recogniƟon in the public”  

[I39, IFCA member] “I think the biggest change I’d like to make is for people to have an understanding of what 
IFCA does. If you asked people about what the RSPB does, people would have a preconceived idea, we need more 
understanding about the values of IFCA…we’ve got the blurb on the website, but what would the values of the 
IFCA be, more of a PR and profile raising is needed… the nervousness comes around the ‘they only come when 
they’re bringing bad news’ but everything is done for a really good reason and a considered reason, but only the 
people in the room get to understand that, and that’s a shame. So I guess it’s just educaƟng more people around 
the intenƟons, moƟvaƟons and values of the IFCA….it is the best vehicle for co-management we have”.   
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Story Box 7: The need for clearer policy direcƟon on regional management and IFCAs  

[I16, IFCA officer] 

“I think people get a bit panicky about regional and naƟonal at the moment, there’s always (and I think 
it’s preƩy well documented and known), this concern over regional geƫng sucked into naƟonal and it’s 
a really unhelpful perpetual concern…they did that in Wales and Scotland when the Act was wriƩen in 
2009…that conversaƟon comes up all the Ɵme and I’ve been here 11 years now – if you wrote MACCA 
again, why would you have IFCAs, well we’re good, we’ve got a bit of autonomy as IFCAs, we’re good 
at regional management, if you absorbed that into central government you’d lose that regionality that 
helps deliver effecƟve management so…it would be nice to have some clarity from Defra that they 
intend to move forward with a regional fisheries management model rather than a naƟonal , 
parƟcularly at the moment with FMPs… What’s the direcƟon of travel? I want to know what the IFCAs’ 
role is in delivering new policy under the Fisheries Act. The FMPs are high level management plans. 
What they don’t talk about is how they are actually, pracƟcally going to be delivered. As IFCAs, we’re 
pracƟƟoners, we want to know what’s going to happen in the end, how does it work on our coast, how 
does it affect our fishermen, and those quesƟons have not been answered… 

…How are the FMPs going to be implemented – in terms of regulaƟon and enforcement and what is 
the IFCA role? Are we going to be warranted to enforce legislaƟon? Is there going to be a jurisdicƟonal 
change where IFCAs can possibly enforce up to 12nm? We have the capability to do so, what happens 
in the end…how can we plan if there’s so much uncertainty about the IFCA role in delivering control 
and enforcement moving forward under the FMPs?”   
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SecƟon 4 
Developing a Theory of Change 
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4.1. Strengthening IFCA capaciƟes 
This secƟon details some of the suggesƟons made by interviewees regarding opportuniƟes for 

change and areas for investment. RecommendaƟons to strengthen IFCAs’ capabiliƟes are framed 
around four pathways in the Theory of Change, which is available at the end of the document (p.56).  

 
i) Resources and recognition 
ii) Capability in the organisation 
iii) Partnership and coordination with each other and externally, 
iv) Embeddedness in the region 
 

Pathway 1: Resources and recogniƟon 
Overall goal: IFCAs can improve funding security and capacity whilst strengthening recogniƟon 
across government and the public regarding IFCA acƟviƟes and achievements.  

A bolstered and longer-term funding model, combining local and central government support, would 
enable IFCAs to plan ahead with greater security, addressing urgent inadequacies of funding in some 
IFCAs from local councils, but without supplanƟng or undermining exisƟng commitment from those 
local councils. Research capacity of IFCAs could also be strengthened by their further involvement in 
naƟonal research agendas, partnerships and collaboraƟve funding. IFCA environment teams could set 
out annual evidence requirements (short and longer term needs) which they could naƟonally 
communicate / disseminate as an annual IFCA priority research agenda, idenƟfying external funding 
opportuniƟes and brokering collaboraƟons amongst IFCAs, and between IFCAs and external research 
organisaƟons, including Cefas and universiƟes. Greater IFCA engagement in the MMO Fisheries 
Industry Science Partnerships (FISP) scheme could also bolster research capaciƟes of IFCAs; over the 
last four rounds of FISP, IFCAs have been successfully funded in just 17% of projects18. 

RecogniƟon of IFCAs’ acƟviƟes could be bolstered via conƟnued and enhanced AIFCA support to 
ensure IFCA data, experƟse and knowledge is consistently available and used by other organisaƟons 
and in naƟonal policy. The Poole (2023) Crab and Lobster FMP workshop (led by Kent and Essex IFCA 
and AIFCA) is a good example of the added value of a coordinated and collecƟve IFCA response to a 
specific policy, as well as individual responses submiƩed to the FMP consultaƟon19. Defra staff could 
regularly aƩend AIFCA and IFCA meeƟngs (quarterly and in region). A dedicated Defra liaison officer 
could join each IFCA (as is currently done by the MMO) to bolster Defra-IFCA communicaƟon so that 
central government has greater capacity to absorb knowledge and understanding from the regions. All 
IFCAs could invest in a push for greater volunteering opportuniƟes in the IFCA, as part of growing 
recogniƟon that investment in the extent and quality of IFCA volunteer experience could bolster public 
awareness and greater engagement in quarterly IFCA meeƟngs, and result in higher rates of member 
applicaƟons. This could include development of a young people’s shadow IFCA board, potenƟally 
coordinated by local students, youth leaders, high school and universiƟes, connecƟng to naƟonal 
iniƟaƟves.   

Further savings could be made with greater investment in the IFCAs to coordinate across the regions, 
streamlining areas where it makes sense to do so, without detracƟng from the disƟncƟveness of 
individual IFCAs’ districts. The in-depth knowledge, evidence, and capacity for research at regional 

 
18 hƩps://www.gov.uk/government/publicaƟons/fisp-projects 
19 hƩps://fmpreview.associaƟon-ifca.org.uk/fmp-review-project-update 
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level is an under-tapped resource, which could be uƟlised to the direct and rapid benefit of inshore 
seas and coastal communiƟes. 

 

Pathway 2: Capability in the organisaƟon  
Overall goal: IFCAs can realise the benefit of an excellent work culture and can aƩract and retain 
informed, engaged and commiƩed authority members and staff who feel valued. 

IFCAs should conduct a regular audit of knowledge amongst their members to ensure sufficient skills 
within the authority to deliver their statutory funcƟon and hold both members and staff to account. 
All IFCA members should receive new and specific training to build capacity to effecƟvely monitor and 
address issues, and ensure consistency of governance. This should be developed and supported by a 
‘naƟonal governance working group’ consisƟng of staff and members drawn across the ten IFCAs, 
which can also draw on external advice and support as required.  

In addiƟon to exisƟng audit schedules, all IFCAs should implement regular audits regarding procedures 
and systems, which includes a review of work culture and staff and member wellbeing. Audit findings 
should be reported to the full authority in public meeƟngs and be made subject to an external audit 
group consisƟng of Defra, MMO, AIFCA (member and an officer), member from the naƟonal 
governance working group, and an external HR professional. Terms of reference for this group are to 
be developed which recognise the autonomy of each authority and the benefit of peer support.  

IFCAs could provide members with more consistent and improved training; new material on IFCAs and 
the value of balance could be delivered to all members. IFCAs could adopt succession planning, where 
outgoing members are connected with incoming members (e.g. a three-month shadowing period) to 
share experience and experƟse. Individual IFCAs could host an annual in-person IFCA 'members day ' 
for members and staff at the coast to connect on a more informal basis and share experiences and 
experƟse, including public talks given by members about their specific knowledge areas). Annual thank 
you packages could be sent out (by the MMO and IFCA) to MMO appointees to include an updated 
leƩer of thanks, training material, a brochure of IFCAs / AIFCA newsleƩer, and opportuniƟes for further 
engagement. 

In cases of resignaƟon by staff and members, exit surveys should be consistently conducted by a party 
[where requested, external to the IFCA] with a designated member of the authority who should report 
to the authority (in an auditable process) in which the staff is based. Central HR support could be 
procured to monitor and idenƟfy risk spikes and provide support to IFCAs to address concerns as 
appropriate. 

IFCAs could establish a scheme for exchange and secondment opportuniƟes for staff to be based in 
other IFCAs, and other organisaƟons in the UK and internaƟonally. IFCAs could acƟvely review how to 
enhance parƟcipaƟon of fishing industry members. 
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Pathway 3: Partnership and coordinaƟon  
Overall goal: IFCAs are well coordinated naƟonally, can consistently deliver standardised policy and 
procedure where appropriate, and work well in partnership with others. 

IFCAs should conƟnue to encourage and value joint patrols between MMO and IFCA enforcement 
officers especially on the quayside. AIFCA could coordinate an IFCA Chairperson’s group with an annual 
meeƟng aligned with the IFCAs’ Chief Officer Group annual meeƟng to consider shared governance 
and other issues.   

NaƟonally, AIFCA could host a biennial IFCA conference, with a clear IFCA label (e.g. ‘sustainable 
inshore seas’) for staff, members, central government and academic insƟtuƟons; potenƟal funding 
routes could be explored through university partnerships (for example, policy and engagement QR 
funding) with rotated partner hosts and venues, and use of university faciliƟes. 

IFCAs could coordinate a purpose built, centralised (data cloud) and efficient IFCA database (through 
a database architect working across IFCAs), saving Ɵme spent within IFCAs locaƟng, extracƟng and 
cleaning data, and improving capacity to sharing and accessing IFCA data in a more usable form, 
thereby enhancing recogniƟon and contribuƟon at naƟonal scale. 

IFCAs could conduct a short feasibility study (across IFCAs and MMO) to explore the pros and cons of 
extending the IFCAs’ jusƟficaƟon out to 12nm. Hypothesis to test:  IFCA extension of legislaƟve powers 
out to 12 would benefit from local management, protecƟon of majority inshore fishery, and free up 
scope for MMO to focus on larger and foreign vessel acƟvity outside of the 12m boundary. IFCAs should 
periodically report on their balance of membership, in light of forthcoming consideraƟons and make 
recommendaƟons to the MMO accordingly. 

 

Pathway 4: Embeddedness in the region 
Overall goal: Strengthened relaƟonships and realise benefits of community embeddedness.  

All IFCAs should consistently adopt best pracƟce of informal consultaƟons preceding statutory 
consultaƟons, with possible producƟon of a best pracƟce manual to support. Discussions should take 
place with the MMO’s Regional Fisheries Groups (RFGs) to explore opportuniƟes for collaboraƟon and 
mutual support in how these are done, possibly with a joint model (currently IFCAs are invited to 
aƩend MMO RFGs, rather than running the RFGs as a partner organisaƟon). A lack of coordinaƟon 
between IFCA and MMO engagement efforts risks overlap, stakeholder faƟgue, and a disjointed 
approach. Moving forward, useful monitoring would include regular reflecƟon on the robustness of 
engagement approaches over the longer term, the extent to which engagement is possible outside of 
crisis situaƟons, capacity for regular engagement to serve as an early warning signal of change in the 
fishery, and overall expansion of focus from ‘crisis response’ to IFCAs generaƟng new opportuniƟes 
and posiƟve change for their stakeholders. 

IFCAs could reflect on the impacts, advantages and disadvantages of an over-reliance on an 
intelligence-led approach to enforcement and potenƟal distancing between enforcement officers and 
compliant fishers (eroding intel opportuniƟes, relaƟons, and officer job saƟsfacƟon). To note, there are 
useful comparisons in community policing where intelligence-led policing has been found to erode 
public trust4041. IFCAs’ compliance and enforcement strategies could consider the role of enforcement 
officers in community liaison and the prioriƟsaƟon of community engagement as part of an overall 
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compliance strategy, also whether increased use of remote sensing could free up more generic 
engagement Ɵme for officers.  

The byelaw creaƟon Ɵmeframe should be shortened. Stakeholder relaƟons, trust and IFCAs’ 
reputaƟons amongst their stakeholders can be frustrated by length of Ɵme between IFCA engagement 
in the region and co-design of management, and the central QA processes within MMO and Defra, 
which frequently results in several years elapsing between iniƟal stakeholder consultaƟon and 
implementaƟon of the byelaw. Length of Ɵme for byelaw creaƟon also restricts IFCAs’ abiliƟes to be 
reacƟve in what is a rapidly changing, dynamic coast and inshore marine environment with 
unanƟcipated events. The emergency byelaw funcƟon is limited in terms of when it can be applied and 
for how long (six months). The exisƟng MMO QA KPI of 45 days is rarely met. IFCAs, MMO and Defra 
could address whether this process can be quickened and simplified by a more efficient review process. 

IFCAs are now sufficiently mature that many types of byelaws, idenƟfied as being beneficial, have been 
applied and used at least once elsewhere; the lessons learned from those processes and parts of the 
byelaws that have had to be amended, are not being captured. A naƟonal byelaw working group and 
central repository could support opportuniƟes to improve and recƟfy byelaws, whilst in central 
government, Defra and MMO could improve their communicaƟon and guidance, providing a 
framework and template to ensure IFCAs have consistent byelaw content, making their assessment 
more streamlined and efficient. 
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